
  
    
  


  
    
      The untamed

    

    
      “The untamed” was originally published in 1918 in Argosy All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      Pan of the desert

    

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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

  

  
    
      The panther

    

    In the ranch house old Joseph Cumberland frowned on the floor as he heard his daughter say: “It isn’t right, Dad. I never noticed it before I went away to school, but since I’ve come back I begin to feel that it’s shameful to treat Dan in this way.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Why, Dad, dear,” and she avoided his gaze, “I’ve always been interested in him. Haven’t we grown up together?”


    “Part ways you have.”


    “And haven’t we been always just like brother and sister?”


    “You’re talkin’ a little more’n sisterly, Kate.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Ay, ay! What do I mean! And now you’re all red. Kate, I got an idea it’s nigh onto time to let Dan start on his way.”


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


    “Dad!”


    “Well, Kate?”


    “You wouldn’t send Dan away!”


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


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


    Her sobbing ceased with magic suddenness.


    “Then you won’t send him away?”


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


    “Dear Dad, with all my heart!”


    “Humph!” he grunted, “that’s just what I don’t want. This what I’m goin’ to tell you is a queer thing—a mighty lot like a fairy tale, maybe. I’ve kept it back from you years an’ years thinkin’ you’d find out the truth about Dan for yourself. But bein’ so close to him has made you sort of blind, maybe! No man will criticize his own hoss.”


    “Go on, tell me what you mean. I won’t interrupt.”


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


    “Have you ever seen a mule, Kate?”


    “Of course!”


    “Maybe you’ve noticed that a mule is just as strong as a horse— “


    “Yes.”


    “—but their muscles ain’t a third as big?”


    “Yes, but what on earth—”


    “Well, Kate, Dan is built light an’ yet he’s stronger than the biggest men around here.”


    “Are you going to send him away simply because he’s strong?”


    “It doesn’t show nothin’,” said the old man gently, “savin’ that he’s different from the regular run of men—an’ I’ve seen a considerable pile of men, honey. There’s other funny things about Dan maybe you ain’t noticed. Take the way he has with hosses an’ other animals. The wildest man-killin’, spur-hatin’ bronchos don’t put up no fight when them long legs of Dan settle round ’em.”


    “Because they know fighting won’t help them!”


    “Maybe so, maybe so,” he said quietly, “but it’s kind of queer, Kate, that after most a hundred men on the best hosses in these parts had ridden in relays after Satan an’ couldn’t lay a rope on him, Dan could jest go out on foot with a halter an’ come back in ten days leadin’ the wildest devil of a mustang that ever hated men.”


    “It was a glorious thing to do!” she said.


    Old Cumberland sighed and then shook his head.


    “It shows more’n that, honey. There ain’t any man but Dan that can sit the saddle on Satan. If Dan should die, Satan wouldn’t be no more use to other men than a piece of haltered lightnin’. An’ then tell me how Dan got hold of that wolf, Black Bart, as he calls him.”


    “It isn’t a wolf, Dad,” said Kate, “it’s a dog. Dan says so himself.”


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


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


    “It only proves that Dan is queer—powerful queer! Satan an’ Black Bart are still as wild as they ever was, except that they got one master. An’ they ain’t got a thing to do with other people. Black Bart’d tear the heart out of a man that so much as patted his head.”


    “Why,” she cried, “he’ll let me do anything with him!”


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


    “It wasn’t Dan at all!” she said stoutly, “and he isn’t queer. Satan and Black Bart let me do what I want with them because they know I love them for their beauty and their strength.”


    “Let it go at that,” growled her father. “Kate, you’re jest like your mother when it comes to arguin’. If you wasn’t my little gal I’d say you was plain pig-headed. But look here, ain’t you ever felt that Dan is what I call him—different? Ain’t you ever seen him get mad—jest for a minute—an’ watched them big brown eyes of his get all packed full of yellow light that chases a chill up and down your back like a wrigglin’ snake?”


    She considered this statement in a little silence.


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


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


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


    “Why, Kate,” said the wise old man, “you’re beginnin’ to see for yourself what I’m drivin’ at! Haven’t you got somethin’ else right on the tip of your tongue?”


    “There was one day that I’ve never told you about,” she said in a low voice, looking away, “because I was afraid that if I told you, you’d shoot Black Bart. He was gnawing a big beef bone and just for fun I tried to take it away from him. He’d been out on a long trail with Dan and he was very hungry. When I put my hand on the bone he snapped. Luckily I had a thick glove on and he merely pinched my wrist. Also I think he realized what he was doing for otherwise he’d have cut through the glove as if it had been paper. He snarled fearfully and I sprang back with a cry. Dan hadn’t seen what happened, but he heard the snarl and saw Black Bart’s bared teeth. Then—oh, it was terrible!”


    She covered her face.


    “Take your time, Kate,” said Cumberland softly.


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


    “Bart turned to him with a snarl and bared his teeth. When Dan saw that his face turned—I don’t know how to say it!”


    She stopped a moment and her hands tightened.


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


    “‘Dan!’ I called, ‘don’t go near him!’


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


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


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


    She hesitated and blinked, as if she were shutting her eyes on a fact. “I don’t know. I know that he’s gentle and kind and loves you more than you love him.” Her voice broke a little. “Oh, Dad, you forget the time he sat up with you for five days and nights when you got sick out in the hills, and how he barely managed to get you back to the house alive!”


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


    “I haven’t forgot nothin’, Kate,” he said, “an’ everything is for his own good. Do you know what I’ve been tryin’ to do all these years?”


    “What?”


    “I’ve been tryin’ to hide him from himself! Kate, do you remember how I found him?”


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


    “Lost on the range?” repeated her father softly. “I don’t think he could ever have been lost. To a hoss the corral is a home. To us our ranch is a home. To Dan Barry the whole mountain-desert is a home! This is how I found him. It was in the spring of the year when the wild geese was honkin’ as they flew north. I was ridin’ down a gulley about sunset and wishin’ that I was closer to the ranch when I heard a funny, wild sort of whistlin’ that didn’t have any tune to it that I recognized. It gave me a queer feelin’. It made me think of fairy stories—an’ things like that! Pretty soon I seen a figure on the crest of the hill. There was a triangle of geese away up overhead an’ the boy was walkin’ along lookin’ up as if he was followin’ the trail of the wild geese.


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


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


    “I rode up to him, wonderin’,” went on Cumberland.


    “‘What’re you doin’ round here?’ I says.


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


    “‘It doesn’t bother me none,’ says I. ‘Where do you belong, sonny?’


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


    “There was somethin’ about him that made my heart swell up inside of me. I looked down into them big brown eyes and wondered—well, I don’t know what I wondered; but I remembered all at once that I didn’t have no son.


    “‘Who’s your folks?’ says I, gettin’ more an’ more curious.


    “He jest looked at me sort of bored.


    “‘Where does your folks live at?’ says I.


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


    “Says I: ‘When do you figure on reachin’ home?’


    “‘Oh, most any day,’ says he.


    “An’ I looked around at them brown, naked hills with the night comin’ down over them. Then I stared back at the boy an’ there was something that come up in me like hunger. You see, he was lost; he was alone; the queer ring of his whistlin’ was still in my ears; an’ I couldn’t help rememberin’ that I didn’t have no son.


    “‘Then supposin’ you come along with me,’ says I, ‘an’ I’ll send you home in a buckboard tomorrow?’


    “So the end of it was me ridin’ home with the little kid sittin’ up before me, whistlin’ his heart out! When I got him home I tried to talk to him again. He couldn’t tell me, or he wouldn’t tell me where his folks lived, but jest kept wavin’ his hand liberal to half the points of the compass. An’ that’s all I know of where he come from. I done all I could to find his parents. I inquired and sent letters to every rancher within a hundred miles. I advertised it through the railroads, but they said nobody’d yet been reported lost. He was still mine, at least for a while, an’ I was terrible glad.


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


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


    “‘Which way shall we ride?’ they asked.


    “I don’t know why, but I thought of the wild geese that Dan had seemed to be followin’.


    “‘Ride north,’ I said.


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


    “Sure enough, that was when Dan ran away again, and when I sent my cowpunchers south after him, they found him and brought him back. It seemed as if they’d brought back half the world to me, when I seen him. But I saw that I’d have to put a stop to this runnin’ away. I tried to talk to him, but all he’d say was that he’d better be movin’ on. I took the law in my hands an’ told him he had to be disciplined. So I started thrashin’ him with a quirt, very light. He took it as if he didn’t feel the whip on his shoulders, an’ he smiled. But there came up a yellow light in his eyes that made me feel as if a man was standin’ right behind me with a bare knife in his hand an’ smilin’ jest like the kid was doin’. Finally I simply backed out of the room, an’ since that day there ain’t been man or beast ever has put a hand on Whistlin’ Dan. To this day I reckon he ain’t quite forgiven me.”


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


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


    “I’ve watched Dan like—like a father, almost. I think he loves me, sort of—but I’ve never got over being afraid of him. You see I can’t forget how he smiled when I licked him! But listen to me, Kate, that fear has been with me all the time—an’ it’s the only time I’ve ever been afraid of any man. It isn’t like being scared of a man, but of a panther.


    “Now we’ll jest nacherally add up all the points we’ve made about Dan —the queer way I found him without a home an’ without wantin’ one —that strength he has that’s like the power of a mule compared with a horse—that funny control he has over wild animals so that they almost seem to know what he means when he simply looks at them (have you noticed him with Black Bart and Satan?)—then there’s the yellow light that comes in his eyes when he begins to get real mad—you an’ I have both seen it only once, but we don’t want to see it again! More than this there’s the way he handles either a knife or a gun. He hasn’t practiced much with shootin’ irons, but I never seen him miss a reasonable mark—or an unreasonable one either, for that matter. I’ve spoke to him about it. He said: ‘I dunno how it is. I don’t see how a feller can shoot crooked. It jest seems that when I get out a gun there’s a line drawn from the barrel to the thing I’m shootin’ at. All I have to do is to pull the trigger—almost with my eyes closed!’ Now, Kate, do you begin to see what these here things point to?”


    “Tell me what you see,” she said, “and then I’ll tell you what I think of it all.”


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


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


    “I won’t believe you, Dad,” she said. “I’d sooner trust our Dan than any man alive. I don’t think you’re right in a single word!”


    “I was sure loco,” sighed Cumberland, “to ever dream of convincin’ a woman. Let it drop, Kate. We’re about to get rid of Morgan’s place, an’ now I reckon there won’t be any temptation near Dan. We’ll see what time’ll do for him. Let the thing drop there. Now I’m goin’ over to the Bar XO outfit an’ I won’t be back till late tonight. There’s only one thing more. I told Morgan there wasn’t to be any gun-play in his place today. If you hear any shootin’ go down there an’ remind Morgan to take the guns off’n the men.”


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

  

  
    
      Silent shoots

    

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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Hardly started.”


    “So’m I.”


    “As a matter of fact, I’ve got a lot of hard riding before me.”


    “So’ve I.”


    “And some long riding, too.”


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


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


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


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


    “Noon,” said Lee.


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


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


    “Take it easy,” responded Bill. “This hangout is away off our regular beat. Nobody’ll know him.”


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


    “Shut up,” murmured Bill, “Here’s Jim now, and Hal Purvis with him!”


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


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


    “Well?” asked Lee.


    “I’ll tell you what it is when we’re on the road,” said Jim Silent. “Plenty of time, Haines.”


    “Who’ll start first?” asked Bill.


    “You can, Kilduff,” said the other. “Go straight north, and go slow. Then Haines will follow you. Purvis next. I come last because I got here last. There ain’t any hurry—What’s this here?”


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


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


    “Look here!” said the first man, “I’m willin’ to take that any way you mean it!”


    “An’ I’m willin’,” said the other, “that you should take it any way you damn please.”


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


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


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


    “Look here,” he thundered, “it’s only by way of a favour that I’m lettin’ you boys wear shootin’ irons today because I promised old Cumberland there wouldn’t be no fuss. If you got troubles there’s enough room for you to settle them out in the hills, but there ain’t none at all in here!”


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


    “I ain’t huntin’ for no special brand of trouble,” he said, “but Jack has been ridin’ the red-eye pretty hard and it’s gotten into that dried up bean he calls his brain.”


    “Say, partner,” drawled Jack, “I ain’t drunk enough of the hot stuff to make me fall for the line you’ve been handing out.”


    He turned to Morgan.


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


    The crowd laughed, Morgan loudest of all.


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


    “No, I didn’t,” said Mike, “an’ I didn’t say this here man I was talkin’ about could drill them every time. But he could do it two times out of four.”


    “Mike,” said Morgan, and he softened his disbelief with his smile and the good-natured clap on the shoulder, “you sure must of been drinkin’ when you seen him do it. I allow Whistlin’ Dan could do that an’ more, but he ain’t human with a gun.”


    “How d’you know?” asked Jack, “I ain’t ever seen him packin’ a six- gun.”


    “Sure you ain’t,” answered Morgan, “but I have, an’ I seen him use it, too. It was jest sort of by chance I saw it.”


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


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


    “He’s the man that caught Satan, an’ rode him,” answered a bystander.


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


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


    “Maybe you did see it, and maybe you didn’t,” Morgan was saying to Mike noncommittally, “but there’s some pretty fair shots in this room, which I’d lay fifty bucks no man here could hit a dollar with a six-gun at twenty paces.”


    “While they’re arguin’,” said Bill Kilduff, “I reckon I’ll hit the trail.”


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


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


    Morgan whirled upon him with a scowl, “I ain’t pulled a bluff in my life that I can’t back up!” he said sharply.


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


    “Who’ll hold the stakes?” asked Morgan.


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


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


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


    “It ain’t safe,” said Silent, “because I ain’t mad enough to shoot my best, but it’s about an even draw. Take your pick.”


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


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


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


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


    “As a kind, Christian soul,” said Morgan sarcastically, “I ain’t in your class, stranger. Charity always sort of interests me when I’m on the receivin’ end!”


    The crowd chuckled, and the sound infuriated Silent.


    “Don’t go back jest yet, partners,” he drawled. “Mister Morgan, I got one hundred bones which holler that I can plug that dollar the second try.”


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


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


    “After all,” he said. “I knowed you wasn’t really hard of heart. It only needed a little time and persuasion to make you dig for coin when I pass the box.”


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


    “It took you two shots to do it,” he said, “an’ if I wanted to argue the pint maybe you wouldn’t walk off with the coin.”


    “Partner,” said Jim Silent gently, “I got a wanderin’ hunch that you’re showin’ a pile of brains by not arguin’ this here pint!”


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


    “I s’pose you’ll tell how you did this to your kids when you’re eighty,” he said scornfully, “but around here, stranger, they don’t think much of it. Whistlin’ Dan”—he paused, as if to calculate how far he could safely exaggerate—“Whistlin’ Dan can stand with his back to the coins an’ when they’re thrown he drills four dollars easier than you did one—an’ he wouldn’t waste three shots on one dollar. He ain’t so extravagant!”

  

  
    
      Something yellow

    

    The crowd laughed again at the excitement of Morgan, and Silent’s mirth particularly was loud and long.


    “An’ if you’re still bent on charity,” he said at last, “maybe we could find somethin’ else to lay a bet on!”


    “Anything you name!” said Morgan hotly.


    “I suppose,” said Silent, “that you’re some rider, eh?”


    “I c’n get by with most of ’em.”


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


    “Not any hoss that another man could ride straight up.”


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


    “That tall horse?”


    “You got him. You c’n win back that hundred if you stick on his back two minutes. D’you take it?”


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


    “I’ll take you,” he said.


    A high, thrilling whistle came faintly from the distance.


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


    “Sure,” grinned Silent, “listen to his whistle! We’ll see if we can drag another bet out of the bar-keep if the roan doesn’t hurt him too bad. Look at him now!”


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


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


    “Look out!” yelled Jim Silent. “Grab the reins!”


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


    “My God,” groaned Silent, “he’s gone!”


    “Saddles!” called someone. “We’ll catch him!”


    “Catch hell!” answered Silent bitterly. “There ain’t a hoss on earth that can catch him—an’ now that he ain’t got the weight of a rider, he’ll run away from the wind!”


    “Anyway there goes Dan on Satan after him!”


    “No use! The roan ain’t carryin’ a thing but the saddle.”


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


    “Look at ’em go, boys!”


    “There ain’t no use,” said Jim Silent sadly, “he’ll wind his black for nothin’—an’ I’ve lost the best hoss on the ranges.”


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


    His companion stared at him agape.


    “Red Pete!” he said. “Why, pal, that’s the hoss that Silent—”


    “Maybe it is an’ maybe it ain’t. But why should we ask too many questions?”


    “Let the marshals tend to him. He ain’t ever troubled this part of the range.”


    “Anyway, I’m goin’ to remember his face. If it’s really Jim Silent, I got something that’s worth tellin’ to my kids when they grow up.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “If you got hurt in the fall,” said Dan quietly, overlooking the latter part of the speech, “why don’t you climb onto Satan. He’ll take you back.”


    Morgan laughed.


    “Say, kid, I’d take a chance with Satan, but there ain’t any hospital for fools handy.”


    “Go ahead. He won’t stir a foot. Steady, Satan!”


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


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


    “If I’m goin’ to ride Satan,” declared Morgan, “I got to shoot the dog first and then blindfold the hoss.”


    “No you don’t,” said Dan. “No one else has ever had a seat on Satan, but I got an idea he’ll make an exception for a sort of temporary cripple. Steady, boy. Here you, Bart, come over here an’ keep your face shut!”


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


    “Thankin’ you jest the same, Dan,” he said, “I think I c’n walk back. I’d as soon ride a tame tornado as that hoss.”


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


    “Dan, I’m goin’ to ask you a favour—an’ a big one; will you do it for me?”


    “Sure,” said Whistling Dan. “Anything I can.”


    “There’s a skunk down there with a bad eye an’ a gun that jumps out of its leather like it had a mind of its own. He picked me for fifty bucks by nailing a dollar I tossed up at twenty yards. Then he gets a hundred because I couldn’t ride this hoss of his. Which he’s made a plumb fool of me, Dan. Now I was tellin’ him about you—maybe I was sort of exaggeratin’—an’ I said you could have your back turned when the coins was tossed an’ then pick off four dollars before they hit the ground. I made it a bit high, Dan?”


    His eyes were wistful.


    “Nick four round boys before they hit the dust?” said Dan. “Maybe I could, I don’t know. I can’t try it, anyway, Morgan, because I told Dad Cumberland I’d never pull a gun while there was a crowd aroun’.”


    Morgan sighed; he hesitated, and then: “But you promised you’d do me a favour, Dan?”


    The rider started.


    “I forgot about that—I didn’t think—”


    “It’s only to do a shootin’ trick,” said Morgan eagerly. “It ain’t pullin’ a gun on any one. Why, lad, if you’ll tell me you got a ghost of a chance, I’ll bet every cent in my cash drawer on you agin that skunk! You’ve give me your word, Dan.”


    Whistling Dan shrugged his shoulders.


    “I’ve given you my word,” he said, “an’ I’ll do it. But I guess Dad Cumberland’ll be mighty sore on me.”


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


    “What’d you do to my hoss?” asked Jim Silent, walking out to meet them.


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


    “Git out of the saddle damn quick,” growled Silent. “It ain’t nacheral he’d let you ride him like he was a plough-hoss. An’ if you’ve tried any fancy stunts, I’ll—”


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


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


    “Who’s got any money to bet this damn wolf lives more’n five seconds?” he said savagely.


    “I have,” said Dan.


    “Who in hell are you? What d’you mean by trailing this man-killer around?”


    He turned to Dan with his gun still poised.


    “Bart ain’t a killer,” said Dan, and the gentleness of his voice was oil on troubled waters, “but he gets peeved when a stranger comes nigh to the hoss.”


    “All right this time,” said Purvis, slowly restoring his gun to its holster, “but if this wolf of yours looks cross-eyed at me agin he’ll hit the long trail that ain’t got any end, savvy?”


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


    Purvis kept his right hand close to the butt of his gun and his eyes glinted as if he expected an answer somewhat stronger than words. At this mild acquiesence he turned away, sneering. Silent, having discovered that he could find no fault with Dan’s treatment of his horse, now approached with an ominously thin-lipped smile. Lee Haines read his face and came to his side with a whisper: “Better cut out the rough stuff, Jim. This hasn’t hurt anything but your cash, and he’s already taken water from Purvis. I guess there’s no call for you to make any play.”


    “Shut your face, Haines,” responded Silent, in the same tone. “He’s made a fool of me by showin’ up my hoss, an’ by God I’m goin’ to give him a man- handlin’ he’ll never forgit.”


    He whirled on Morgan.


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


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


    “Keep away from him, stranger,” warned Morgan. “Jest because he rode your hoss you ain’t got a cause to hunt trouble with him. He’s been taught not to fight.”


    Silent, still looking Dan over with insolent eyes, replied: “He sure sticks to his daddy’s lessons. Nice an’ quiet an’ house broke, ain’t he? In my part of the country they dress this kind of a man in gal’s clothes so’s nobody’ll ever get sore at him an’ spoil his pretty face. Better go home to your ma. This ain’t any place for you. They’s men aroun’ here.”


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


    “All right,” he said meekly, “if I ain’t wanted around here I figger there ain’t any cause why I should stay. You don’t figger to be peeved at me, do you?”


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


    “No, kid,” he answered, “if I was peeved at you, you’d learn it without askin’ questions.”


    He turned slowly away.


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


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


    “It’s all right, Dan,” he said. “Don’t let ’em rile you.”


    “You ain’t got any cause to fear that,” said Silent, “because it can’t be done.”

  

  
    
      Four in the air

    

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


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


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


    He turned back to Silent.


    “Look here, partner,” he said, “this is the man I said could nail the four dollars before they hit the dust. I figger you don’t think how it can be done, eh?”


    “Him?” said Silent in deep disgust. “Send him back to his ma before somebody musses him all up! Why, he don’t even pack a gun!”


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


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


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


    “Hurry up,” said Morgan confidently. “I dunno what you’re thinkin’, stranger. Which I’m kind of deaf an’ I don’t understand the way anything talks except money.”


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


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


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


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


    “You c’n see I’m not packin’ any shootin’ irons,” said Dan. “Has anybody got any suggestions?”


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


    “Nice gun,” he said to the first man whose revolver he handled, “but I don’t like a barrel that’s quite so heavy. There’s a whole ounce too much in the barrel.”


    “What d’you mean?” asked the cowpuncher. “I’ve packed that gun for pretty nigh eight years!”


    “Sorry,” said Dan passing on, “but I can’t work right with a top-heavy gun.”


    The next weapon he handed back almost at once.


    “What’s the matter with that?” asked the owner aggressively.


    “Cylinder too tight,” said Dan decisively, and a moment later to another man, “Bad handle. I don’t like the feel of it.”


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


    Dan looked back to him in gentle surprise.


    “You see,” he explained quietly, “you got to handle a gun like a horse. If you don’t treat it right it won’t treat you right. That’s all I know about it. Your gun ain’t very clean, stranger, an’ a gun that ain’t kept clean gets off feet.”


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


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


    “I don’t know,” said Haines gravely, “he looks to me sort of queer —sort of different—damned different, chief!”


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


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


    “How you feelin’, Dan?” asked Morgan anxiously.


    “Everything fine,” he answered.


    “Are you gettin’ weak?”


    “No, I’m all right.”


    “Steady up, partner.”


    “Steady up? Look at my hand!”


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


    “All right, Dan. When you’re shootin’, remember that I got pretty close to everything I own staked on you. There’s the stranger gettin’ his four dollars ready.”


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


    “Are you ready?” he called.


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


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


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


    “That last dollar,” said Dan, and his soft voice was the first sound out of the silence, “wasn’t good. It didn’t ring true. Counterfeit?”


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


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


    “I’m thankin’ you for the loan,” said Dan, “an here’s hopin’ you always have luck with the gun.”


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


    “No thanks,” answered Dan, “I ain’t drinkin’.”


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


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


    “My God!” whispered Lee Haines, with a sort of horror in his voice, “it wasn’t human! Did you see? Did you see?”


    “Am I blind?” asked Hal Purvis, “an’ think of me walkin’ up an’ bracin’ that killer like he was a two-year-old kid! I figger that’s the nearest I ever come to a undeserved grave, an’ I’ve had some close calls! ‘That last dollar wasn’t good! It didn’t ring true,’ says he when he finished. I never seen such nerve!”


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


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


    “All right, Haines,” said Silent. “You c’n start now any time, an’ the rest of us’ll follow on the way I said. I’m leavin’ last. I got a little job to finish up with the kid.”


    But Haines was staring fixedly down the road.


    “I’m not leaving yet,” said Haines. “Look!”


    He turned to one of the cowpunchers.


    “Who’s the girl riding up the road, pardner?”


    “That calico? She’s Kate Cumberland—old Joe’s gal.”


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


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


    “Sorry I’m late,” said Haines. “Shall I tie your horse?”


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


    “You told my father the boys wouldn’t wear guns today.”


    He was somewhat confused.


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


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


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


    “How did he come here?”


    “Oh, Dan?” said Morgan, “he’s all right. He just pulled one of the prettiest shootin’ stunts I ever seen.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “I’m very glad to know you, Mr. Lee.”


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


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


    When they reached Jim Silent he stared fixedly upon Haines. Then he drew his guns slowly and presented them to his comrade, while his eyes shifted to Kate and he said coldly: “Lady, I hope I ain’t the last one to congratulate you!”


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

  

  
    
      Laughter

    

    “Mr. Lee,” she said, “I am going to ask you to do me a favour. Will you?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “I am glad,” he answered.


    “Glad?”


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


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


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


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


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


    Her eyebrows raised a trifle.


    “Is it so hard to do?”


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


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


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


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


    “You will not forget me?”


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


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


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


    “What the hell?” said the big man, “ain’t you started yet?”


    “Look here, Jim,” said Haines cautiously, “I want you to lay off on this kid, Whistling Dan. It won’t mean anything to you to raise the devil with him.”


    “I tell you,” answered Silent, “it’ll please me more’n anything in the world to push that damned girl face of his into the floor.”


    “Silent, I’m asking a personal favour of you!”


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


    “Haines,” came the answer, “I’ll stand more from you than from any man alive. I know you’ve got guts an’ I know you’re straight with me. But there ain’t anything can keep me from manhandlin’ that kid over there.” He opened and shut his fingers slowly. “I sort of yearn to get at him!”


    Haines recognized defeat.


    “But you haven’t another gun hidden on you, Jim? You won’t try to shoot him up?”


    “No,” said Silent. “If I had a gun I don’t know—but I haven’t a gun. My hands’ll be enough!”


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


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


    “Dan,” he said, “hit for the timbers—get on your way— there’s danger here for you!”


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


    “Danger?” he repeated wonderingly.


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


    “What’s the trouble?” said Dan, and his eyes were surprised, but not afraid.


    “The biggest man in this room is after your blood.”


    “Is he?” said Dan wonderingly. “I’m sorry I don’t feel like leavin’, but I’m not tired of this place yet.”


    “Friend,” said Haines, “if that tall man puts his hands on you, he’ll break you across his knee like a rotten stick of wood!”


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


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


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


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


    “Get up when you’re spoke to,” cried Silent. “Ain’t you learned no manners? An’ git up quick!”


    Dan rose, smiling his surprise.


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


    “Don’t stan’ there like a fool. Trot over to the bar an’ git me a jolt of red-eye. I’m dry!” thundered Silent.


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


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


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


    “Why should I beat it?” queried Dan, astonished. “I’m jest beginnin’ to get interested in your place. That tall feller is sure a queer one, ain’t he?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

  

  
    
      The mute messenger

    

    Almost at once Haines raised a hand and spoke to the crowd: “He’s all right, boys. Badly cut across the head and stunned, but he’ll live.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Miss Kate!” said Morgan desperately.


    “You murderer!”


    “You don’t think that I did that?”


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


    Still she did not turn her head.


    “Won’t you hear me explain? He’s jest in a sort of a trance. He’ll wake up feelin’ all right. Don’t try to move him tonight. I’ll go out an’ put his hoss up in the shed. In the mornin’ he’ll be as good as new. Miss Kate, won’t you listen to me?”


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


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


    “The one who was sneering at Dan?”


    “Yes.”


    “Weren’t there enough boys here to string him up?”


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


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


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

  

  
    
      Red writing

    

    He stirred.


    “Dan—dear!”


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


    He was silent and she knew that he remembered.


    “You’re all right now, honey. I’ve come here to take care of you— I won’t leave you. Poor Dan!”


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


    “Black Bart came for me.”


    “Good ol’ Bart!”


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


    “Why, Kate, I’m on the floor and it’s dark. Am I still in Morgan’s place? Yes, I begin to see clearer.”


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


    “If you try to move right away you may get a fever. I’m going back to the house, and I’ll bring you down some blankets. Morgan says you shouldn’t attempt to move for several hours. He says you’ve lost a great deal of blood and that you mustn’t make any effort or ride a horse till tomorrow.”


    Dan relaxed with a sigh.


    “Kate.”


    “Yes, honey.”


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


    “I feel as if I’d sort of been through a fire. I seem to be still seein’ red.”


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


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


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


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


    “Kate.”


    “Yes—honey!”


    “What were you hummin’?”


    She started.


    “I didn’t know I was humming, Dan.”


    “You were, all right. It sounded sort of familiar, but I couldn’t figger out where I heard it.”


    “I know now. It’s one of your own tunes.”


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


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


    “I don’t want to think of movin’, Kate. I feel mighty comfortable. I’m forgettin’ all about that ache in my head. Ain’t that queer? Why, Kate, what in the world are you laughin’ about?”


    “I don’t know, Dan. I’m just happy!”


    “Kate.”


    “Yes?”


    “I like you pretty much.”


    “I’m so glad!”


    “You an’ Black Bart, an’ Satan—”


    “Oh!” Her tone changed.


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


    “Don’t you care for me any more than for your horse—and your dog?”


    He drew a long breath, puzzled.


    “It’s some different, I figger.”


    “Tell me!”


    “If Black Bart died—”


    The wolf-dog whined, hearing his name.


    “Good ol’ Bart! Well, if Black Bart died maybe I’d some day have another dog I’d like almost as much.”


    “Yes.”


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


    “Why?”


    His pauses to consider these questions were maddening.


    “I don’t know,” he muttered at last.


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


    “Maybe you know the reason, Kate?”


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


    “What is it, Dan?”


    “He was pretty big, Kate. He was bigger’n almost any man I ever seen! It was kind of funny. After he hit me I was almost glad. I didn’t hate him —”


    “Dear Dan!”


    “I didn’t hate him—I jest nacherally wanted to kill him— and wantin’ to do that made me glad. Isn’t that funny, Kate?”


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


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


    His hand slipped away.


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


    “Yes?”


    “It’s about him!”


    “Ah!”


    “When he hit me the first time—”


    “I won’t hear you tell of it!”


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


    Her hands fell limp, cold, lifeless.


    “It’s as clear as the print in a book. I’ve got to finish him. That’s the only way I can forget the taste of my own blood.”


    “Dan, listen to me!”


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


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


    “You don’t understand,” he explained carefully. “I got to follow him. I can’t help it no more’n Black Bart can help howlin’ when he sees the moon.”


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


    “Dan!”


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


    “They’s blood on my lips, Kate! I can’t kiss you till they’re clean.”


    He turned his head.


    “You must listen to me, Dan!”


    “Kate, would you talk to the wind?”


    “Yes, if I loved the wind!”


    He turned his head.


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


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


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


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


    “Speak to me!”


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


    “For the last time—for God’s sake, Dan!”


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


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


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


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


    “Yes?” she called, after the second knock.


    “Look out your window, honey, down to Morgan’s place. You remember I said I was goin’ to clean up the landscape?”


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


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


    “There’s the end of it,” Joe Cumberland was saying complacently outside her door. “There ain’t goin’ to be even a shadow of the saloon left nor nothin’ that’s in it. I jest travelled down there this mornin’ and touched a match to it!”


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


    “Why don’t you speak, Kate?” called her father.


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

  

  
    
      The phantom rider

    

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


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


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


    “There ain’t a pile to tell,” he answered at last. “I suppose you heard about what happened to the man you beat up at Morgan’s place the other day?”


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


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


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


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


    The other three glanced covertly to each other. Silent’s hand bunched into a great fist.


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


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


    No one spoke for a moment. Then Silent cried out: “Then what was that whistlin’ I’ve heard down the road behind us?”


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


    “We told you all along, Jim,” said Purvis, as soon as he could control his voice, “that there wasn’t any whistlin’ behind us. We know you got powerful good hearin’, Jim, but we all figger you been makin’ somethin’ out of nothin’. Am I right, boys?”


    “You sure are,” said Kilduff, “I ain’t heard a thing.”


    Silent rolled his eyes angrily from face to face.


    “I’m kind of sorry the lad got his in the fire. I was hopin’ maybe we’d meet agin. There’s nothin’ I’d rather do than be alone five minutes with Whistlin’ Dan.”


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


    “Bill,” he said excitedly, “if Whistlin’ Dan is dead there ain’t any master for that dog!”


    “What about him?” growled Kilduff.


    “I’d like to try my hand with him,” said Purvis, and he moistened his tight lips. “Did you see the black devil when he snarled at me in front of Morgan’s place?”


    “He sure didn’t look too pleasant.”


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


    “How?”


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


    “He’d die first. I know that kind of a dog—or a wolf.”


    “Maybe he’d die. Anyway I’d like to try my hand with him. Bill, I’m goin’ to get hold of him some of these days if I have to ride a hundred miles an’ swim a river!”


    Kilduff grunted.


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


    Purvis shrugged his shoulders.


    “You’re a fool, Bill. Which no man but Barry could ever ride that hoss. I seen it in his eye. He’d cash in buckin’. He’d fight you like a man.”


    Kilduff sighed. A great yearning was in his eyes.


    “Hal,” he said softly, “they’s some men go around for years an’ huntin’ for a girl whose picture is in their bean, cached away somewhere. When they see her they jest nacherally goes nutty. Hal, I don’t give a damn for women folk, but I’ve travelled around a long time with a picture of a hoss in my brain, an’ Satan is the hoss.”


    He closed his eyes.


    “I c’n see him now. I c’n see them shoulders—an’ that head —an’, my God! them eyes—them fire eatin’ eyes! Hal, if a man was to win the heart of that hoss he’d lay down his life for you—he’d run himself plumb to death! I won’t never sleep tight till I get the feel of them satin sides of his between my knees.”


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


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


    “Some more about what?”


    “About Whistling Dan’s death—about the burning of the saloon,” said Haines.


    “What the hell! Are you still thinkin’ about that?”


    “I certainly am.”


    “Then I’ll trade you news,” said Terry Jordan, lowering his voice so that it would not reach the suspicious ear of Jim Silent. “I’ll tell you about the burnin’ if you’ll tell me something about Barry’s fight with Silent!”


    “It’s a trade,” answered Haines.


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


    Haines muttered.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Terry, a little anxiously.


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


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


    Lee Haines sat with fixed eyes.


    “There isn’t much to say about the fight,” he said at last.


    “The hell there isn’t,” scoffed Terry Jordan. “From what I heard, this Whistling Dan simply cut loose and raised the devil more general than a dozen mavericks corralled with a bunch of yearlings.”


    “Cutting loose is right,” said Haines. “It wasn’t a pleasant thing to watch. One moment he was about as dangerous as an eighteen-year-old girl. The next second he was like a panther that’s tasted blood. That’s all there was to it, Terry. After the first blow, he was all over the chief. You know Silent’s a bad man with his hands?”


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


    “Well,” said Haines, “he was like a baby in the hands of Barry. I don’t like to talk about it—none of us do. It makes the flesh creep.”


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


    “Start up your works agin, will you, Bill?” called Silent. “Here comes Shorty Rhinehart, an’ he’s overdue.”


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


    “You seen Hardy?” he asked.


    “I sure did,” said Rhinehart, “an’ it’s the last time I’ll make that trip to him, you can lay to that.”


    “Did he give you the dope?”


    “No.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I jest want you to know that this here’s my last trip to Elkhead— on any business.”


    “Why?”


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


    “What did they do?”


    “I waved my hand to them, glad an’ familiar. They jest grunted. One of them, he looked up an’ down the street, an’ seein’ that no one was in sight, he come up to me an’ without shakin’ hands he says: ‘I’m some surprised to see you in Elkhead, Shorty.’ ‘Why,’ says I, ‘the town’s all right, ain’t it?’ ‘It’s all right,’ he says, ‘but you’d find it a pile more healthier out on the range.’”


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


    “He simply meant that they’re beginnin’ to think a lot more about us than they used to. We’ve been pullin’ too many jobs the last six months.”


    “You’ve said all that before, Shorty. I’m runnin’ this gang. Tell me about Hardy.”


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


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


    “‘For a drink’ says I, never battin’ an eye.


    “‘You’ve come a damn long ways,’ says he.


    “‘Sure,’ says I, ‘that’s one reason I’m so dry. Will you liquor, pal?’


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


    “‘Thanks, but I ain’t drinkin’, says he. ‘Look here, Shorty, are you loco to come ridin’ into Elkhead this way?’


    “‘I’m jest beginnin’ to think maybe I am,’ says I.


    “‘Shorty,’ he says in a whisper, ‘they’re beginnin’ to get wise to the whole gang—includin’ me.’


    “‘Take a brace,’ says I. ‘They ain’t got a thing on you, Hardy.’


    “‘That don’t keep ’em from thinkin’ a hell of a pile,’ says he, ‘an’ I tell you, Shorty, I’m jest about through with the whole works. It ain’t worth it—not if there was a million in it. Everybody is gettin’ wise to Silent, an’ the rest of you. Pretty soon hell’s goin’ to bust loose.’


    “‘You’ve been sayin’ that for two years,’ says I.


    “He stopped an’ looked at me sort of thoughtful an’ pityin’. Then he steps up close to me an’ whispers in that voice: ‘D’you know who’s on Silent’s trail now? Eh?’


    “‘No, an’ I don’t give a damn,’ says I, free an’ careless.


    “‘Tex Calder!’ says he.”


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


    “Did he say Tex Calder?”


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


    “Tex Calder’s a fool,” he said at last. “He ought to know better’n to take to my trail.”


    “He’s fast with his gun,” suggested Shorty.


    “Don’t I know that?” said Silent. “If Alvarez, an’ Bradley, an’ Hunter, an’ God knows how many more could come up out of their graves, they’d tell jest how quick he is with a six-gun. But I’m the one man on the range that’s faster.”


    Shorty was eloquently mute.


    “I ain’t askin’ you to take my word for it,” said Jim Silent. “Now that he’s after me, I’m glad of it. It had to come some day. The mountains ain’t big enough for both of us to go rangin’ forever. We had to lock horns some day. An’ I say, God help Tex Calder!”


    He turned abruptly to the rest of the men.


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


    There came a fluent outburst of cursing.


    Silent went on: “I know jest how slick Calder is. I’m bettin’ on my draw to be jest the necessary half a hair quicker. He may die shootin’. I don’t lay no bets that I c’n nail him before he gets his iron out of its leather, but I say he’ll be shootin’ blind when he dies. Is there any one takin’ that bet?”


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


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


    “Hardy says the shipment’s delayed. He don’t know how long.”


    “How’d it come to be delayed?”


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


    “Will he let us know when it does come through?”


    “I asked him, an’ he jest hedged. He’s quitting on us cold.”


    “I was a fool to send you, Shorty. I’m goin’ myself, an’ if Hardy don’t come through to me—”


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


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


    “What is it?” whispered Haines.


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


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


    “It’s the whisperin’ of the willows,” said Purvis.


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


    “Barry is dead,” said Haines.


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


    “Stand by me, boys,” he pleaded. “It’s his ghost come to haunt me! You can’t hear it, because he ain’t come for you.”


    They stared at him with a fascinated horror.


    “How do you know it’s him?” asked Shorty Rhinehart.


    “There ain’t no sound in the whole world like it. It’s a sort of cross between the singing of a bird an’ the wailin’ of the wind. It’s the ghost of Whistlin’ Dan.”


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


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


    Silent cursed loudly in his relief.


    “It ain’t a ghost. It’s Whistlin’ Dan himself. An’ Terry Jordan has been carryin’ us lies! What in hell do you mean by it?”


    “I ain’t been carryin’ you lies,” said Jordan, hotly. “I told you what I heard. I didn’t never say that there was any one seen his dead body!”


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


    “That Whistlin’ Dan I’m leavin’ to you, Haines,” he called. “I’ve had his blood onct, an’ if I meet him agin there’s goin’ to be another notch filed into my shootin’ iron.”

  

  
    
      The strength of women

    

    He rode swiftly into the dark of the willows, and the lack of noise told that he was picking his way carefully among the bended branches.


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


    “He was,” said Hal Purvis, “an’ if you seen that play in Morgan’s place you wouldn’t be wonderin’ why. If I was the chief I’d do the same.”


    “Me speakin’ personal,” remarked Shorty Rhinehart, “I ain’t layin’ out to be no man-eater like the chief, but I ain’t seen the man that’d make me take to the timbers that way. I don’t noways expect there is such a man!”


    “Shorty,” said Haines calmly, “we all knows that you’re quite a man, but you and Terry are the only ones of us who are surprised that Silent slid away. The rest of us who saw this Whistling Dan in action aren’t a bit inclined to wonder. Suppose you were to meet a black panther down here in the willows?”


    “I wouldn’t give a damn if I had my Winchester with me.”


    “All right, Terry, but suppose the panther,” broke in Hal Purvis, “could sling shootin’ irons as well as you could—maybe that’d make you partic’ler pleased.”


    “It ain’t possible,” said Terry.


    “Sure it ain’t,” grinned Purvis amiably, “an’ this Barry ain’t possible, either. Where you going, Lee?”


    Haines turned from his task of saddling his mount.


    “Private matter. Kilduff, you take my place while I’m gone. I may be back tomorrow night. The chief isn’t apt to return so soon.”


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


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


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


    “I want to explain,” he said huskily.


    “What?”


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


    “No man could have helped him.”


    “You don’t hold it against me?”


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


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


    She did not change.


    “About Dan Barry.”


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


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


    “But I have heard his whistle.”


    Her lips moved but made no sound.


    “Five other men heard him.”


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


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


    He watched her eyes grow large with doubt.


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


    Her hand went out to him.


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


    “I’ve given my horse a hard ride. He must have some rest.”


    She moaned softly in her impatience, and then: “We’ll go back to the house and you can stable your horse there until you’re ready to start. Dad will go with us.”


    “Your father cannot go,” he said shortly.


    “Cannot?”


    “Let’s start back for the ranch,” he said, “and I’ll tell you something about it as we go.”


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


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


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


    She caught her breath and turned abruptly on him.


    “What are you, Mr. Lee?”


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


    “In that camp,” he answered indirectly, “your father wouldn’t be safe!”


    It was out at last!


    “Then you are—”


    “Your friend.”


    “Forgive me. You are my friend!”


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


    “It is murder!”


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


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


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


    “And if he doesn’t listen to me?”


    Haines shrugged his shoulders.


    “Can’t you promise that these men will not fight with him?”


    “I cannot.”


    “But I shall plead with them myself.”


    He turned to her in alarm.


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


    Again that significant shrug of the shoulders.


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


    “Then what must I do?”


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


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


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


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


    “You are not afraid?”


    She smiled.


    “Do you really trust me as far as this?”


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


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


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

  

  
    
      Silent bluffs

    

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


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


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


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


    “You’re Lee Hardy, aren’t you?” said he, and his eyes gave the impression of a smile, though his lips did not stir after speaking.


    “I am,” said the agent.


    “Then you’re the man I want to see. If you don’t mind—”


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


    “Well,” he said good naturedly, “I’m waitin’.”


    “Good,” said the stranger, “I won’t keep you here any longer than is necessary. In the first place my name is Tex Calder.”


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


    “It’s great to see you, Calder,” he said, “of course I’ve heard about you. Everyone has. Here! I’ll send over to the saloon for some red-eye. Are you dry?”


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


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


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


    “Hardy, there’s been crooked work around here.”


    “What in hell—”


    “Get your hand away from that gun, friend.”


    “What the devil’s the meaning of all this?”


    “That’s very well done,” said Calder. “But this isn’t the stage. Are we going to talk business like friends?”


    “I’ve got nothing agin you,” said Hardy testily, and his eyes followed Calder’s right hand as if fascinated. “What do you want to say? I’ll listen. I’m not very busy.”


    “That’s exactly it,” smiled Tex Calder, “I want you to get busier.”


    “Thanks.”


    “In the first place I’ll be straight with you. Wells Fargo hasn’t sent me here.”


    “Who has?”


    “My conscience.”


    “I don’t get your drift.”


    Through a moment of pause Calder’s eyes searched the face of Hardy.


    “You’ve been pretty flush for some time.”


    “I ain’t been starvin’.”


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


    “Yes?”


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


    The prominent Adam’s apple rose and fell in Hardy’s throat.


    “You’re quite a joker, ain’t you Calder? Who, for instance?”


    “Jim Silent.”


    “This is like a story in a book,” grinned Hardy. “Go on. I suppose I’ve been takin’ Silent’s money?”


    The answer came like the click of a cocked revolver.


    “You have!”


    “By God, Calder—”


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


    “This country has its share of the world’s greatest liars,” said Hardy, “I don’t care what you’ve heard.”


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


    “There’s nothin’ like puttin’ your hand on the table.”


    “No, there isn’t. I’ll tell you what you’re to do.”


    “Thanks.”


    The marshal drove straight on.


    “I’ve got four good men in this town. Two of them will always be hanging around your office. Maybe you can get a job for them here, eh? I’ll pay the salaries. You simply tip them off when your visitors are riders the government wants, see? You don’t have to lift a hand. You just go to the door as the visitor leaves, and if he’s all right you say: ‘So long, we’ll be meeting again before long.’ But if he’s a man I want, you say ‘Good-bye.’ That’s all. My boys will see that it is good-bye.”


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


    “Doesn’t it?” agreed Calder, “and the way it concludes is with you reaching over and shaking hands with me and saying ‘yes’!”


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


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


    “Tex,” said the agent. “I guess you have the dope. I won’t say anything except that I’m glad as hell to be out of the rotten business at last. Once started I couldn’t stop. I did one ‘favour’ for these devils, and after that they had me in their power. I haven’t slept for months as I’m going to sleep tonight!”


    He wiped his face with an agitated hand.


    “A week ago,” he went on, “I knew you were detailed on this work. I’ve been sweating ever since. Now that you’ve come—why, I’m glad of it!”


    A faint sneer touched Calder’s mouth and was gone.


    “You’re a wise man,” he said. “Have you seen much of Jim Silent lately?”


    Hardy hesitated. The role of informer was new.


    “Not directly.”


    Calder nodded.


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


    “That’s about it.”


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


    “Right.”


    “Here’s something more. For Jim Silent, dead or alive, the government will pay ten thousand dollars. For each of the other three it pays five thousand. The notices aren’t out yet, but they will be in a few days. Hardy, if you help me bag these men, you’ll get fifty per cent of the profits. Are you on?”


    The hesitancy of Hardy changed to downright enthusiasm.


    “Easy money, Tex. I’m your man, hand and glove.”


    “Don’t get optimistic. This game isn’t played yet, and unless I make the biggest mistake of my life we’ll be guessing again before we land Silent. I’ve trailed some fast gunmen in my day, and I have an idea that Silent will be the hardest of the lot; but if you play your end of the game we may land him. I have a tip that he’s lying out in the country near Elkhead. I’m riding out alone to get track of him. As I go out I’ll tell my men that you’re O.K. for this business.”


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


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


    “No.”


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


    “That’s a lie.”


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


    “The devil he did!”


    “And after the shooting this fellow got into a fight with a tall man twice his size and fairly mopped up the floor with him. They say it wasn’t a nice thing to watch. He is a frail man, but when the fight started he turned into a tiger.”


    “Wish I’d seen it.”


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


    “You’re wrong. I know what Silent can do with his hands. No one could beat him up. What’s the name of the other?”


    “Barry. Whistling Dan Barry.”


    Calder hesitated.


    “Right or wrong, I’d like to have this Barry with me. So long.”


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


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


    “What’s the main idea of them two new men out in your front room, Lee?” he asked.


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


    “I s’pose so. Shorty Rhinehart in here to see you, Lee?”


    “Yep.”


    “You told him that the town was gettin’ pretty hot.”


    “It is.”


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


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


    “I’ve just got the word you want. It come this morning.”


    Silent’s expression changed and he leaned a little closer.


    “It’s the nineteenth. Train number 89. Savvy? Seven o’clock at Elkhead!”


    “How much? Same bunch of coin?”


    “Fifty thousand!”


    “That’s ten more.”


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


    Silent grinned.


    “Any other news, Lee?”


    “Shorty told you about Tex Calder?”


    “He did. Seen him around here?”


    The slightest fraction of a second in hesitation.


    “No.”


    “Was that the straight dope you give Shorty?”


    “Straighter’n hell. They’re beginnin’ to talk, but I guess I was jest sort of panicky when I talked with Shorty.”


    “This Tex Calder—”


    “What about him?” This with a trace of suspicion.


    “He’s got a long record.”


    “So’ve you, Jim.”


    Once more that wolflike grin which had no mirth.


    “So long, Lee. I’ll be on the job. Lay to that.”


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


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


    “My God, Jim!”


    “You’re a low-down, lyin’ hound!”


    Hardy’s tongue clove to the roof of his mouth.


    “Damn you, d’you hear me?”


    “Yes! For God’s sake, Jim, don’t shoot!”


    “Your life ain’t worth a dime!”


    “Give me one more chance an’ I’ll play square!”


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


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


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


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


    “Out with it, if you love livin’!”


    “I—I can’t talk while you got that gun on me!”


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


    “It was Tex Calder,” he said at last.


    Silent started a little and his eyes narrowed again.


    “What of him?”


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


    “An’ made it!” said Silent ominously.


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


    “So help me God he didn’t, Jim.”


    “Get your hands down.”


    He lowered his hands slowly.


    “I told him I didn’t know nothin’ about you.”


    “What about that train? What about that shipment?”


    “It’s jest the way I told you, except that it’s on the eighteenth instead of the nineteenth.”


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


    “I—I—it wasn’t the money. I was afraid to stick with my game any longer.”


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


    “So long, old timer,” he called, slapping Silent on the shoulder, “I’ll be seein’ you ag’in before long.”


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

  

  
    
      Partners

    

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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Do you figger you’ll find it?” asked a quiet voice behind him.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Keep back that damned wolf,” he said desperately.


    “He ain’t goin’ to hurt you,” said the calm voice. “Jest toss your gun to the ground.”


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


    “Bring it here, Bart,” said the latter.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    The other frowned.


    “If you didn’t know my name why were you trailin’ me?”


    “I wasn’t after you,” said Calder.


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


    “What tall man?” asked Calder, his wits groping.


    “The one that swung the chair in Morgan’s place,” said Dan. “Now you’re goin’ to take me to your camp. I got something to say to him.”


    “By the Lord!” cried the marshal, “you’re trailing Silent.”


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


    “I’m trailin’ the man who sent you out after me,” he asserted with a little less assurance.


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


    He said: “My name’s Tex Calder.”


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


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


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


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


    “Jim Silent.”


    Dan instinctively dropped his hand back to his revolver.


    “The tall man?”


    “The one you fought with in Morgan’s place.”


    The unpleasant gleam returned to Dan’s eyes.


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


    Calder was all business.


    “How long have you been here?” he asked.


    “About a day.”


    “Have you seen anything of Silent here among the willows?”


    “No.”


    “Do you think he’s still here?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “I dunno. I’ll stay here till I find him among the trees or he breaks away into the open.”


    “How’ll you know when he leaves the willows?”


    Whistling Dan was puzzled.


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


    “It’s an inner sense, eh? Like the smell of the bloodhound?” said Calder, but his eyes were strangely serious.


    “This day’s about done,” he went on. “Have you any objections to me camping with you here?”


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


    “We can start for my clearing,” said Dan. “Bart’ll bring the hoss. Fetch him in.”


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


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


    “He ain’t wild,” said Dan.


    “Why, he won’t let me put a hand on him.”


    “Yes, he will. Steady, Satan!”


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


    “Not for me,” he said. “I’d rather rub the moustache of the lion in the zoo than touch that black devil!”


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


    “For God’s sake!” cried the marshal. “Shoot the damned wolf, man, or he’ll have your horse by the throat!”


    “Leave ’em be,” said Dan, without turning his head. “Satan an’ Black Bart ain’t got any other dogs an’ hosses to run around with. They’s jest playing a little by way of exercise.”


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


    “Stop ’em!” he cried at last. “It makes me nervous to watch that sort of play. It isn’t natural!”


    “All right,” said Dan. “Stop it, boys.”


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


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


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


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


    “Dan, I’ve got to talk to you,” he began.


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


    “Fire away—partner.”


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


    “There’s one thing you don’t know about Jim Silent. A reward of ten thousand dollars lies on his head. The notices aren’t posted yet.”


    Whistling Dan shrugged his shoulders.


    “I ain’t after money,” he answered.


    Calder frowned. He did not appreciate a bluff.


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


    “If you lay a hand on him,” said Dan, without emotion, “we won’t be friends no longer, I figger.”


    Calder stared.


    “If you don’t want to get him,” he said, “why in God’s name are you trailing him this way?”


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


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


    “My blood went down from my mouth to my chin. I tasted it. Till I get him there ain’t no way of me forgettin’ him.”


    His eyes lighted with that ominous gleam.


    “That’s why no other man c’n put a hand on him. He’s laid out all for me. Understand?”


    The ring of the question echoed for a moment through Calder’s mind.


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


    “I’m sorry for ’em,” said Dan gently. “I ain’t got nothin’ agin any one except the big man.”


    Calder took a long breath.


    “Don’t you see,” he explained carefully, “if you shoot one of these men you are simply a murderer who must be apprehended by the law and punished.”


    “It makes it bad for me, doesn’t it?” said Dan. “An’ I hope I won’t have to hurt more’n one or two of ’em. You see,“—he leaned forward seriously towards Calder—“I’d only shoot for their arms or their legs. I wouldn’t spoil them altogether.”


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


    “I can’t listen no more,” said Dan. “I got to start explorin’ the willows pretty soon.”


    “In the dark?” exclaimed Calder.


    “Sure. Black Bart’ll go with me. The dark don’t bother him.”


    “I’ll go along.”


    “I’d rather be alone. I might meet him.”


    “Any way you want,” said Calder, “but first hear my plan—it doesn’t take long to tell it.”


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

  

  
    
      The long riders entertain

    

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


    “Heard the whistling today?” he asked.


    Purvis shook his head and Terry Jordan allowed “as how it was most uncommon fortunate that this Barry feller didn’t start his noise.” After this Haines ate his supper in silence, his ear ready to catch the first sound of Kate’s horse as it crashed through the willows and shrubs. Nevertheless it was Shorty Rhinehart who sprang to his feet first.


    “They’s a hoss there comin’ among the willows!” he announced.


    “Maybe it’s Silent,” remarked Haines casually.


    “The chief don’t make no such a noise. He picks his goin’,” answered Hal Purvis.


    The sound was quite audible now.


    “They’s been some crooked work,” said Rhinehart excitedly. “Somebody’s tipped off the marshals about where we’re lyin’.”


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


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


    “Don’t be too fast with your six-gun,” warned Haines.


    “I’d rather be too early than too late.”


    “Maybe it isn’t a marshal. If a man were looking for us he’d be a fool to come smashing along like that.”


    He had scarcely spoken when Kate came into view.


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


    “Sure thing,” agreed Haines.


    “Let’s beat it back to the camp.”


    “Not a hope. She’s headed straight for the camp. We’ll take her in and tell her we’re a bunch from the Y Circle X outfit headed north. She’ll never know the difference.”


    “Good idea,” said Rhinehart, and he added with a chuckle, “it’s been nigh three months since I’ve talked to a piece of calico.”


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


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


    “A beaut!” muttered Rhinehart in devout admiration.


    “We’re from the Y Circle X outfit,” said Haines glibly, “camping over here for the night. Are you lost, lady?”


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


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


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


    “By God!” whispered Rhinehart in the ear of Haines.


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


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


    “Haven’t seen him,” said Rhinehart amiably. “But come on to the camp, lady. Maybe one of the boys has spotted him on the way. What’s your name?”


    “Kate Cumberland,” she answered.


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


    “I’m most certainly glad to meet you, an’ my name’s Shorty. This here is Lee. Want to come along with us?”


    “Thank you. I’m a little worried.”


    “‘S all right. Don’t get worried. We’ll show you the way out. Just follow us.”


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


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


    “Sure.”


    “Well, that’s the daughter of the man that raised Whistling Dan. I saw her at Morgan’s place. She’s probably been tipped off that he’s following Silent, but she has no idea who we are.”


    “Sure she hasn’t. She’s a great looker, eh, Lee?”


    “She’ll do, I guess. Now get this: The girl is after Whistling Dan, and if she meets him she’ll persuade him to come back to her father’s place. She’ll take him off our trail, and I guess none of us’ll be sorry to know that he’s gone, eh?”


    “I begin to follow you, Lee. You’ve always had the head!”


    “All right. Now we’ll get Purvis to tell the girl that he’s heard a peculiar whistling around here this evening. We’ll advise her to stick around and go out when she hears the whistling again. That way she’ll meet him and head him off, savvy?”


    “Right,” said Rhinehart.


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


    “That’s me—specially about their bein’ Y Circle X fellers, eh?”


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


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


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


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


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


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

  

  
    
      Delilah

    

    Haines muttered at Kate’s ear: “This is the man. Now keep up your courage.”


    “He doesn’t like this,” went on Haines in the same muffled voice, “but when he understands just why you’re here I think he’ll be as glad as any of us.”


    Silent beckoned to him and he went to the chief.


    “What about the girl?” asked the big fellow curtly.


    “Didn’t Rhinehart tell you?”


    “Rhinehart’s a fool and so are the rest of them. Have you gone loco too, Haines, to let a girl come here?”


    “Where’s the harm?”


    “Why, damn it, she’s marked every man here.”


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


    “Which no fool girl c’n take that feller off the trail. Nothin’ but lead can do that.”


    “I tell you,” said Haines, “the boy’s in love with her. I watched them at Morgan’s place. She can twist him around her finger.”


    A faint light broke the gloom of Silent’s face.


    “Yaller hair an’ blue eyes. They c’n do a lot. Maybe you’re right. What’s that?” His voice had gone suddenly husky.


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


    “We’ll see if that’s the man you want,” suggested Haines.


    “I’ll go along,” said Shorty Rhinehart.


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


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


    “Well?” growled Bill Kilduff.


    “What I want to know—” broke in Terry Jordan.


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


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


    “You’re goin’ it a pile too hard,” said Shorty Rhinehart.


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


    “A fine, hard crew you are,” he said sarcastically at last. “A great bunch of long riders, lettin’ a slip of a yaller-haired girl make fools of you. You over there—you, Shorty Rhinehart, you’d cut the throat of a man that looked crosswise at the Cumberland girl, wouldn’t you? An’ you, Purvis, you’re aching to get at me, ain’t you? An’ you’re still thinkin’ of them blue eyes, Jordan?”


    Before any one could speak he poured in another volley between wind and water: “One slip of a girl can make fools out of five long riders? No, you ain’t long riders. All you c’n handle is hobby hosses!”


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


    “Keep your face shut while I’m talkin’, that’s what I want you to do!”


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


    “Now I’ll tell you what we’re goin’ to do,” he went on. “We’re goin’ out after Haines an’ the girl. If they come up with this Whistlin’ Dan we’re goin’ to surround him an’ fill him full of lead, while they’re talkin’.”


    “Not for a million dollars!” burst in Hal Purvis.


    “Not in a thousan’ years!” echoed Terry Jordan.


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


    “Why?” he asked calmly.


    “It ain’t playin’ square with the girl,” announced Rhinehart.


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


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


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


    Still they were mute.


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


    “The chief’s right,” growled Kilduff, staring down at the ground. “It’s Whistlin’ Dan or us. The mountains ain’t big enough to hold him an’ us!”


    


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


    “Stand where you are,” he said.


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


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


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


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


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


    “Watch him, Bart,” said Dan.


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


    “How do you come here—with him?”


    “He is my friend!”


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


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


    “He brought you here?”


    “Don’t you understand?”


    “When I want a friend like him, I’ll go huntin’ for him myself; an’ I’ll pack a gun with me!”


    That flickering yellow light played behind Dan’s eyes.


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


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


    “What fetched you here?”


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


    “Are you dumb, Kate? What fetched you here?”


    “I have come to bring you home, Dan.”


    “I’m home now.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “There’s the roof of my house,” he jerked his hand towards the sky, “the mountain passes are my doors—an’ the earth is my floor.”


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


    He shrugged his shoulders.


    “Dan, this wild trail has no end.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    


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


    “Wake up,” said the latter.


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


    “Wake up and talk to me.”


    “I’m awake all right. What’s happened?”


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


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


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


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


    “How old are you, Tex?”


    “Forty-four.”


    “That’s a good deal. You ought to know something.”


    “Maybe.”


    “About women?”


    “Ah!” said Calder.


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


    “They’s chiefly jest meanness. Are women the same—jest cut after one pattern?”


    “What pattern, Dan?”


    “The pattern of Delilah! They ain’t no trust to be put in ’em?”


    “A good many of us have found that out.”


    “I thought one woman was different from the rest.”


    “We all think that. Woman in particular is divine; woman in general is —hell!”


    “Ay, but this one—” He stopped and set his teeth.


    “What has she done?”


    “She—” he hesitated, and when he spoke again his voice did not tremble; there was a deep hurt and wonder in it: “She double-crossed me!”


    “When? Do you mean to say you’ve met a woman tonight out here among the willows?—Where—how—”


    “Tex—!”


    “Ay, Dan.”


    “It’s—it’s hell!”


    “It is now. But you’ll forget her! The mountains, the desert, and above all, time—they’ll cure you, my boy.”


    “Not in a whole century, Tex.”


    Calder waited curiously for the explanation. It came.


    “Jest to think of her is like hearing music. Oh, God, Tex, what c’n I do to fight agin this here cold feelin’ at my heart?”


    Dan slipped down beside the marshal and the latter dropped a sympathetic hand over the lean, brown fingers. They returned the pressure with a bone- crushing grip.


    “Fight, Dan! It will make you forget her.”


    “Her skin is softer’n satin, Tex.”


    “Ay, but you’ll never touch it again, Dan.”


    “Her eyes are deeper’n a pool at night an’ her hair is all gold like ripe corn.”


    “You’ll never look into her eyes again, Dan, and you’ll never touch the gold of that hair.”


    “God!”


    The word was hardly more than a whisper, but it brought Black Bart leaping to his feet.


    Dan spoke again: “Tex, I’m thankin’ you for listenin’ to me; I wanted to talk. Bein’ silent was burnin’ me up. There’s one thing more.”


    “Fire it out, lad.”


    “This evenin’ I told you I hated no man but Jim Silent.”


    “Yes.”


    “An’ now they’s another of his gang. Sometime—when she’s standin’ by—I’m goin’ to take him by the throat till he don’t breathe no more. Then I’ll throw him down in front of her an’ ask her if she c’n kiss the life back into his lips!”


    Calder was actually shaking with excitement, but he was wise enough not to speak.


    “Tex!”


    “Ay, lad.”


    “But when I’ve choked his damned life away—”


    “Yes?”


    “Ay, lad.”


    “There’ll be five more that seen her shamin’ me. Tex—all hell is bustin’ loose inside me!”


    For a moment Calder watched, but that stare of cold hate mastered him. He turned his head.

  

  
    
      The crossroads

    

    As Black Bart raced away in answer to Dan’s whistle, Kate recovered herself from the daze in which she stood and with a sob ran towards the willows, calling the name of Dan, but Silent sprang after her, and caught her by the arm. She cried out and struggled vainly in his grip.


    “Don’t follow him, boys!” called Silent. “He’s a dog that can bite while he runs. Stand quiet, girl!”


    Lee Haines caught him by the shoulder and jerked Silent around. His hand held the butt of his revolver, and his whole arm trembled with eagerness for the draw.


    “Take your hand from her, Jim!” he said.


    Silent met his eye with the same glare and while his left hand still held Kate by both her wrists his right dropped to his gun.


    “Not when you tell me, Lee!”


    “Damn you, I say let her go!”


    “By God, Haines, I stand for too much from you!”


    And still they did not draw, because each of them knew that if the crisis came it would mean death to them both. Bill Kilduff jumped between them and thrust them back.


    He cried, “Ain’t we got enough trouble without roundin’ up work at home? Terry Jordan is shot through the arm.”


    Kate tugged at the restraining hand of Silent, not in an attempt to escape, but in order to get closer to Haines.


    “Was this your friendship?” she said, her voice shaking with hate and sorrow, “to bring me here as a lure for Whistling Dan? Listen to me, all of you! He’s escaped you now, and he’ll come again. Remember him, for he shan’t forget you!”


    “You hear her?” said Silent to Haines.


    “Is this what you want me to turn loose?”


    “Silent,” said Haines, “it isn’t the girl alone you’ve double crossed. You’ve crooked me, and you’ll pay me for it sooner or later!”


    “Day or night, winter or summer, I’m willing to meet you an’ fight it out. Rhinehart and Purvis, take this girl back to the clearing!”


    They approached, Purvis still staring at the hand from which only a moment before his gun had been knocked by the shot of Whistling Dan. It was a thing which he could not understand—he had not yet lost a most uncomfortable sense of awe. Haines made no objection when they went off, with Kate walking between them. He knew, now that his blind anger had left him, that it was folly to draw on a fight while the rest of Silent’s men stood around them.


    “An’ the rest of you go back to the clearin’. I got somethin’ to talk over with Lee,” said Silent.


    The others obeyed without question, and the leader turned back to his lieutenant. For a moment longer they remained staring at each other. Then Silent moved slowly forward with outstretched hand.


    “Lee,” he said quietly, “I’m owin’ you an apology an’ I’m man enough to make it.”


    “I can’t take your hand, Jim.”


    Silent hesitated.


    “I guess you got cause to be mad, Lee,” he said. “Maybe I played too quick a hand. I didn’t think about double crossin’ you. I only seen a way to get Whistlin’ Dan out of our path, an’ I took it without rememberin’ that you was the safeguard to the girl.”


    Haines eyed his chief narrowly.


    “I wish to God I could read your mind,” he said at last, “but I’ll take your word that you did it without thinking.”


    His hand slowly met Silent’s.


    “An’ what about the girl now, Lee?”


    “I’ll send her back to her father’s ranch. It will be easy to put her on the right way.”


    “Don’t you see no reason why you can’t do that?”


    “Are you playing with me?”


    “I’m talkin’ to you as I’d talk to myself. If she’s loose she’ll describe us all an’ set the whole range on our trail.”


    Haines stared.


    Silent went on: “If we can’t turn her loose, they’s only one thing left —an’ that’s to take her with us wherever we go.”


    “On your honour, do you see no other way out?”


    “Do you?”


    “She may promise not to speak of it.”


    “There ain’t no way of changin’ the spots of a leopard, Lee, an’ there ain’t no way of keepin’ a woman’s tongue still.”


    “How can we take a girl with us.”


    “It ain’t goin’ to be for long. After we pull the job that comes on the eighteenth, we’ll blow farther south an’ then we’ll let her go.”


    “And no harm will come to her while she’s with us?”


    “Here’s my hand on it, Lee.”


    “How can she ride with us?”


    “She won’t go as a woman. I’ve thought of that. I brought out a new outfit for Purvis from Elkhead—trousers, chaps, shirts, an’ all. He’s small. They’ll near fit the girl.”


    “There isn’t any other way, Jim?”


    “I leave it to you. God knows I don’t want to drag any damn calico aroun’ with us.”


    As they went back towards their clearing they arranged the details. Silent would take the men aside and explain his purpose to them. Haines could inform the girl of what she must do. Just before they reached the camp Silent stopped short and took Haines by the shoulder.


    “They’s one thing I can’t make out, Lee, an’ that’s how Whistlin’ Dan made his getaway. I’d of bet a thousand bones that he would be dropped before he could touch his shootin’ irons. An’ then what happened? Hal Purvis jest flashed a gun—and that feller shot it out’n his hand. I never seen a draw like that. His hand jest seemed to twitch—I couldn’t follow the move he made—an’ the next second his gun went off.”


    He stared at Lee with a sort of fascinated horror.


    “Silent,” said Haines, “can you explain how the lightning comes down out of the sky?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Then don’t ask me to explain how Whistling Dan made his getaway. One minute I heard him talkin’ with the girl. The next second there was two shots and when I whirled he was gone. But he’ll come back, Jim. We’re not through with him. He slipped away from you and your men like water out of a sieve, but we won’t slip away from him the same way.”


    Silent stared on again with bowed head.


    “He liked the girl, Lee?”


    “Any one could see that.”


    “Then while she’s with us he’ll go pretty slow. Lee, that’s another reason why she’s got to stay with us. My frien’, it’s time we was moving out from the willows. The next time he comes up with us he won’t be numb in the head. He’ll be thinkin’ fast an’ he’ll be shootin’ a damn sight faster. We got two jobs ahead of us—first to get that Wells Fargo shipment, and then to get Whistling Dan. There ain’t room enough in the whole world for him and me.”

  

  
    
      The three of us

    

    In the clearing of Whistling Dan and Tex Calder the marshal had turned into his blankets once more. There was no thought of sleep in Dan’s mind. When the heavy breathing of the sleeper began he rose and commenced to pace up and down on the farther side of the open space. Two pairs of glowing eyes followed him in every move. Black Bart, who trailed him up and down during the first few turns he made, now sat down and watched his master with a wistful gaze. The black stallion, who lay more like a dog than a horse on the ground, kept his ears pricked forwards, as if expecting some order. Once or twice he whinnied very softly, and finally Dan sat down beside Satan, his shoulders leaned against the satiny side and his arms flung out along the stallion’s back. Several times he felt hot breath against his cheek as the horse turned a curious head towards him, but he paid no attention, even when the stallion whinnied a question in his ear. In his heart was a numb, strange feeling which made him weak. He was even blind to the fact that Black Bart at last slipped into the shadows of the willows.


    Presently something cold touched his chin. He found himself staring into the yellow-green eyes of Black Bart, who panted from his run, and now dropped from his mouth something which fell into Dan’s lap. It was the glove of Kate Cumberland. In the grasp of his long nervous fingers, how small it was! And yet the hand which had wrinkled the leather was strong enough to hold the heart of a man. He slipped and caught the shaggy black head of Bart between his hands. The wolf knew—in some mysterious way he knew!


    The touch of sympathy unnerved him. All his sorrow and his weakness burst on his soul in a single wave. A big tear struck the shining nose of the wolf.


    “Bart!” he whispered. “Did you figger on plumb bustin’ my heart, pal?”


    To avoid those large melancholy eyes, Bart pressed his head inside of his master’s arms.


    “Delilah!” whispered Dan.


    After that not a sound came from the three, the horse, the dog, or the man. Black Bart curled up at the feet of his master and seemed to sleep, but every now and then an ear raised or an eye twitched open. He was on guard against a danger which he did not understand. The horse, also, with a high head scanned the circling willows, alert; but the man for whom the stallion and the wolf watched gave no heed to either. There was a vacant and dreamy expression in his eye as if he was searching his own inner heart and found there the greatest enemy of all. All night they sat in this manner, silent, moveless; the animals watching against the world, the man watching against himself. Before dawn he roused himself suddenly, crossed to the sleeping marshal, and touched him on the arm.


    “It’s time we hit the trail,” he said, as Calder sat up in the blanket.


    “What’s happened? Isn’t it our job to comb the willows?”


    “Silent ain’t in the willows.”


    Calder started to his feet.


    “How do you know?”


    “They ain’t close to us, that’s all I know.”


    Tex smiled incredulously.


    “I suppose,” he said good humouredly, “that your instinct brought you this message?”


    “Instinct?” repeated Dan blankly, “I dunno.”


    Calder grew serious.


    “We’ll take a chance that you may be right. At least we can ride down the river bank and see if there are any fresh tracks in the sand. If Silent started this morning I have an idea he’ll head across the river and line out for the railroad.”


    In twenty minutes their breakfast was eaten and they were in the saddle. The sun had not yet risen when they came out of the willows to the broad shallow basin of the river. In spring, when the snow of the mountains melted, that river filled from bank to bank with a yellow torrent; at the dry season of the year it was a dirty little creek meandering through the sands. Down the bank they rode at a sharp trot for a mile and a half until Black Bart, who scouted ahead of them at his gliding wolf-trot, came to an abrupt stop. Dan spoke to Satan and the stallion broke into a swift gallop which left the pony of Tex Calder labouring in the rear. When they drew rein beside the wolf, they found seven distinct tracks of horses which went down the bank of the river and crossed the basin. Calder turned with a wide-eyed amazement to Dan.


    “You’re right again,” he said, not without a touch of vexation in his voice; “but the dog stopped at these tracks. How does he know we are hunting for Silent’s crew?”


    “I dunno,” said Dan, “maybe he jest suspects.”


    “They can’t have a long start of us,” said Calder. “Let’s hit the trail. Well get them before night.”


    “No,” said Dan, “we won’t.”


    “Why won’t we?”


    “I’ve seen Silent’s hoss, and I’ve ridden him. If the rest of his gang have the same kind of hoss flesh, you c’n never catch him with that cayuse of yours.”


    “Maybe not today,” said Calder, “but in two days we’ll run him down. Seven horses can’t travel as two in a long chase.”


    They started out across the basin, keeping to the tracks of Silent’s horses. It was the marshal’s idea that the outlaws would head on a fairly straight line for the railroad and accordingly when they lost the track of the seven horses they kept to this direction. Twice during the day they verified their course by information received once from a range rider and once from a man in a dusty buck-board. Both of these had sighted the fast travelling band, but each had seen it pass an hour or two before Calder and Dan arrived. Such tidings encouraged the marshal to keep his horse at an increasing speed; but in the middle of the afternoon, though black Satan showed little or no signs of fatigue, the cattle-pony was nearly blown and they were forced to reduce their pace to the ordinary dog-trot.

  

  
    
      The panther’s paw

    

    Evening came and still they had not sighted the outlaws. As dark fell they drew near a house snuggled away among a group of cottonwoods. Here they determined to spend the night, for Calder’s pony was now almost exhausted. A man of fifty came from the house in answer to their call and showed them the way to the horse-shed. While they unsaddled their horses he told them his name was Sam Daniels, yet he evinced no curiosity as to the identity of his guests, and they volunteered no information. His eyes lingered long and fondly over the exquisite lines of Satan. From behind, from the side, and in front, he viewed the stallion while Dan rubbed down the legs of his mount with a care which was most foreign to the ranges. Finally the cattleman reached out a hand toward the smoothly muscled shoulders.


    It was Calder who stood nearest and he managed to strike up Daniels’s extended arm and jerk him back from the region of danger.


    “What’n hell is that for?” exclaimed Daniels.


    “That horse is called Satan,” said Calder, “and when any one save his owner touches him he lives up to his name and raises hell.”


    Before Daniels could answer, the light of his lantern fell upon Black Bart, hitherto half hidden by the deepening shadows of the night, but standing now at the entrance of the shed. The cattleman’s teeth clicked together and he slapped his hand against his thigh in a reach for the gun which was not there.


    “Look behind you,” he said to Calder. “A wolf!”


    He made a grab for the marshal’s gun, but the latter forestalled him.


    “Go easy, partner,” he said, grinning, “that’s only the running mate of the horse. He’s not a wolf, at least not according to his owner—and as for being wild—look at that!”


    Bart had stalked calmly into the shed and now lay curled up exactly beneath the feet of the stallion.


    The two guests received a warmer welcome from Sam Daniels’ wife when they reached the house. Their son, Buck, had been expected home for supper, but it was too late for them to delay the meal longer. Accordingly they sat down at once and the dinner was nearly over when Buck, having announced himself with a whoop as he rode up, entered, banging the door loudly behind him. He greeted the strangers with a careless wave of the hand and sat down at the table. His mother placed food silently before him. No explanations of his tardiness were asked and none were offered. The attitude of his father indicated clearly that the boy represented the earning power of the family. He was a big fellow with broad, thick wrists, and a straight black eye. When he had eaten, he broke into breezy conversation, and especially of a vicious mustang he had ridden on a bet the day before.


    “Speakin’ of hosses, Buck,” said his father, “they’s a black out in the shed right now that’d make your eyes jest nacherally pop out’n their sockets. No more’n fifteen hands, but a reg’lar picture. Must be greased lightnin’.”


    “I’ve heard talk of these streaks of greased lightnin’,” said Buck, with a touch of scorn, “but I’ll stack old Mike agin the best of them.”


    “An’ there’s a dog along with the hoss—a dog that’s the nearest to a wolf of any I ever seen.”


    There was a sudden change in Buck—a change to be sensed rather than definitely noted with the eye. It was a stiffening of his body—an alertness of which he was at pains to make no show. For almost immediately he began to whistle softly, idly, his eyes roving carelessly across the wall while he tilted back in his chair. Dan dropped his hand close to the butt of his gun. Instantly, the eyes of Buck flashed down and centered on Dan for an instant of keen scrutiny. Certainly Buck had connected that mention of the black horse and the wolf-dog with a disturbing idea.


    When they went to their room—a room in which there was no bed and they had to roll down their blankets on the floor—Dan opened the window and commenced to whistle one of his own wild tunes. It seemed to Calder that there was a break in that music here and there, and a few notes grouped together like a call. In a moment a shadowy figure leaped through the window, and Black Bart landed on the floor with soft padding feet.


    Recovering from his start Calder cursed softly.


    “What’s the main idea?” he asked.


    Dan made a signal for a lower tone.


    “There ain’t no idea,” he answered, “but these Daniels people—do you know anything about them?”


    “No. Why?”


    “They interest me, that’s all.”


    “Anything wrong?”


    “I guess not.”


    “Why did you whistle for this infernal wolf? It makes me nervous to have him around. Get out, Bart.”


    The wolf turned a languid eye upon the marshal.


    “Let him be,” said Dan. “I don’t feel no ways nacheral without havin’ Bart around.”


    The marshal made no farther objections, and having rolled himself in his blankets was almost immediately asleep and breathing heavily. The moment Dan heard his companion draw breath with a telltale regularity, he sat up again in his blankets. Bart was instantly at his side. He patted the shaggy head lightly, and pointed towards the door.


    “Guard!” he whispered.


    Then he lay down and was immediately asleep. Bart crouched at his feet with his head pointed directly at the door.


    In other rooms there was the sound of the Daniels family going to bed —noises distinctly heard throughout the flimsy frame of the house. After that a deep silence fell which lasted many hours, but in that darkest moment which just precedes the dawn, a light creaking came up the hall. It was very faint and it occurred only at long intervals, but at the first sound Black Bart raised his head from his paws and stared at the door with those glowing eyes which see in the dark.


    Now another sound came, still soft, regular. There was a movement of the door. In the pitch dark a man could never have noticed it, but it was plainly visible to the wolf. Still more visible, when the door finally stood wide, was the form of the man who stood in the opening. In one hand he carried a lantern thoroughly hooded, but not so well wrapped that it kept back a single ray which flashed on a revolver. The intruder made a step forward, a step as light as the fall of feathers, but it was not half so stealthy as the movement of Black Bart as he slunk towards the door. He had been warned to watch that door, but it did not need a warning to tell him that a danger was approaching the sleeping master. In the crouched form of the man, in the cautious step, he recognized the unmistakable stalking of one who hunts. Another soft step the man made forward.


    Then, with appalling suddenness, a blacker shadow shot up from the deep night of the floor, and white teeth gleamed before the stranger’s face. He threw up his hand to save his throat. The teeth sank into his arm—a driving weight hurled him against the wall and then to the floor—the revolver and the lantern dropped clattering, and the latter, rolling from its wrapping, flooded the room with light. But neither man nor wolf uttered a sound.


    Calder was standing, gun in hand, but too bewildered to act, while Dan, as if he were playing a part long rehearsed, stood covering the fallen form of Buck Daniels.


    “Stand back from him, Bart!” he commanded.


    The wolf slipped off a pace, whining with horrible eagerness, for he had tasted blood. Far away a shout came from Sam Daniels. Dan lowered his gun.


    “Stand up,” he ordered.


    The big fellow picked himself up and stood against the wall with the blood streaming down his right arm. Still he said nothing and his keen eyes darted from Calder to Whistling Dan.


    “Give me a strip of that old shirt over there, will you, Tex?” said Dan, “an’ keep him covered while I tie up his arm.”


    Before Calder could move, old Daniels appeared at the door, a heavy Colt in his hand. For a moment he stood dumbfounded, but then, with a cry, jerked up his gun—a quick movement, but a fraction of a second too slow, for the hand of Dan darted out and his knuckles struck the wrist of the old cattleman. The Colt rattled on the floor. He lunged after his weapon, but the voice of Buck stopped him short.


    “The game’s up, Dad,” he growled, “that older feller is Tex Calder.”


    The name, like a blow in the face, straightened old Daniels and left him white and blinking. Whistling Dan turned his back on the father and deftly bound up the lacerated arm of Buck.


    “In the name o’ God, Buck,” moaned Sam, “what you been tryin’ to do in here?”


    “What you’d do if you had the guts for it. That’s Tex Calder an’ this is Dan Barry. They’re on the trail of big Jim. I wanted to put ’em off that trail.”


    “Look here,” said Calder, “how’d you know us?”


    “I’ve said my little say,” said Buck sullenly, “an’ you’ll get no more out of me between here an’ any hell you can take me to.”


    “He knew us when his father talked about Satan an’ Black Bart,” said Dan to Tex. “Maybe he’s one of Silent’s.”


    “Buck, for God’s sake tell ’em you know nothin’ of Silent,” cried old Daniels. “Boy, boy, it’s hangin’ for you if they get you to Elkhead an’ charge you with that!”


    “Dad, you’re a fool,” said Buck. “I ain’t goin’ down on my knees to ’em. Not me.”


    Calder, still keeping Buck covered with his gun, drew Dan a little to one side.


    “What can we do with this fellow, Dan?” he said. “Shall we give up the trail and take him over to Elkhead?”


    “An’ break the heart of the ol’ man?”


    “Buck is one of the gang, that’s certain.”


    “Get Silent an’ there won’t be no gang left.”


    “But we caught this in red blood—”


    “He ain’t very old, Tex. Maybe he could change. I think he ain’t been playin’ Silent’s game any too long.”


    “We can’t let him go. It isn’t in reason to do that.”


    “I ain’t thinkin’ of reason. I’m thinkin’ of old Sam an’ his wife.”


    “And if we turn him loose?”


    “He’ll be your man till he dies.”


    Calder scowled.


    “The whole range is filled with these silent partners of the outlaws —but maybe you’re right, Dan. Look at them now!”


    The father was standing close to his son and pouring out a torrent of appeal—evidently begging him in a low voice to disavow any knowledge of Silent and his crew, but Buck shook his head sullenly. He had given up hope. Calder approached them.


    “Buck,” he said, “I suppose you know that you could be hung for what you’ve tried to do tonight. If the law wouldn’t hang you a lynching party would. No jail would be strong enough to keep them away from you.”


    Buck was silent, dogged.


    “But suppose we were to let you go scot free?”


    Buck started. A great flush covered his face.


    “I’m taking the advice of Dan Barry in doing this,” said Calder. “Barry thinks you could go straight. Tell me man to man, if I give you the chance will you break loose from Silent and his gang?”


    A moment before, Buck had been steeled for the worst, but this sudden change loosened all the bonds of his pride. He stammered and choked. Calder turned abruptly away.


    “Dan,” he said, “here’s the dawn, and it’s time for us to hit the trail.”


    They rolled their blankets hastily and broke away from the gratitude which poured like water from the heart of old Sam. They were in their saddles when Buck came beside Dan. His pride, his shame, and his gratitude broke his voice.


    “I ain’t much on words,” he said, “but it’s you I’m thankin’!”


    His hand reached up hesitatingly, and Dan caught it in a firm grip.


    “Why,” he said gently, “even Satan here stumbles now an’ then, but that ain’t no reason I should get rid of him. Good luck—partner!”


    He shook the reins and the stallion leaped off after Calder’s trotting pony. Buck Daniels stood motionless looking after them, and his eyes were very dim.


    For an hour Dan and Tex were on the road before the sun looked over the hills. Calder halted his horse to watch.


    “Dan,” he said at last, “I used to think there were only two ways of handling men—one with the velvet touch and one with the touch of steel. Mine has been the way of steel, but I begin to see there’s a third possibility —the touch of the panther’s paw—the velvet with the steel claws hid beneath. That’s your way, and I wonder if it isn’t the best. I think Buck Daniels would be glad to die for you!”


    He turned directly to Dan.


    “But all this is aside from the point, which is that the whole country is full of these silent partners of the outlaws. The law plays a lone hand in the mountain-desert.”


    “You’ve played the lone hand and won twenty times,” said Dan.


    “Ay, but the twenty-first time I may fail. The difference between success and failure in this country is just the length of time it takes to pull a trigger—and Silent is fast with a gun. He’s the root of the outlaw power. We may kill a hundred men, but till he’s gone we’ve only mowed the weeds, not pulled them. But what’s the use of talking? One second will tell the tale when I stand face to face with Jim Silent and we go for our six-guns. And somewhere between that rising sun and those mountains I’ll find Jim Silent and the end of things for one of us.”


    He started his cattle-pony into a sudden gallop, and they drove on into the bright morning.

  

  
    
      Cain

    

    Hardly a score of miles away, Jim Silent and his six companions topped a hill. He raised his hand and the others drew rein beside him. Kate Cumberland shifted her weight a little to one side of the saddle to rest and looked down from the crest on the sweep of country below. A mile away the railroad made a streak of silver light across the brown range and directly before them stood the squat station-house with red-tiled roof. Just before the house, a slightly broader streak of that gleaming light showed the position of the siding rails. She turned her head towards the outlaws. They were listening to the final directions of their chief, and the darkly intent faces told their own story. She knew, from what she had gathered of their casual hints, that this was to be the scene of the train hold-up.


    It seemed impossible that this little group of men could hold the great fabric of a train with all its scores of passengers at their mercy. In spite of herself, half her heart wished them success. There was Terry Jordan forgetful of the wound in his arm; Shorty Rhinehart, his saturnine face longer and more calamitous than ever; Hal Purvis, grinning and nodding his head; Bill Kilduff with his heavy jaw set like a bull dog’s; Lee Haines, with a lock of tawny hair blowing over his forehead, smiling faintly as he listened to Silent as if he heard a girl tell a story of love; and finally Jim Silent himself, huge, solemn, confident. She began to feel that these six men were worth six hundred.


    She hated them for some reasons; she feared them for others; but the brave blood of Joe Cumberland was thick in her and she loved the danger of the coming moment. Their plans were finally agreed upon, their masks arranged, and after Haines had tied a similar visor over Kate’s face, they started down the hill at a swinging gallop.


    In front of the house of the station-agent they drew up, and while the others were at their horses, Lee Haines dismounted and rapped loudly at the door. It was opened by a grey-bearded man smoking a pipe. Haines covered him. He tossed up his hands and the pipe dropped from his mouth.


    “Who’s in the house here with you?” asked Haines.


    “Not a soul!” stammered the man. “If you’re lookin’ for money you c’n run through the house. You won’t find a thing worth takin’.”


    “I don’t want money. I want you,” said Haines; and immediately explained, “you’re perfectly safe. All you have to do is to be obliging. As for the money, you just throw open that switch and flag the train when she rolls along in a few moments. We’ll take care of the rest. You don’t have to keep your hands up.”


    The hands came down slowly. For a brief instant the agent surveyed Haines and the group of masked men who sat their horses a few paces away, and then without a word he picked up his flag from behind the door and walked out of the house. Throughout the affair he never uttered a syllable. Haines walked up to the head of the siding with him while he opened the switch and accompanied him back to the point opposite the station-house to see that he gave the “stop” signal correctly. In the meantime two of the other outlaws entered the little station, bound the telegrapher hand and foot, and shattered his instrument. That would prevent the sending of any call for help after the hold-up. Purvis and Jordan (since Terry could shoot with his left hand in case of need) went to the other side of the track and lay down against the grade. It was their business to open fire on the tops of the windows as the train drew to a stop. That would keep the passengers inside. The other four were distributed along the side nearest to the station-house. Shorty Rhinehart and Bill Kilduff were to see that no passengers broke out from the train and attempted a flank attack. Haines would attend to having the fire box of the engine flooded. For the cracking of the safe, Silent carried the stick of dynamite.


    Now the long wait began. There is a dreamlike quality about bright mornings in the open country, and everything seemed unreal to Kate. It was impossible that tragedy should come on such a day. The moments stole on. She saw Silent glance twice at his watch and scowl. Evidently the train was late and possibly they would give up the attempt. Then a light humming caught her ear.


    She held her breath and listened again. It was unmistakable—a slight thing—a tremor to be felt rather than heard. She saw Haines peering under shaded eyes far down the track, and following the direction of his gaze she saw a tiny spot of haze on the horizon. The tiny puff of smoke developed to a deeper, louder note. The station-agent took his place on the track.


    Now the train bulked big, the engine wavering slightly to the unevenness of the road bed. The flag of the station-agent moved. Kate closed her eyes and set her teeth. There was a rumbling and puffing and a mighty grinding—a shout somewhere—the rattle of a score of pistol shots—she opened her eyes to see the train rolling to a stop on the siding directly before her.


    Kilduff and Shorty Rhinehart, crouching against the grade, were splintering the windows one by one with nicely placed shots. The baggage-cars were farther up the siding than Silent calculated. He and Haines now ran towards the head of the train.


    The fireman and engineer jumped from their cab, holding their arms stiffly above their heads; and Haines approached with poised revolver to make them flood the fire box. In this way the train would be delayed for some time and before it could send out the alarm the bandits would be far from pursuit. Haines had already reached the locomotive and Silent was running towards the first baggage-car when the door of that car slid open and at the entrance appeared two men with rifles at their shoulders. As they opened fire Silent pitched to the ground. Kate set her teeth and forced her eyes to stay open.


    Even as the outlaw fell his revolver spoke and one of the men threw up his hands with a yell and pitched out of the open door. His companion still kept his post, pumping shots at the prone figure. Twice more the muzzle of Silent’s gun jerked up and the second man crumpled on the floor of the car.


    A great hissing and a jetting cloud of steam announced that Haines had succeeded in flooding the fire box. Silent climbed into the first baggage-car, stepping, as he did so, on the limp body of the Wells Fargo agent, who lay on the road bed. A moment later he flung out the body of the second messenger. The man flopped on the ground heavily, face downwards, and then—greatest horror of all!—dragged himself to his hands and knees and began to crawl laboriously. Kate ran and dropped to her knees beside him.


    “Are you hurt badly?” she pleaded. “Where? Where?”


    He sagged to the ground and lay on his left side, breathing heavily.


    “Where is the wound?” she repeated.


    He attempted to speak, but only a bloody froth came to his lips. That was sufficient to tell her that he had been shot through the lungs.


    She tore open his shirt and found two purple spots high on the chest, one to the right, and one to the left. From that on the left ran a tiny trickle of blood, but that on the right was only a small puncture in the midst of a bruise. He was far past all help.


    “Speak to me!” she pleaded.


    His eyes rolled and then checked on her face.


    “Done for,” he said in a horrible whisper, “that devil done me. Kid —cut out—this life. I’ve played this game—myself— an’ now—I’m goin’—to hell for it!”


    A great convulsion twisted his face.


    “What can I do?” cried Kate.


    “Tell the world—I died—game!”


    His body writhed, and in the last agony his hand closed hard over hers. It was like a silent farewell, that strong clasp.


    A great hand caught her by the shoulder and jerked her to her feet.


    “The charge is goin’ off! Jump for it!” shouted Silent in her ear.


    She sprang up and at the same time there was a great boom from within the car. The side bulged out—a section of the top lifted and fell back with a crash—and Silent ran back into the smoke. Haines, Purvis, and Kilduff were instantly at the car, taking the ponderous little canvas sacks of coin as their chief handed them out.


    Within two minutes after the explosion ten small sacks were deposited in the saddlebags on the horses which stood before the station-house. Silent’s whistle called in Terry Jordan and Shorty Rhinehart—a sharp order forced Kate to climb into her saddle—and the train robbers struck up the hillside at a racing pace. A confused shouting rose behind them. Rifles commenced to crack where some of the passengers had taken up the weapons of the dead guards, but the bullets flew wide, and the little troop was soon safely out of range.


    On the other side of the hill-top they changed their course to the right. For half an hour the killing pace continued, and then, as there was not a sign of immediate chase, the long riders drew down to a soberer pace. Silent called: “Keep bunched behind me. We’re headed for the old Salton place—an’ a long rest.”

  

  
    
      Real men

    

    Some people pointed out that Sheriff Gus Morris had never made a single important arrest in the ten years during which he had held office, and there were a few slanderers who spoke insinuatingly of the manner in which the long riders flourished in Morris’s domain. These “knockers,” however, were voted down by the vast majority, who swore that the sheriff was the finest fellow who ever threw leg over saddle. They liked him for his inexhaustible good-nature, the mellow baritone in which he sang the range songs at any one’s request, and perhaps more than all, for the very laxness with which he conducted his work. They had had enough of the old school of sheriffs who lived a few months gun in hand and died fighting from the saddle. The office had never seemed desirable until Gus Morris ran for it and smiled his way to a triumphant election.


    Before his career as an office-holder began, he ran a combined general merchandise store, saloon, and hotel. That is to say, he ran the hostelry in name. The real executive head, general manager, clerk, bookkeeper, and cook, and sometimes even bartender was his daughter, Jacqueline. She found the place only a saloon, and a poorly patronized one at that. Her unaided energy gradually made it into a hotel, restaurant, and store. Even while her father was in office he spent most of his time around the hotel; but no matter how important he might be elsewhere, in his own house he had no voice. There the only law was the will of Jacqueline.


    Out of the stable behind this hostelry Dan and Tex Calder walked on the evening of the train robbery. They had reached the place of the hold-up a full two hours after Silent’s crew departed; and the fireman and engineer had been working frantically during the interim to clean out the soaked fire box and get up steam again. Tex looked at the two dead bodies, spoke to the conductor, and then cut short the voluble explanations of a score of passengers by turning his horse and riding away, followed by Dan. All that day he was gloomily silent. It was a shrewd blow at his reputation, for the outlaws had actually carried out the robbery while he was on their trail. Not till they came out of the horse- shed after stabling their horses did he speak freely.


    “Dan,” he said, “do you know anything about Sheriff Gus Morris?”


    “No”


    “Then listen to this and salt every word away. I’m an officer of the law, but I won’t tell that to Morris. I hope he doesn’t know me. If he does it will spoil our game. I am almost certain he is playing a close hand with the long riders. I’ll wager he’d rather see a stick of dynamite than a marshal. Remember when we get in that place that we’re not after Jim Silent or any one else. We’re simply traveling cowboys. No questions. I expect to learn something about the location of Silent’s gang while we’re here, but we’ll never find out except by hints and chance remarks. We have to watch Morris like hawks. If he suspects us he’ll find a way to let Silent know we’re here and then the hunters will be hunted.”


    In the house they found a dozen cattlemen sitting down at the table in the dining-room. As they entered the room the sheriff, who sat at the head of the table, waved his hand to them.


    “H’ware ye, boys?” he called. “You’ll find a couple of chairs right in the next room. Got two extra plates, Jac?”


    As Dan followed Tex after the chairs he noticed the sheriff beckon to one of the men who sat near him. As they returned with the chairs someone was leaving the room by another door.


    “Tex,” he said, as they sat down side by side, “when we left the dining- room for the chairs, the sheriff spoke to one of the boys and as we came back one of them was leavin’ through another door. D’you think Morris knew you when you came in?”


    Calder frowned thoughtfully and then shook his head.


    “No,” he said in a low voice. “I watched him like a hawk when we entered. He didn’t bat an eye when he saw me. If he recognized me he’s the greatest actor in the world, bar none! No, Dan, he doesn’t know us from Adam and Abel.”


    “All right,” said Dan, “but I don’t like somethin’ about this place —maybe it’s the smell of the air. Tex, take my advice an’ keep your gun ready for the fastest draw you ever made.”


    “Don’t worry about me,” smiled Calder. “How about yourself?”


    “Hello,” broke in Jacqueline from the end of the table. “Look who we’ve picked in the draw!”


    Her voice was musical, but her accent and manner were those of a girl who has lived all her life among men and has caught their ways—with an exaggeration of that self-confidence which a woman always feels among Western men. Her blue eyes were upon Dan.


    “Ain’t you a long ways from home?” she went on.


    The rest of the table, perceiving the drift of her badgering, broke into a rumbling bass chuckle.


    “Quite a ways,” said Dan, and his wide brown eyes looked seriously back at her.


    A yell of delight came from the men at this naive rejoinder. Dan looked about him with a sort of childish wonder. Calder’s anxious whisper came at his side: “Don’t let them get you mad, Dan!” Jacqueline, having scored so heavily with her first shot, was by no means willing to give up her sport.


    “With them big eyes, for a starter,” she said, “all you need is long hair to be perfect. Do your folks generally let you run around like this?”


    Every man canted his ear to get the answer and already they were grinning expectantly.


    “I don’t go out much,” returned the soft voice of Dan, “an’ when I do, I go with my friend, here. He takes care of me.”


    Another thunder of laughter broke out. Jacqueline had apparently uncovered a tenderfoot, and a rare one even for that absurd species. A sandy- haired cattle puncher who sat close to Jacqueline now took the cue from the mistress of the house.


    “Ain’t you a bit scared when you get around among real men?” he asked, leering up the table towards Dan.


    The latter smiled gently upon him.


    “I reckon maybe I am,” he said amiably.


    “Then you must be shakin’ in your boots right now,” said the other over the sound of the laughter.


    “No, said Dan,” “I feel sort of comfortable.”


    The other replied with a frown that would have intimidated a balky horse.


    “What d’you mean? Ain’t you jest said men made you sort of— nervous?”


    He imitated the soft drawl of Dan with his last words and raised another yell of delight from the crowd. Whistling Dan turned his gentle eyes upon Jacqueline.


    “Pardon me, ma’am,” he began.


    An instant hush fell on the men. They would not miss one syllable of the delightful remarks of this rarest of all tenderfoots, and the prelude of this coming utterance promised something that would eclipse all that had gone before.


    “Talk right out, Brown-eyes,” said Jacqueline, wiping the tears of delight from her eyes. “Talk right out as if you was a man. I won’t hurt you.”


    “I jest wanted to ask,” said Dan, “if these are real men?”


    The ready laughter started, checked, and died suddenly away. The cattlemen looked at each other in puzzled surprise.


    “Don’t they look like it to you, honey?” asked Jacqueline curiously.


    Dan allowed his eyes to pass lingeringly around the table from face to face.


    “I dunno,” he said at last, “they look sort of queer to me.”


    “For God’s sake cut this short, Dan,” pleaded Tex Calder in an undertone. “Let them have all the rope they want. Don’t trip up our party before we get started.”


    “Queer?” echoed Jacqueline, and there was a deep murmur from the men.


    “Sure,” said Dan, smiling upon her again, “they all wear their guns so awful high.”


    Out of the dead silence broke the roar of the sandy-haired man: “What’n hell d’you mean by that?”


    Dan leaned forward on one elbow, his right hand free and resting on the edge of the table, but still his smile was almost a caress.


    “Why,” he said, “maybe you c’n explain it to me. Seems to me that all these guns is wore so high they’s more for ornament than use.”


    “You damned pup—” began Sandy.


    He stopped short and stared with a peculiar fascination at Dan, who started to speak again. His voice had changed—not greatly, for its pitch was the same and the drawl was the same—but there was a purr in it that made every man stiffen in his chair and make sure that his right hand was free. The ghost of his former smile was still on his lips, but it was his eyes that seemed to fascinate Sandy.


    “Maybe I’m wrong, partner,” he was saying, “an’ maybe you c’n prove that your gun ain’t jest ornamental hardware?”


    What followed was very strange. Sandy was a brave man and everyone at that table knew it. They waited for the inevitable to happen. They waited for Sandy’s lightning move for his gun. They waited for the flash and the crack of the revolver. It did not come. There followed a still more stunning wonder.


    “You c’n see,” went on that caressing voice of Dan, “that everyone is waitin’ for you to demonstrate—which the lady is most special interested.”


    And still Sandy did not move that significant right hand. It remained fixed in air a few inches above the table, the fingers stiffly spread. He moistened his white lips. Then—most strange of all!—his eyes shifted and wandered away from the face of Whistling Dan. The others exchanged incredulous glances. The impossible had happened—Sandy had taken water! The sheriff was the first to recover, though his forehead was shining with perspiration.


    “What’s all this stuff about?” he called. “Hey, Sandy, quit pickin’ trouble with the stranger!”


    Sandy seized the loophole through which to escape with his honour. He settled back in his chair.


    “All right, gov’nor,” he said, “I won’t go spoilin’ your furniture. I won’t hurt him.”

  

  
    
      One trail ends

    

    But this deceived no one. They had seen him palpably take water. A moment of silence followed, while Sandy stared whitefaced down at the table, avoiding all eyes; but all the elements of good breeding exist under all the roughness of the West. It was Jacqueline who began with a joke which was rather old, but everyone appreciated it—at that moment—and the laughter lasted long enough to restore some of the colour to Sandy’s face. A general rapid fire of talk followed.


    “How did you do it?” queried Calder. “I was all prepared for a gun- play.”


    “Why, you seen I didn’t do nothin’.”


    “Then what in the world made Sandy freeze while his hand was on the way to his gun?”


    “I dunno,” sighed Dan, “but when I see his hand start movin’ I sort of wanted his blood—I wanted him to keep right on till he got hold of his gun—and maybe he seen it in my eyes an’ that sort of changed his mind.”


    “I haven’t the least doubt that it did,” said Calder grimly.


    At the foot of the table Jacqueline’s right-hand neighbour was saying: “What happened, Jac?”


    “Don’t ask me,” she replied. “All I know is that I don’t think any less of Sandy because he backed down. I saw that stranger’s face myself an’ I’m still sort of weak inside.”


    “How did he look?”


    “I dunno. Jest—jest hungry. Understand?”


    She was silent for a time, but she was evidently thinking hard. At last she turned to the same man.


    “Did you hear Brown-eyes say that the broad-shouldered feller next to him was his friend?”


    “Sure. I seen them ride in together. That other one looks like a hard nut, eh?”


    She returned no answer, but after a time her eyes raised slowly and rested for a long moment on Dan’s face. It was towards the end of the meal when she rose and went towards the kitchen. At the door she turned, and Dan, though he was looking down at his plate, was conscious that someone was observing him. He glanced up and the moment his eyes met hers she made a significant backward gesture with her hand. He hesitated a moment and then shoved back his chair. Calder was busy talking to a table mate, so he walked out of the house without speaking to his companion. He went to the rear of the house and as he had expected she was waiting for him.


    “Brown-eyes,” she said swiftly, “that feller who sat beside you— is he your partner?”


    “I dunno,” said Dan evasively, “why are you askin’?”


    Her breath was coming audibly as if from excitement.


    “Have you got a fast hoss?”


    “There ain’t no faster.”


    “Believe me, he can’t go none too fast with you tonight. Maybe they’re after you, too.”


    “Who?”


    “I can’t tell you. Listen to me, Brown-eyes. Go get your hoss an’ feed him the spur till you’re a hundred miles away, an’ even then don’t stop runnin’.”


    He merely stared at her curiously.


    She stamped.


    “Don’t stop to talk. If they’re after him and you’re his partner, they probably want you, too.”


    “I’ll stay aroun’. If they’re curious about me, I’ll tell ’em my name —I’ll even spell it for ’em. Who are they?”


    “They are—hell—that’s all.”


    “I’d like to see ’em. Maybe they’re real men.”


    “They’re devils. If I told you their names you’d turn stiff.”


    “I’ll take one chance. Tell me who they are.”


    “I don’t dare tell you.”


    She hesitated.


    “I will tell you! You’ve made a fool out of me with them big baby eyes. Jim Silent is in that house!”


    He turned and ran, but not for the horse-shed; he headed straight for the open door of the house.


    


    In the dining-room two more had left the table, but the rest, lingering over their fresh filled coffee cups, sat around telling tales, and Tex Calder was among them. He was about to push back his chair when the hum of talk ceased as if at a command. The men on the opposite side of the table were staring with fascinated eyes at the door, and then a big voice boomed behind him: “Tex Calder, stan’ up. You’ve come to the end of the trail!”


    He whirled as he rose, kicking down the chair behind him, and stood face to face with Jim Silent. The great outlaw was scowling; but his gun was in its holster and his hands rested lightly on his hips. It was plain for all eyes to see that he had come not to murder but to fight a fair duel. Behind him loomed the figure of Lee Haines scarcely less imposing.


    All eternity seemed poised and waiting for the second when one of the men would make the move for his gun. Not a breath was drawn in the room. Hands remained frozen in air in the midst of a gesture. Lips which had parted to speak did not close. The steady voice of the clock broke into the silence —a dying space between every tick. For the second time in his life Tex Calder knew fear.


    He saw no mere man before him, but his own destiny. And he knew that if he stood before those glaring eyes another minute he would become like poor Sandy a few minutes before—a white-faced, palsied coward. The shame of the thought gave him power.


    “Silent,” he said, “there’s a quick end to the longest trail, because —”


    His hand darted down. No eye could follow the lightning speed with which he whipped out his revolver and fanned it, but by a mortal fraction of a second the convulsive jerk of Silent’s hand was faster still. Two shots followed —they were rather like one drawn-out report. The woodwork splintered above the outlaw’s head; Tex Calder seemed to laugh, but his lips made no sound. He pitched forward on his face.


    “He fired that bullet,” said Silent, “after mine hit him.”


    Then he leaped back through the door.


    “Keep ’em back one minute, Lee, an’ then after me!” he said as he ran. Haines stood in the door with folded arms. He knew that no one would dare to move a hand.


    Two doors slammed at the same moment—the front door as Silent leaped into the safety of the night, and the rear door as Whistling Dan rushed into the house. He stood at the entrance from the kitchen to the dining-room half crouched, and swaying from the suddenness with which he had checked his run. He saw the sprawled form of Tex Calder on the floor and the erect figure of Lee Haines just opposite him.


    “For God’s sake!” screamed Gus Morris, “don’t shoot, Haines! He’s done nothin’. Let him go!”


    “My life—or his!” said Haines savagely. “He’s not a man— he’s a devil!”


    Dan was laughing low—a sound like a croon.


    “Tex,” he said, “I’m goin’ to take him alive for you!”


    As if in answer the dying man stirred on the floor. Haines went for his gun, a move almost as lightning swift as that of Jim Silent, but now far, far too late. The revolver was hardly clear of its holster when Whistling Dan’s weapon spoke. Haines, with a curse, clapped his left hand over his wounded right forearm, and then reached after his weapon as it clattered to the floor. Once more he was too late. Dan tossed his gun away with a snarl like the growl of a wolf; cleared the table at a leap, and was at Haines’s throat. The bandit fought back desperately, vainly. One instant they struggled erect, swaying, the next Haines was lifted bodily, and hurled to the floor. He writhed, but under those prisoning hands he was helpless.


    The sheriff headed the rush for the scene of the struggle, but Dan stopped them.


    “All you c’n do,” he said, “is to bring me a piece of rope.”


    Jacqueline came running with a stout piece of twine which he twisted around the wrists of Haines. Then he jerked the outlaw to his feet, and stood close, his face inhumanly pale.


    “If he dies,” he said, pointing with a stiff arm back at the prostrate figure of Tex Calder, “you—you’ll burn alive for it!”


    The sheriff and two of the other men turned the body of Calder on his back. They tore open his shirt, and Jacqueline leaned over him with a basin of water trying to wipe away the ever recurrent blood which trickled down his breast. Dan brushed them away and caught the head of his companion in his arms.


    “Tex!” he moaned, “Tex! Open your eyes, partner, I got him for you. I got him alive for you to look at him! Wake up!”


    As if in obedience to the summons the eyes of Calder opened wide. The lids fluttered as if to clear his vision, but even then his gaze was filmed with a telltale shadow.


    “Dan—Whistling Dan,” he said, “I’m seeing you a long, long ways off. Partner, I’m done for.”


    The whole body of Dan stiffened.


    “Done? Tex, you can’t be! Five minutes ago you sat at that there table, smilin’ an’ talkin’!”


    “It doesn’t take five minutes. Half a second can take a man all the way to hell!”


    “If you’re goin’, pal, if you goin’, Tex, take one comfort along with you! I got the man who killed you! Come here!”


    He pulled the outlaw to his knees beside the dying marshal whose face had lighted wonderfully. He strained his eyes painfully to make out the face of his slayer. Then he turned his head.


    He said: “The man who killed me was Jim Silent.”


    Dan groaned and leaned close to Calder.


    “Then I’ll follow him to the end—” he began.


    The feeble accent of Calder interrupted him.


    “Not that way. Come close to me. I can’t hear my own voice, hardly.”


    Dan bowed his head. A whisper murmured on for a moment, broken here and there as Dan nodded his head and said, “Yes!”


    “Then hold up your hand, your right hand,” said Calder at last, audibly.


    Dan obeyed.


    “You swear it?”


    “So help me God!”


    “Then here’s the pledge of it!”


    Calder fumbled inside his shirt for a moment, and then withdrawing his hand placed it palm down in that of Dan. The breath of the marshal was coming in a rattling gasp.


    He said very faintly: “I’ve stopped the trails of twenty men. It took the greatest of them all to get me. He got me fair. He beat me to the draw!”


    He stopped as if in awe.


    “He played square—he’s a better man than I. Dan, when you get him, do it the same way—face to face—with time for him to think of hell before he gets there. Partner, I’m going. Wish me luck.”


    “Tex—partner—good luck!”


    It seemed as if that parting wish was granted, for Calder died with a smile.


    When Dan rose slowly Gus Morris stepped up and laid a hand on his arm: “Look here, there ain’t no use of bein’ sad for Tex Calder. His business was killin’ men, an’ his own time was overdue.”


    Dan turned a face that made Morris wince.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked, with an attempt at bluff good nature. “Do you hate everyone because one man is dead? I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll loan you a buckboard an’ a pair of hosses to take Tex back to Elkhead. As for this feller Haines, I’ll take care of him.”


    “I sure need a buckboard,” said Dan slowly, “but I’ll get the loan from a —white man!”


    He turned his back sharply on the sheriff and asked if any one else had a wagon they could lend him. One of the men had stopped at Morris’s place on his way to Elkhead. He immediately proposed that they make the trip together.


    “All right,” said Morris carelessly. “I won’t pick trouble with a crazy man. Come with me, Haines.”


    He turned to leave the room.


    “Wait!” said Dan.


    Haines stopped as though someone had seized him by the shoulder.


    “What the devil is this now?” asked Morris furiously. “Stranger, d’you think you c’n run the world? Come on with me, Haines!”


    “He stays with me,” said Dan.


    “By God,” began Morris, “if I thought—”


    “This ain’t no place for you to begin thinkin’,” said the man who had offered his buckboard to Dan. “This feller made the capture an’ he’s got the right to take him into Elkhead if he wants. They’s a reward on the head of Lee Haines.”


    “The arrest is made in my county,” said Morris stoutly, “an’ I’ve got the say as to what’s to be done with a prisoner.”


    “Morris,” said Haines earnestly, “if I’m taken to Elkhead it’ll be simply a matter of lynching. You know the crowd in that town.”


    “Right—right,” said Morris, eagerly picking up the word. “It’d be plain lynchin’—murder—”


    Dan broke in: “Haines, step over here behind me!”


    For one instant Haines hesitated, and then obeyed silently.


    “This is contempt of the law and an officer of the law,” said Morris. “An” I’ll see that you get fined so that—”


    “Better cut it short there, sheriff,” said one of the men. “I wouldn’t go callin’ the attention of folks to the way Jim Silent walked into your own house an’ made his getaway without you tryin’ to raise a hand. Law or no law, I’m with this stranger.”


    “Me too,” said another; “any man who can fan a gun like him don’t need no law.”


    The sheriff saw that the tide of opinion had set strongly against him and abandoned his position with speed if not with grace. Dan ordered Haines to walk before him outside the house. They faced each other in the dim moonlight.


    “I’ve got one question to ask you,” he said.


    “Make it short,” said Haines calmly. “I’ve got to do my talking before the lynching crowd.”


    “You can answer it in one word. Does Kate Cumberland—what is she to you?”


    Lee Haines set his teeth.


    “All the world,” he said.


    Even in the dim light he saw the yellow glow of Dan’s eyes and he felt as if a wolf stood there trembling with eagerness to leap at his throat.


    “An’ what are you to her?”


    “No more than the dirt under her feet!”


    “Haines, you lie!”


    “I tell you that if she cared for me as much as she does for the horse she rides on, I’d let the whole world know if I had to die for it the next moment.”


    Truth has a ring of its own.


    “Haines, if I could hear that from her own lips, I’d let you go free. If you’ll show me the way to Kate, I’ll set you loose the minute I see her.”


    “I can’t do it. I’ve given my faith to Silent and his men. Where she is, they are.”


    “Haines, that means death for you.”


    “I know it.”


    Another plan had come to Dan as they talked. He took Haines inside again and coming out once more, whistled for Bart. The wolf appeared as if by magic through the dark. He took out Kate’s glove, which the wolf had brought to him in the willows, and allowed him to smell it. Bart whined eagerly. If he had that glove he would range the hills until he found its owner, directed to her by that strange instinct of the wild things. If Kate still loved him the glove would be more eloquent than a thousand messages. And if she managed to escape, the wolf would guide her back to his master.


    He sat on his heels, caught the wolf on either side of the shaggy head, and stared into the glow of the yellow green eyes. It was as if the man were speaking to the wolf.


    At last, as if satisfied, he drew a deep breath, rose, and dropped the glove. It was caught in the flashing teeth. For another moment Bart stood whining and staring up to the face of his master. Then he whirled and fled out into the night.

  

  
    
      One way out

    

    In a room of the Salton place, on the evening of the next day after Calder’s death, sat Silent, with Kilduff, Rhinehart, and Jordan about him. Purvis was out scouting for the news of Haines, whose long absence commenced to worry the gang. Several times they tried to induce Kate to come out and talk with them, but she was resolute in staying alone in the room which they had assigned to her. Consequently, to while away the time, Bill Kilduff produced his mouth organ and commenced a dolorous ballad. He broke short in the midst of it and stared at the door. The others followed the direction of his eyes and saw Black Bart standing framed against the fading daylight. They started up with curses; Rhinehart drew his gun.


    “Wait a minute,” ordered Silent.


    “Damn it!” exclaimed Jordan, “don’t you see Whistling Dan’s wolf? If the wolf’s here, Dan isn’t far behind.”


    Silent shook his head.


    “If there’s goin’ to be any shootin’ of that wolf leave it to Hal Purvis. He’s jest nacherally set his heart on it. An’ Whistlin’ Dan ain’t with the wolf. Look! there’s a woman’s glove hangin’ out of his mouth. He picked that up in the willows, maybe, an’ followed the girl here. Watch him!”


    The wolf slunk across the room to the door which opened on Kate’s apartment. Kate threw the door open—cried out at the sight of Bart —and then snatched up the glove he let drop at her feet.


    “No cause for gettin’ excited,” said Silent. “Whistlin’ Dan ain’t comin’ here after the wolf.”


    For answer she slammed the door.


    At the same moment Hal Purvis entered. He stepped directly to Silent, and stood facing him with his hands resting on his hips. His smile was marvellously unpleasant.


    “Well,” said the chief, “what’s the news? You got eloquent eyes, Hal, but I want words.”


    “The news is plain hell,” said Purvis, “Haines—”


    “What of him?”


    “He’s in Elkhead!”


    “Elkhead?”


    “Whistling Dan got him at Morris’s place and took him in along with the body of Tex Calder. Jim, you got to answer for it to all of us. You went to Morris’s with Lee. You come away without him and let him stay behind to be nabbed by that devil Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “Right,” said Kilduff, and his teeth clicked. “Is that playin’ fair?”


    “Boys,” said Silent solemnly, “if I had knowed that Whistlin’ Dan was there, I’d of never left Haines to stay behind. Morris said nothin’ about Calder havin’ a runnin’ mate. Me an’ Haines was in the upstairs room an’ about suppertime up came a feller an’ told us that Tex Calder had jest come into the dinin’-room. That was all. Did Whistlin’ Dan get Lee from behind?”


    “He got him from the front. He beat Lee to the draw so bad that Haines hardly got his gun out of its leather!”


    “The feller that told you that lied,” said Silent. “Haines is as fast with his shootin’ iron as I am—almost!”


    The rest of the outlaws nodded to each other significantly.


    Purvis went on without heeding the interruption. “After I found out about the fight I swung towards Elkhead. About five miles out of town I met up with Rogers, the deputy sheriff at Elkhead. I thought you had him fixed for us, Jim?”


    “Damn his hide, I did. Is he playing us dirt now?”


    “A frosty mornin’ in December was nothin’ to the way he talked.”


    “Cut all that short,” said Rhinehart, “an’ let’s know if Rogers is goin’ to be able to keep the lynching party away from Haines!”


    “He says he thinks it c’n be done for a couple of days,” said Purvis, “but the whole range is risin’. All the punchers are ridin’ into Elkhead an’ wantin’ to take a look at the famous Lee Haines. Rogers says that when enough of ’em get together they’ll take the law in their own hands an’ nothin’ can stop ’em then.”


    “Why don’t the rotten dog give Haines a chance to make a getaway?” asked Silent. “Ain’t we paid him his share ever since we started workin’ these parts?”


    “He don’t dare take the chance,” said Purvis. “He says the boys are talkin’ mighty strong. They want action. They’ve put up a guard all around the jail an’ they say that if Haines gets loose they’ll string up Rogers. Everyone’s wild about the killin’ of Calder. Jim, ol’ Saunderson, he’s put up five thousand out of his own pocket to raise the price on your head!”


    “An’ this Whistlin’ Dan,” said Silent. “I s’pose they’re makin’ a hero out of him?”


    “Rogers says every man within ten miles is talkin’ about him. The whole range’ll know of him in two days. He made a nice play when he got in. You know they’s five thousand out on Haines’s head. It was offered to him by Rogers as soon as Dan brought Lee in. What d’you think he done? Pocketed the cheque? No, he grabbed it, an’ tore it up small: ‘I ain’t after no blood money,’ he says.”


    “No,” said Silent. “He ain’t after no money—he’s after me!”


    “Tomorrow they bury Calder. The next day Whistlin’ Dan’ll be on our trail again—an’ he’ll be playin’ the same lone hand. Rogers offered him a posse. He wouldn’t take it.”


    “They’s one pint that ain’t no nearer bein’ solved,” said Bill Kilduff in a growl, “an’ that’s how you’re goin’ to get Haines loose. Silent, it’s up to you. Which you rode away leavin’ him behind.”


    Silent took one glance around that waiting circle. Then he nodded.


    “It’s up to me. Gimme a chance to think.”


    He started walking up and down the room, muttering. At last he stopped short.


    “Boys, it can be done! They’s nothin’ like talkin’ of a woman to make a man turn himself into a plumb fool, an’ I’m goin’ to make a fool out of Whistlin’ Dan with this girl Kate!”


    “But how in the name of God c’n you make her go out an’ talk to him?” said Rhinehart.


    “Son,” answered Silent, “they’s jest one main trouble with you— you talk a hell of a pile too much. When I’ve done this I’ll tell you how it was figgered out!”

  

  
    
      The woman’s way

    

    It was a day later, in the morning, that a hand knocked at Kate’s door and she opened it to Jim Silent. He entered, brushing off the dust of a long journey.


    “Good-mornin’, Miss Cumberland.”


    He extended a hand which she overlooked.


    “You still busy hatin’ me?”


    “I’m simply—surprised that you have come in here to talk to me.”


    “You look as if you seen somethin’ in my face?” he said suspiciously. “What is it? Dirt?”


    He brushed a hand across his forehead.


    “Whatever it is,” she answered, “you can’t rub it away.”


    “I’m thinkin’ of givin’ you a leave of absence—if you’ll promise to come back.”


    “Would you trust my honour?”


    “In a pinch like this,” he said amiably, “I would. But here’s my business. Lee Haines is jailed in Elkhead. The man that put him behind the bars an’ the only one that can take him out agin is Whistlin’ Dan. An’ the one person who can make Dan set Lee loose is you. Savvy? Will you go an’ talk with Dan? This wolf of his would find him for you.”


    She shook her head.


    “Why not?” cried Silent in a rising voice.


    “The last time he saw me,” she said, “he had reason to think that I tried to betray him because of Lee Haines. If I went to him now to plead for Haines he’d be sure that I was what he called me—Delilah!”


    “Is that final?”


    “Absolutely!”


    “Now get me straight. They’s a crowd of cowpunchers gatherin’ in Elkhead, an’ today or tomorrow they’ll be strong enough to take the law into their own hands and organize a little lynchin’ bee, savvy?”


    She shuddered.


    “It ain’t pleasant, is it, the picture of big, good-lookin’ Lee danglin’ from the end of a rope with the crowd aroun’ takin’ pot-shots at him? No, it ain’t, an’ you’re goin’ to stop it. You’re goin’ to start from here in fifteen minutes with your hoss an’ this wolf, after givin’ me your promise to come back when you’ve seen Whistlin’ Dan. You’re goin’ to make Dan go an’ set Lee loose.”


    She smiled in derision.


    “If Dan did that he’d be outlawed.”


    “You won’t stir?”


    “Not a step!”


    “Well, kid, for everything that happens to Lee somethin’ worse will happen to someone in the next room. Maybe you’d like to see him?”


    He opened the door and she stepped into the entrance. Almost opposite her sat old Joe Cumberland with his hands tied securely behind his back. At sight of her he rose with a low cry. She turned on big Silent and whipped the six-gun from his hip. He barely managed to grasp her wrist and swing the heavy revolver out of line with his body.


    “You little fiend,” he snarled, “drop the gun, or I’ll wring your neck.”


    “I don’t fear you,” she said, never wincing under the crushing grip on her wrists, “you murderer!”


    He said, calmly repossessing himself of his gun, “Now take a long look at your father an’ repeat all the things you was just sayin’ to me.”


    She stared miserably at her father. When Silent caught Kate’s hand Cumberland had started forward, but Kilduff and Rhinehart held him.


    “What is it, Kate,” he cried. “What does it mean?”


    She explained it briefly: “This is Jim Silent!”


    He remained staring at her with open mouth as if his brain refused to admit what his ear heard.


    “There ain’t no use askin’ questions how an’ why she’s here,” said Silent. “This is the pint. Lee Haines is behind the bars in Elkhead. Whistlin’ Dan put him there an’ maybe the girl c’n persuade Dan to bring him out again. If she don’t—then everything the lynchin’ gang does to Haines we’re goin’ to do to you. Git down on your ol’ knees, Cumberland, an’ beg your daughter to save your hide!”


    The head of Kate dropped down.


    “Untie his hands,” she said. “I’ll talk with Dan.”


    “I knew you’d see reason,” grinned Silent.


    “Jest one minute,” said Cumberland. “Kate, is Lee Haines one of Silent’s gang?”


    “He is.”


    “An’ Dan put him behind the bars?”


    “Yes.”


    “If Dan takes him out again the boy’ll be outlawed, Kate.”


    “Cumberland,” broke in Kilduff savagely, “here’s your call to stop thinkin’ about Whistlin’ Dan an’ begin figgerin’ for yourself.”


    “Don’t you see?” said Kate, “it’s your death these cowards mean.”


    Cumberland seemed to grow taller, he stood so stiffly erect with his chin high like a soldier.


    “You shan’t make no single step to talk with Dan!”


    “Can’t you understand that it’s you they threaten?” she cried.


    “I understan’ it all,” he said evenly. “I’m too old to have a young man damned for my sake.”


    “Shut him up!” ordered Silent. “The old fool!”


    The heavy hand of Terry Jordan clapped over Joe’s mouth effectually silenced him. He struggled vainly to speak again and Kate turned to Silent to shut out the sight.


    “Tell your man to let him go,” she said, “I will do what you wish.”


    “That’s talkin’ sense,” said Silent. “Come out with me an’ I’ll saddle your hoss. Call the wolf.”


    He opened the door and in response to her whistle Black Bart trotted out and followed them out to the horse shed. There the outlaw quickly saddled Kate’s pony.


    He said: “Whistlin’ Dan is sure headin’ back in this direction because he’s got an idea I’m somewhere near. Bart will find him on the way.”


    Silent was right. That morning Dan had started back towards Gus Morris’s place, for he was sure that the outlaws were camped in that neighbourhood. A little before noon he veered half a mile to the right towards a spring which welled out from a hillside, surrounded by a small grove of willows. Having found it, he drank, and watered Satan, then took off the saddle to ease the stallion, and lay down at a little distance for a ten-minute siesta, one of those half wakeful sleeps the habit of which he had learned from his wolf.


    He was roused from the doze by a tremendous snorting and snarling and found Black Bart playing with Satan. It was their greeting after an absence, and they dashed about among the willows like creatures possessed. Dan brought horse and dog to a motionless stand with a single whistle, and then ran out to the edge of the willows. Down the side of the hill rode Kate at a brisk gallop. In a moment she saw him and called his name, with a welcoming wave of her arm. Now she was off her horse and running to him. He caught her hands and held her for an instant far from him like one striving to draw out the note of happiness into a song. They could not speak.


    At last: “I knew you’d find a way to come.”


    “They let me go, Dan.”


    He frowned, and her eyes faltered from his.


    “They sent me to you to ask you—to free Lee Haines!”


    He dropped her hands, and she stood trying to find words to explain, and finding none.


    “To free Haines?” he repeated heavily.


    “It is Dad,” she cried. “They have captured him, and they are holding him. They keep him in exchange for Haines.”


    “If I free Haines they’ll outlaw me. You know that, Kate?”


    She made a pace towards him, but he retreated.


    “What can I do?” she pleaded desperately. “It is for my father— “


    His face brightened as he caught at a new hope.


    “Show me the way to Silent’s hiding place and I’ll free your father an’ reach the end of this trail at the same time, Kate!”


    She blenched pitifully. It was hopeless to explain.


    “Dan—honey—I can’t!”


    She watched him miserably.


    “I’ve given them my word to come back alone.”


    His head bowed. Out of the willows came Satan and Black Bart and stood beside him, the stallion nosing his shoulder affectionately.


    “Dan, dear, won’t you speak to me? Won’t you tell me that you try to understand?”


    He said at last: “Yes. I’ll free Lee Haines.”


    The fingers of his right hand trailed slowly across the head of Black Bart. His eyes raised and looked past her far across the running curves of the hills, far away to the misty horizon.


    “Kate—”


    “Dan, you do understand?”


    “I didn’t know a woman could love a man the way you do Lee Haines. When I send him back to you tell him to watch himself. I’m playin’ your game now, but if I meet him afterwards, I’ll play my own.”


    All she could say was: “Will you listen to me no more, Dan?”


    “Here’s where we say good-bye.”


    He took her hand and his eyes were as unfathomable as a midnight sky. She turned to her horse and he helped her to the saddle with a steady hand.


    That was all. He went back to the willows, his right arm resting on the withers of Black Satan as if upon the shoulder of a friend. As she reached the top of the hill she heard a whistling from the willows, a haunting complaint which brought the tears to her eyes. She spurred her tired horse to escape the sound.

  

  
    
      Hell starts

    

    Between twilight and dark Whistling Dan entered Elkhead. He rose in the stirrups, on his toes, stretching the muscles of his legs. He was sensing his strength. So the pianist before he plays runs his fingers up and down the keys and sees that all is in tune and the touch perfect.


    Two rival saloons faced each other at the end of the single street. At the other extremity of the lane stood the house of deputy sheriff Rogers, and a little farther was the jail. A crowd of horses stood in front of each saloon, but from the throngs within there came hardly a sound. The hush was prophetic of action; it was the lull before the storm. Dan slowed his horse as he went farther down the street.


    The shadowy figure of a rider showed near the jail. He narrowed his eyes and looked more closely. Another, another, another horseman showed—four in sight on his side of the jail and probably as many more out of his vision. Eight cattlemen guarded the place from which he must take Lee Haines, and every one of the eight, he had no doubt, was a picked man. Dan pulled up Satan to a walk and commenced to whistle softly. It was like one of those sounds of the wind, a thing to guess at rather than to know, but the effect upon Satan and Black Bart was startling.


    The ears of the stallion dropped flat on his neck. He began to slink along with a gliding step which was very like the stealthy pace of Black Bart, stealing ahead. His footfall was as silent as if he had been shod with felt. Meantime Dan ran over a plan of action. He saw very clearly that he had little time for action. Those motionless guards around the jail made his task difficult enough, but there was a still greater danger. The crowds in the two saloons would be starting up the street for Haines before long. Their silence told him that.


    A clatter of hoofs came behind him. He did not turn his head, but his hand dropped down to his revolver butt. The fast riding horseman swept and shot on down the street, leaving a pungent though invisible cloud of dust behind him. He stopped in front of Rogers’s house and darted up the steps and through the door. Acting upon a premonition, Dan dismounted a short distance from Rogers’s house and ran to the door. He opened it softly and found himself in a narrow hall dimly lighted by a smoking lamp. Voices came from the room to his right.


    “What d’you mean, Hardy?” the deputy sheriff was saying.


    “Hell’s startin’!”


    “There’s a good many kinds of hell. Come out with it, Lee. I ain’t no mind reader.”


    “They’re gettin’ ready for the big bust!”


    “What big bust?”


    “It ain’t no use bluffin’. Ain’t Silent told you that I’m on the inside of the game?”


    “You fool!” cried Rogers. “Don’t use that name!”


    Dan slipped a couple of paces down the hall and flattened himself against the wall just as the door opened. Rogers looked out, drew a great breath of relief, and went back into the room. Dan resumed his former position.


    “Now talk fast!” said Rogers.


    “About time for you to drop that rotten bluff. Why, man, I could even tell you jest how much you’ve cost Jim Silent.”


    Rogers growled: “Tell me what’s up.”


    “The boys are goin’ for the jail tonight. They’ll get out Haines an’ string him up.”


    “It’s comin’ to him. He’s played a hard game for a long time.”


    “An’ so have you, Rogers, for a damn long time!”


    Rogers swallowed the insult, apparently.


    “What can I do?” he asked plaintively. “I’m willin’ to give Silent and his gang a square deal.”


    “You should of done something while they was only a half-dozen cowpunchers in town. Now the town’s full of riders an’ they’re all after blood.”


    “An’ my blood if they don’t get Haines!” broke in the deputy sheriff.


    Hardy grunted.


    “They sure are,” he said. “I’ve heard ’em talk, an’ they mean business. All of ’em. But how’d you answer to Jim Silent, Rogers? If you let ’em get Haines—well, Haines is Silent’s partner an’ Jim’ll bust everything wide to get even with you.”


    “I c’n explain,” said Rogers huskily. “I c’n show Silent how I’m helpless.”


    Footsteps went up and down the room.


    “If they start anything,” said Rogers, “I’ll mark down the names of the ringleaders and I’ll give ’em hell afterwards. That’ll soothe Jim some.”


    “You won’t know ’em. They’ll wear masks.”


    Dan opened the door and stepped into the room. Rogers started up with a curse and gripped his revolver.


    “I never knew you was so fond of gun play,” said Dan. “Maybe that gun of yours would be catchin’ cold if you was to leave it out of the leather long?”


    The sheriff restored his revolver slowly to the holster, glowering.


    “An’ Rogers won’t be needin’ you for a minute or two,” went on Dan to Hardy.


    They seemed to fear even his voice. The Wells Fargo agent vanished through the door and clattered down the steps.


    “How long you been standin’ at that door?” said Rogers, gnawing his lips.


    “Jest for a breathin’ space,” said Dan.


    Rogers squinted his eyes to make up for the dimness of the lamplight.


    “By God!” he cried suddenly. “You’re Whistlin’ Dan Barry!”


    He dropped into his chair and passed a trembling hand across his forehead.


    He stammered: “Maybe you’ve changed your mind an’ come back for that five thousand?”


    “No, I’ve come for a man, not for money.”


    “A man?”


    “I want Lee Haines before the crowd gets him.”


    “Would you really try to take Haines out?” asked Rogers with a touch of awe.


    “Are there any guards in the jail?”


    “Two. Lewis an’ Patterson.”


    “Give me a written order for Haines.”


    The deputy wavered.


    “If I do that I’m done for in this town!”


    “Maybe. I want the key for Haines’s handcuffs.”


    “Go over an’ put your hoss up in the shed behind the jail,” said Rogers, fighting for time, “an’ when you come back I’ll have the order written out an’ give it to you with the key.”


    “Why not come over with me now?”


    “I got some other business.”


    “In five minutes I’ll be back,” said Dan, and left the house.


    Outside he whistled to Satan, and the stallion trotted up to him. He swung into the saddle and rode to the jail. There was not a guard in sight. He rode around to the other side of the building to reach the stable. Still he could not sight one of those shadowy horsemen who had surrounded the place a few minutes before. Perhaps the crowd had called in the guards to join the attack.


    He put Satan away in the stable and as he led him into a stall he heard a roar of many voices far away. Then came the crack of half a dozen revolvers. Dan set his teeth and glanced quickly over the half-dozen horses in the little shed. He recognized the tall bay of Lee Haines at once and threw on its back the saddle which hung on a peg directly behind it. As he drew up the cinch another shout came from the street, but this time very close.


    When he raced around the jail he saw the crowd pouring into the house of the deputy sheriff. He ran on till he came to the outskirts of the mob. Every man was masked, but in the excitement no one noticed that Dan’s face was bare. Squirming his way through the press, Dan reached the deputy’s office. It was almost filled. Rogers stood on a chair trying to argue with the cattlemen.


    “No more talk, sheriff,” thundered one among the cowpunchers, “we’ve had enough of your line of talk. Now we want some action of our own brand. For the last time: Are you goin’ to order Lewis an’ Patterson to give up Haines, or are you goin’ to let two good men die fightin’ for a damn long rider?”


    “What about the feller who’s goin’ to take Lee Haines out of Elkhead?” cried another.


    The crowd yelled with delight.


    “Yes, where is he? What about him?”


    Rogers, glancing down from his position on the chair, stared into the brown eyes of Whistling Dan. He stretched out an arm that shook with excitement.


    “That feller there!” he cried, “that one without a mask! Whistlin’ Dan Barry is the man!”

  

  
    
      The rescue

    

    The throng gave back from Dan, as if from the vicinity of a panther. Dan faced the circle of scowling faces, smiling gently upon them.


    “Look here, Barry,” called a voice from the rear of the crowd, “why do you want to take Haines away? Throw in your cards with us. We need you.”


    “If it’s fightin’ you want,” cried a joker, “maybe Lewis an’ Patterson will give us all enough of it at the jail.”


    “I ain’t never huntin’ for trouble,” said Dan.


    “Make your play quick,” said another. “We got no time to waste even on Dan Barry. Speak out, Dan. Here’s a lot of good fellers aimin’ to take out Haines an’ give him what’s due him—no more. Are you with us?”


    “I’m not.”


    “Is that final?”


    “It is.”


    “All right. Tie him up, boys. There ain’t no other way!”


    “Look out!” shouted a score of voices, for a gun flashed in Dan’s hand.


    He aimed at no human target. The bullet shattered the glass lamp into a thousand shivering and tinkling splinters. Thick darkness blotted the room. Instantly thereafter a blow, a groan, and the fall of a body; then a confused clamour.


    “He’s here!”


    “Give up that gun, damn you!”


    “You got the wrong man!”


    “I’m Bill Flynn!”


    “Guard the door!”


    “Lights, for God’s sake!”


    “Help!”


    A slender figure leaped up against the window and was dimly outlined by the starlight outside. There was a crash of falling glass, and as two or three guns exploded the figure leaped down outside the house.


    “Follow him!”


    “Who was that?”


    “Get a light! Who’s got a match?”


    Half the men rushed out of the room to pursue that fleeing figure. The other half remained to see what had happened. It seemed impossible that Whistling Dan had escaped from their midst. Half a dozen sulphur matches spurted little jets of blue flame and discovered four men lying prone on the floor, most of them with the wind trampled from their bodies, but otherwise unhurt. One of them was the sheriff.


    He lay with his shoulders propped against the wall. His mouth was a mass of blood.


    “Who got you, Rogers?”


    “Where’s Barry?”


    “The jail, the jail!” groaned Rogers. “Barry has gone for the jail!”


    Revolvers rattled outside.


    “He’s gone for Haines,” screamed the deputy. “Go get him, boys!”


    “How can he get Haines? He ain’t got the keys.”


    “He has, you fools! When he shot the lights out he jumped for me and knocked me off the chair. Then he went through my pockets and got the keys. Get on your way! Quick!”


    The lynchers, yelling with rage, were already stamping from the room.


    With the jangling bunch of keys in one hand and his revolver in the other, Dan started full speed for the jail as soon as he leaped down from the window. By the time he had covered half the intervening distance the first pursuers burst out of Rogers’s house and opened fire after the shadowy fugitive. He whirled and fired three shots high in the air. No matter how impetuous, those warning shots would make the mob approach the jail with some caution.


    On the door of the jail he beat furiously with the bunch of keys.


    “What’s up? Who’s there?” cried a voice within.


    “Message from Rogers. Hell’s started! He’s sent me with the keys!”


    The door jerked open and a tall man, with a rifle slung across one arm, blocked the entrance.


    “What’s the message?” he asked.


    “This!” said Dan, and drove his fist squarely into the other’s face.


    He fell without a cry and floundered on the floor, gasping. Dan picked him up and shoved him through the door, bolting it behind him. A narrow hall opened before him and ran the length of the small building. He glanced into the room on one side. It was the kitchen and eating-room in one. He rushed into the one on the other side. Two men were there. One was Haines, sitting with his hands manacled. The other was the second guard, who ran for Dan, whipping his rifle to his shoulder. As flame spurted from the mouth of the gun, Dan dived at the man’s knees and brought him to the floor with a crash. He rose quickly and leaned over the fallen man, who lay without moving, his arms spread wide. He had struck on his forehead when he dropped. He was stunned for the moment, but not seriously hurt. Dan ran to Haines, who stood with his hands high above his head. Far away was the shout of the coming crowd.


    “Shoot and be damned!” said Haines sullenly.


    For answer Dan jerked down the hands of the long rider and commenced to try the keys on the handcuffs. There were four keys. The fourth turned the lock. Haines shouted as his hands fell free.


    “After me!” cried Dan, and raced for the stable.


    As they swung into their saddles outside the shed, the lynchers raced their horses around the jail.


    “Straightaway!” called Dan. “Through the cottonwoods and down the lane. After me. Satan!”


    The stallion leaped into a full gallop, heading straight for a tall group of cottonwoods beyond which was a lane fenced in with barbed wire. Half a dozen of the pursuers were in a position to cut them off, and now rushed for the cottonwoods, yelling to their comrades to join them. A score of lights flashed like giant fireflies as the lynchers opened fire.


    “They’ve blocked the way!” groaned Haines.


    Three men had brought their horses to a sliding stop in front of the cottonwoods and their revolvers cracked straight in the faces of Dan and Haines. There was no other way for escape. Dan raised his revolver and fired twice, aiming low. Two of the horses reared and pitched to the ground. The third rider had a rifle at his shoulder. He was holding his fire until he had drawn a careful bead. Now his gun spurted and Dan bowed far over his saddle as if he had been struck from behind.


    Before the rifleman could fire again Black Bart leaped high in the air. His teeth closed on the shoulder of the lyncher and the man catapulted from his saddle to the ground. With his yell in their ears, Dan and Haines galloped through the cottonwoods, and swept down the lane.

  

  
    
      The long ride

    

    A cheer of triumph came from the lynchers. In fifty yards the fugitives learned the reason, for they glimpsed a high set of bars blocking the lane. Dan pulled back beside Haines.


    “Can the bay make it?” he called.


    “No. I’m done for.”


    For answer Dan caught the bridle of Lee’s horse close to the bit. They were almost to the bars. A dark shadow slid up and over them. It was Black Bart, with his head turned to look back even as he jumped, as if he were setting an example which he bid them follow. Appallingly high the bars rose directly in front of them.


    “Now!” called Dan to the tall bay, and jerked up on the bit.


    Satan rose like a swallow to the leap. The bay followed in gallant imitation. For an instant they hung poised in air. Then Satan pitched to the ground, landing safely and lightly on four cat-like feet. A click and a rattle behind them—the bay was also over, but his hind hoofs had knocked down the top bar. He staggered, reeled far to one side, but recovering, swept on after Satan and Dan. A yell of disappointment rang far behind.


    Glancing back Haines saw the foremost of the pursuers try to imitate the feat of the fugitives, but even with the top bar down he failed. Man and horse pitched to the ground.


    For almost a mile the lane held straight on, and beyond stretched the open country. They were in that free sweep of hills before the pursuers remounted beyond the bars. In daytime a mile would have been a small handicap, but with the night and the hills to cover their flight, and with such mounts as Satan and the tall bay, they were safe. In half an hour all sound of them died out, and Haines, following Dan’s example, slowed his horse to an easy gallop.


    The long rider was puzzled by his companion’s horsemanship, for Dan rode leaning far to the right of his saddle, with his head bowed. Several times Haines was on the verge of speaking, but he refrained. He commenced to sing in the exultation of freedom. An hour before he had been in the “rat-trap” with a circle of lynchers around him, and only two terror-stricken guards to save him from the most horrible of deaths. Then came Fate and tore him away and gave him to the liberty of the boundless hills. Fate in the person of this slender, sombre man. He stared at Dan with awe.


    At the top of a hill his companion drew rein, reeling in the saddle with the suddenness of the halt. However, in such a horseman, this could not be. It must be merely a freak feature of his riding.


    “Move,” said Dan, his breath coming in pants. “Line out and get to her.”


    “To who?” said Haines, utterly bewildered.


    “Delilah!”


    “What?”


    “Damn you, she’s waitin’ for you.”


    “In the name of God, Barry, why do you talk like this after you’ve saved me from hell?”


    He stretched out his hand eagerly, but Dan reined Satan back.


    “Keep your hand. I hate you worse’n hell. There ain’t room enough in the world for us both. If you want to thank me do it by keepin’ out of my path. Because the next time we meet you’re goin’ to die, Haines. It’s writ in a book. Now feed your hoss the spur and run for Kate Cumberland. But remember— I’m goin’ to get you again if I can.”


    “Kate—” began Haines. “She sent you for me?”


    Only the yellow blazing eyes made answer and the wail of a coyote far away on the shadowy hill.


    “Kate!” cried Haines again, but now there was a world of new meaning in his voice. He swung his horse and spurred down the slope.


    At the next hill-crest he turned in the saddle, saw the motionless rider still outlined against the sky, and brought the bay to a halt. He was greatly troubled. For a reason mysterious and far beyond the horizon of his knowledge, Dan was surrendering Kate Cumberland to him.


    “He’s doing it while he still loves her,” muttered Haines, “and am I cur enough to take her from him after he has saved me from God knows what?”


    He turned his horse to ride back, but at that moment he caught the weird, the unearthly note of Dan’s whistling. There was both melancholy and gladness in it. The storm wind running on the hills and exulting in the blind terror of the night had such a song as this to sing.


    “If he was a man,” Haines argued briefly with himself, “I’d do it. But he isn’t a man. He’s a devil. He has no more heart than the wolf which owns him as master. Shall I give a girl like Kate Cumberland to that wild panther? She’s mine—all mine!”


    Once more he turned his horse and this time galloped steadily on into the night.


    When Haines dropped out of sight, Dan’s whistling stopped. He looked up to the pitiless glitter of the stars. He looked down to the sombre sweep of black hills. The wind was like a voice saying over and over again: “Failure.” Everything was lost.


    He slipped from the saddle and took off his coat. From his left shoulder the blood welled slowly, steadily. He tore a strip from his shirt and attempted to make a bandage, but he could not manage it with one hand.


    The world thronged with hostile forces eager to hunt him to the death. He needed all his strength, and now that was ebbing from a wound which a child could have staunched for him, but where could he find even a friendly child? Truly all was lost! The satyr or the black panther once had less need of man’s help than had Dan, but now he was hurt in body and soul. That matchless co- ordination of eye with hand and foot was gone. He saw Kate smiling into the eyes of Haines; he imagined Bill Kilduff sitting on the back of Satan, controlling all that glorious force and speed; he saw Hal Purvis fighting venomously with Bart for the mastery which eventually must belong to the man.


    He turned to the wild pair. Vaguely they sensed a danger threatening their master, and their eyes mourned for his hurt. He buried his face on the strong, smooth shoulder of Satan, and groaned. There came the answering whinny and the hot breath of the horse against the side of his face. There was the whine of Black Bart behind him, then the rough tongue of the wolf touched the dripping fingers. Then he felt a hot gust of the wolf’s breath against his hand.


    Too late he realized what that meant. He whirled with a cry of command, but the snarl of Black Bart cut it short. The wolf stood bristling, trembling with eagerness for the kill, his great white fangs gleaming, his snarl shrill and guttural with the frenzy of his desire, for he had tasted blood. Dan understood as he stared into the yellow green fury of the wolf’s eyes, yet he felt no fear, only a glory in the fierce, silent conflict. He could not move the fingers of his left hand, but those of his right curved, stiffened. He desired nothing more in the world than the contact with that great, bristling black body, to leap aside from those ominous teeth, to set his fingers in the wolf’s throat. Reason might have told him the folly of such a strife, but all that remained in his mind was the love of combat—a blind passion. His eyes glowed like those of the wolf, yellow fire against the green. Black Bart crouched still lower, gathering himself for the spring, but he was held by the man’s yellow gleaming eyes. They invited the battle. Fear set its icy hand on the soul of the wolf.


    The man seemed to tower up thrice his normal height. His voice rang, harsh, sudden, unlike the utterance of man or beast: “Down!”


    Fear conquered Black Bart. The fire died from his eyes. His body sank as if from exhaustion. He crawled on his belly to the feet of his master and whined an unutterable submission.


    And then that hand, warm and wet with the thing whose taste set the wolf’s heart on fire with the lust to kill, was thrust against his nose. He leaped back with bared teeth, growling horribly. The eyes commanded him back, commanded him relentlessly. He howled dismally to the senseless stars, yet he came; and once more that hand was thrust against his nose. He licked the fingers.


    That blood-lust came hotter than before, but his fear was greater. He licked the strange hand again, whining. Then the master kneeled. Another hand, clean, and free from that horrible warm, wet sign of death, fell upon his shaggy back. The voice which he knew of old came to him, blew away the red mist from his soul, comforted him.


    “Poor Bart!” said the voice, and the hand went slowly over his head. “It weren’t your fault.”


    The stallion whinnied softly. A deep growl formed in the throat of the wolf, a mighty effort at speech. And now, like a gleam of light in a dark room, Dan remembered the house of Buck Daniels. There, at least, they could not refuse him aid. He drew on his coat, though the effort set him sweating with agony, got his foot in the stirrup with difficulty, and dragged himself to the saddle. Satan started at a swift gallop.


    “Faster, Satan! Faster, partner!”


    What a response! The strong body settled a little closer to the earth as the stride increased. The rhythm of the pace grew quicker, smoother. There was no adequate phrase to describe the matchless motion. And in front— always just a little in front with the plunging forefeet of the horse seeming to threaten him at every stride, ran Black Bart with his head turned as if he were the guard and guide of the fugitive.


    Dan called and Black Bart yelped in answer. Satan tossed up his head and neighed as he raced along. The two replies were like human assurances that there was still a fighting chance.


    The steady loss of blood was telling rapidly now. He clutched the pommel, set his teeth, and felt oblivion settle slowly and surely upon him. As his senses left him he noted the black outlines of the next high range of hills, a full ten miles away.


    He only knew the pace of Satan never slackened. There seemed no effort in it. He was like one of those fabled horses, the offspring of the wind, and like the wind, tireless, eternal of motion.


    A longer oblivion fell upon Dan. As he roused from it he found himself slipping in the saddle. He struggled desperately to grasp the saddlehorn and managed to draw himself up again; but the warning was sufficient to make him hunt about for some means of making himself more secure in the saddle. It was a difficult task to do anything with only one hand, but he managed to tie his left arm to the bucking-strap. If the end came, at least he was sure to die in the saddle. Vaguely he was aware as he looked around that the black hills were no longer in the distance. He was among them.


    On went Satan. His breath was coming more and more laboured. It seemed to Dan’s dim consciousness that some of the spring was gone from that glorious stride which swept on and on with the slightest undulation, like a swallow skimming before the wind; but so long as strength remained he knew that Satan would never falter in his pace. As the delirium swept once more shadow-like on his brain, he allowed himself to fall forward, and wound his fingers as closely as possible in the thick mane. His left arm jerked horribly against the bonds. Black night swallowed him once more.


    Only his invincible heart kept Satan going throughout that last stretch. His ears lay flat on his neck, lifting only when the master muttered and raved in his fever. Foam flew back against his throat and breast. His breath came shorter, harder, with a rasp; but the gibbering voice of his rider urged him on, faster, and faster. They topped a small hill, and a little to the left and a mile away, rose a group of cottonwoods, and Dan, recovering consciousness, knew the house of Buck. He also knew that his last moment of consciousness was come. Surges of sleepy weakness swept over his brain. He could never guide Satan to the house.


    “Bart!” he called feebly.


    The wolf whining, dropped back beside him. Dan pointed his right arm straight ahead. Black Bart leaped high into the air and his shrill yelp told that he had seen the cottonwoods and the house.


    Dan summoned the last of his power and threw the reins over the head of Satan.


    “Take us in, Bart,” he said, and twisting his fingers into Satan’s mane fell across the saddlehorn.


    Satan, understanding the throwing of the reins as an order to halt, came to a sharp stop, and the body of the senseless rider sagged to one side. Black Bart caught the reins. They were bitter and salt with blood of the master.


    He tugged hard. Satan whinnied his doubt, and the growl of Black Bart answered, half a threat. In a moment more they were picking their way through the brush towards the house of Buck Daniels.


    Satan was far gone with exhaustion. His head drooped; his legs sprawled with every step; his eyes were glazed. Yet he staggered on with the great black wolf pulling at the reins. There was the salt taste of blood in the mouth of Black Bart; so he stalked on, saliva dripping from his mouth, and his eyes glazed with the lust to kill. His furious snarling was the threat which urged on the stallion.

  

  
    
      Black Bart turns nurse

    

    It was old Mrs. Daniels who woke first at the sound of scratching and growling. She roused her husband and son, and all three went to the door, Buck in the lead with his six-gun in his hand. At sight of the wolf he started back and raised the gun, but Black Bart fawned about his feet.


    “Don’t shoot—it’s a dog, an’ there’s his master!” cried Sam. “By the Lord, they’s a dead man tied on that there hoss!”


    Dan lay on Satan, half fallen from the saddle, with his head hanging far down, only sustained by the strength of the rein. The stallion, wholly spent, stood with his legs braced, his head low, and his breath coming in great gasps. The family ran to the rescue. Sam cut the rein and Buck lowered the limp body in his arms.


    “Buck, is he dead?” whispered Mrs. Daniels.


    “I don’t feel no heart beat,” said Buck. “Help me fetch him into the house, Dad!”


    “Look out for the hoss!” cried Sam.


    Buck started back with his burden just in time, for Satan, surrendering to his exhaustion, pitched to the ground, and lay with sprawling legs like a spent dog rather than a horse.


    “Let the hoss be,” said Buck. “Help me with the man. He’s hurt bad.”


    Mrs. Daniels ran ahead and lighted a lamp. They laid the body carefully upon a bed. It made a ghastly sight, the bloodless face with the black hair fallen wildly across the forehead, the mouth loosely open, and the lips black with dust.


    “Dad!” said Buck. “I think I’ve seen this feller. God knows if he’s livin’ or dead.”


    He dropped to his knees and pressed his ear over Dan’s heart.


    “I can’t feel no motion. Ma, get that hand mirror—”


    She had it already and now held it close to the lips of the wounded man. When she drew it away their three heads drew close together.


    “They’s a mist on it! He’s livin’!” cried Buck.


    “It ain’t nothing,” said Sam. “The glass ain’t quite clear, that’s all.”


    Mrs. Daniels removed the last doubt by running her finger across the surface of the glass. It left an unmistakable mark.


    They wasted no moment then. They brought hot and cold water, washed out his wound, cleansed away the blood; and while Mrs. Daniels and her husband fixed the bandage, Buck pounded and rubbed the limp body to restore the circulation. In a few minutes his efforts were rewarded by a great sigh from Dan.


    He shouted in triumph, and then: “By God, it’s Whistlin’ Dan Barry.”


    “It is!” said Sam. “Buck, they’s been devils workin’ tonight. It sure took more’n one man to nail him this way.”


    They fell to work frantically. There was a perceptible pulse, the breathing was faint but steady, and a touch of colour came in the face.


    “His arm will be all right in a few days,” said Mrs. Daniels, “but he may fall into a fever. He’s turnin’ his head from side to side and talkin’. What’s he sayin’, Buck?”


    “He’s sayin’: ‘Faster, Satan.’”


    “That’s the hoss,” interpreted Sam.


    “‘Hold us straight, Bart!’ That’s what he’s sayin’ now.”


    “That’s the wolf.”


    “‘An’ it’s all for Delilah!’ Who’s Delilah, Dad?”


    “Maybe it’s some feller Dan knows.”


    “Some feller?” repeated Mrs. Daniels with scorn. “It’s some worthless girl who got Whistlin’ Dan into this trouble.”


    Dan’s eyes opened but there was no understanding in them.


    “Haines, I hate you worse’n hell!”


    “It’s Lee Haines who done this!” cried Sam.


    “If it is, I’ll cut out his heart!”


    “It can’t be Haines,” broke in Mrs. Daniels. “Old man Perkins, didn’t he tell us that Haines was the man that Whistlin’ Dan Barry had brought down into Elkhead? How could Haines do this shootin’ while he was in jail?”


    “Ma,” said Sam, “you watch Whistlin’ Dan. Buck an’ me’ll take care of the hoss—that black stallion. He’s pretty near all gone, but he’s worth savin’. What I don’t see is how he found his way to us. It’s certain Dan didn’t guide him all the way.”


    “How does the wind find its way?” said Buck. “It was the wolf that brought Dan here, but standin’ here talkin’ won’t tell us how. Let’s go out an’ fix up Satan.”


    It was by no means an easy task. As they approached the horse he heaved himself up, snorting, and stood with legs braced, and pendant head. Even his eyes were glazed with exhaustion, but behind them it was easy to guess the dauntless anger which raged against these intruders. Yet he would have been helpless against them. It was Black Bart who interfered at this point. He stood before them, his hair bristling and his teeth bared.


    Sam suggested: “Leave the door of the house open an’ let him hear Whistlin’ Dan’s voice.”


    It was done. At once the delirious voice of Dan stole out to them faintly. The wolf turned his head to Satan with a plaintive whine, as if asking why the stallion remained there when that voice was audible. Then he raced for the open door and disappeared into the house.


    “Hurry in, Buck!” called Sam. “Maybe the wolf’ll scare Ma!”


    They ran inside and found Black Bart on the bed straddling the body of Whistling Dan, and growling at poor Mrs. Daniels, who crouched in a corner of the room. It required patient work before he was convinced that they actually meant no harm to his master.


    “What’s the reason of it?” queried Sam helplessly. “The damn wolf let us take Dan off the hoss without makin’ any fuss.”


    “Sure he did,” assented Buck, “but he ain’t sure of me yet, an’ every time he comes near me he sends the cold chills up my back.”


    Having decided that he might safely trust them to touch Dan’s body, the great wolf went the round and sniffed them carefully, his hair bristling and the forbidding growl lingering in his throat. In the end he apparently decided that they might be tolerated, though he must keep an eye upon their actions. So he sat down beside the bed and followed with an anxious eye every movement of Mrs. Daniels. The men went back to the stallion. He still stood with legs braced far apart, and head hanging low. Another mile of that long race and he would have dropped dead beneath his rider.


    Nevertheless at the coming of the strangers he reared up his head a little and tried to run away. Buck caught the dangling reins near the bit. Satan attempted to strike out with his forehoof. It was a movement as clumsy and slow as the blow of a child, and Buck easily avoided it. Realizing his helplessness Satan whinnied a heart-breaking appeal for help to his unfailing friend, Black Bart. The wail of the wolf answered dolefully from the house.


    “Good Lord,” groaned Buck. “Now we’ll have that black devil on our hands again.”


    “No, we won’t,” chuckled Sam, “the wolf won’t leave Dan. Come on along, old hoss.”


    Nevertheless it required hard labour to urge and drag the stallion to the stable. At the end of that time they had the saddle off and a manger full of fodder before him. They went back to the house with the impression of having done a day’s work.


    “Which it shows the fool nature of a hoss,” moralized Sam. “That stallion would be willin’ to lay right down and die for the man that’s jest rode him up to the front door of death, but he wishes everlastingly that he had the strength to kick the daylight out of you an’ me that’s been tryin’ to take care of him. You jest write this down inside your brain, Buck: a hoss is like a woman. They jest nacherally ain’t no reason in ’em!”


    They found Dan in a heavy sleep, his breath coming irregularly. Mrs. Daniels stated that it was the fever which she had feared and she offered to sit up with the sick man through the rest of that night. Buck lifted her from the chair and took her place beside the bed.


    “No one but me is goin’ to take care of Whistlin’ Dan,” he stated.


    So the vigil began, with Buck watching Dan, and Black Bart alert, suspicious, ready at the first wrong move to leap at the throat of Buck.

  

  
    
      Nobody laughs

    

    That night the power which had sent Dan into Elkhead, Jim Silent, stood his turn at watch in the narrow canyon below the old Salton place. In the house above him sat Terry Jordan, Rhinehart, and Hal Purvis playing poker, while Bill Kilduff drew a drowsy series of airs from his mouth-organ. His music was getting on the nerves of the other three, particularly Jordan and Rhinehart, for Purvis was winning steadily.


    “Let up!” broke out Jordan at last, pounding on the table with his fist. “Your damn tunes are gettin’ my goat. Nobody can think while you’re hittin’ it up like that. This ain’t no prayer meetin’, Bill.”


    For answer Kilduff removed the mouth-organ to take a deep breath, blinked his small eyes, and began again in a still higher key.


    “Go slow, Terry,” advised Rhinehart in a soft tone. “Kilduff ain’t feelin’ none too well tonight.”


    “What’s the matter with him?” growled the scar-faced man, none too anxious to start an open quarrel with the formidable Kilduff.


    Rhinehart jerked his thumb over his shoulder.


    “The gal in there. He don’t like the game the chief has been workin’ with her.”


    “Neither do I,” said Purvis, “but I’d do worse than the chief done to get Lee Haines back.”


    “Get Haines back?” said Kilduff, his voice ominously deep. “There ain’t no chance of that. If there was I wouldn’t have no kick against the chief for what he’s done to Kate.”


    “Maybe there’s some chance,” suggested Rhinehart.


    “Chance, hell!” cried Kilduff. “One man agin a whole town full? I say all that Jim has done is to get Whistlin’ Dan plugged full of lead.”


    “Well,” said Purvis, “if that’s done, ain’t the game worth while?”


    The rest of the men chuckled and even Kilduff smiled.


    “Old Joe Cumberland is sure takin’ it hard,” said “Calamity” Rhinehart. “All day he’s been lightin’ into the girl.”


    “The funny part,” mused Purvis, “is that the old boy really means it. I think he’d of sawed off his right hand to keep her from goin’ to Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “An’ her sittin’ white-faced an’ starin’ at nothin’ an’ tryin’ to comfort him!” rumbled Kilduff, standing up under the stress of his unwonted emotion. “My God, she was apologizin’ for what she done, an’ tryin’ to cheer him up, an’ all the time her heart was bustin’.”


    He pulled out a violently coloured bandana and wiped his forehead.


    “When we all get down to hell,” he said, “they’ll be quite a little talkin’ done about this play of Jim’s—you c’n lay to that.”


    “Who’s that singin’ down the canyon?” asked Jordan. “It sounds like—”


    He would not finish his sentence as if he feared to prove a false prophet. They rose as one man and stared stupidly at one another.


    “Haines!” broke out Rhinehart at last.


    “It ain’t no ways possible!” said Kilduff. “And yet—by God, it is!”


    They rushed for the door and made out two figures approaching, one on horseback, and the other on foot.


    “Haines!” called Purvis, his shrill voice rising to a squeak with his excitement.


    “Here I am!” rang back the mellow tones of the big long rider, and in a moment he and Jim Silent entered the room.


    Glad faces surrounded him. There was infinite wringing of his hand and much pounding on the back. Kilduff and Rhinehart pushed him back into a chair. Jordan ran for a flask of whisky, but Haines pushed the bottle away.


    “I don’t want anything on my breath,” he said, “because I have to talk to a woman. Where’s Kate?”


    The men glanced at each other uneasily.


    “She’s here, all right,” said Silent hastily. “Now tell us how you got away.”


    “Afterwards,” said Haines. “But first Kate.”


    “What’s your hurry to see her?” said Kilduff.


    Haines laughed exultantly.


    “You’re jealous, Bill! Why, man, she sent for me! Sent Whistling Dan himself for me.”


    “Maybe she did,” said Kilduff, “but that ain’t no partic’lar sign I’m jealous. Tell us about the row in Elkhead.”


    “That’s it,” said Jordan. “We can’t wait, Lee.”


    “Just one word explains it,” said Haines. “Barry!”


    “What did he do?” This from every throat at once.


    “Broke into the jail with all Elkhead at his heels flashing their six- guns—knocked down the two guards—unlocked my bracelets (God knows where he got the key!)—shoved me onto the bay—drove away with me—shot down two men while his wolf pulled down a third— made my horse jump a set of bars as high as my head—and here I am!”


    There was a general loosening of bandanas. The eyes of Jim Silent gleamed.


    “And all Elkhead knows that he’s the man who took you out of jail?” he asked eagerly.


    “Right. He’s put his mark on them,” responded Haines, “but the girl, Jim!”


    “By God!” said Silent. “I’ve got him! The whole world is agin him— the law an’ the outlaws. He’s done for!”


    He stopped short.


    “Unless you’re feelin’ uncommon grateful to him for what he done for you, Lee?”


    “He told me he hated me like hell,” said Haines. “I’m grateful to him as I’d be to a mountain lion that happened to do me a good turn. Now for Kate!”


    “Let him see her,” said Silent. “That’s the quickest way. Call her out, Haines. We’ll take a little walk while you’re with her.”


    The moment they were gone Haines rushed to the door and knocked loudly. It was opened at once and Kate stood before him. She winced at sight of him.


    “It’s I, Kate!” he cried joyously. “I’ve come back from the dead.”


    She stepped from the room and closed the door behind her.


    “What of Dan? Tell me! Was—was he hurt?”


    “Dan?” he repeated with an impatient smile. “No, he isn’t hurt. He pulled me through—got me out of jail and safe into the country. He had to drop two or three of the boys to do it.”


    Her head fell back a little and in the dim light, for the first time, he saw her face with some degree of clearness, and started at its pallor.


    “What’s the matter, Kate—dear?” he said anxiously.


    “What of Dan?” she asked faintly.


    “I don’t know. He’s outlawed. He’s done for. The whole range will be against him. But why are you so worried about him, Kate?—when he told me that you loved me—”


    She straightened.


    “Love? You?”


    His face lengthened almost ludicrously.


    “But why—Dan came for me—he said you sent him—he —” he broke down, stammering, utterly confused.


    “This is why I sent him!” she answered, and throwing open the door gestured to him to enter.


    He followed her and saw the lean figure of old Joe Cumberland lying on a blanket close to the wall.


    “That’s why!” she whispered.


    “How does he come here?”


    “Ask the devil in his human form! Ask your friend, Jim Silent!”


    He walked into the outer room with his head low. He found the others already returned. Their carefully controlled grins spoke volumes.


    “Where’s Silent?” he asked heavily.


    “He’s gone,” said Jordan.


    Hal Purvis took Haines to one side.


    “Take a brace,” he urged.


    “She hates me, Hal,” said the big fellow sadly. “For God’s sake, was there no other way of getting me out?”


    “Not one! Pull yourself together, Lee. There ain’t no one for you to hold a spite agin. Would you rather be back in Elkhead dangling from the end of a rope?”


    “It seems to have been a sort of—joke,” said Haines.


    “Exactly. But at that sort of a joke nobody laughs!”


    “And Whistling Dan Barry?”


    “He’s done for. We’re all agin him, an’ now even the rangers will help us hunt him down. Think it over careful, Haines. You’re agin him because you want the girl. I want that damned wolf of his, Black Bart. Kilduff would rather get into the saddle of Satan than ride to heaven. An’ Jim Silent won’t never rest till he sees Dan lyin’ on the ground with a bullet through his heart. Here’s four of us. Each of us want something that belongs to him, from his life to his dog. Haines, I’m askin’ you man to man, was there any one ever born who could get away from four men like us?”

  

  
    
      Whistling Dan, desperado

    

    It was an urgent business which sent Silent galloping over the hills before dawn. When the first light came he was close to the place of Gus Morris. He slowed his horse to a trot, but after a careful reconnoitring, seeing no one stirring around the sheriff’s house, he drew closer and commenced to whistle a range song, broken here and there with a significant phrase which sounded like a signal. Finally a cloth was waved from a window, and Silent, content, turned his back on the house, and rode away at a walk.


    Within half an hour the pounding of a horse approached from behind. The plump sheriff came to a halt beside him, jouncing in the saddle with the suddenness of the stop.


    “What’s up?” he called eagerly.


    “Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “What’s new about him? I know they’re talkin’ about that play he made agin Haines. They’s some says he’s a faster man than you, Jim!”


    “They say too damned much!” snarled Silent. “This is what’s new. Whistlin’ Dan Barry—no less—has busted open the jail at Elkhead an’ set Lee Haines free.”


    The sheriff could not speak.


    “I fixed it, Gus. I staged the whole little game.”


    “You fixed it with Whistlin’ Dan?”


    “Don’t ask me how I worked it. The pint is that he did the job. He got into the jail while the lynchers was guardin’ it, gettin’ ready for a rush. They opened fire. It was after dark last night. Haines an’ Dan made a rush for it from the stable on their hosses. They was lynchers everywhere. Haines didn’t have no gun. Dan wouldn’t trust him with one. He did the shootin’ himself. He dropped two of them with two shots. His devil of a wolf-dog brung down another.”


    “Shootin’ at night?”


    “Shootin’ at night,” nodded Silent. “An” now, Gus, they’s only one thing left to complete my little game—an’ that’s to get Whistlin’ Dan Barry proclaimed an outlaw an’ put a price on his head, savvy?”


    “Why d’you hate him so?” asked Morris curiously.


    “Morris, why d’you hate smallpox?”


    “Because a man’s got no chance fightin’ agin it.”


    “Gus, that’s why I hate Whistlin’ Dan, but I ain’t here to argue. I want you to get Dan proclaimed an outlaw.”


    The sheriff scowled and bit his lip.


    “I can’t do it, Jim.”


    “Why the hell can’t you?”


    “Don’t go jumpin’ down my throat. It ain’t human to double cross nobody the way you’re double crossin’ that kid. He’s clean. He fights square. He’s jest done you a good turn. I can’t do it, Jim.”


    There was an ominous silence.


    “Gus,” said the outlaw, “how many thousand have I given you?”


    The sheriff winced.


    “I dunno,” he said, “a good many, Jim.”


    “An’ now you’re goin’ to lay down on me?”


    Another pause.


    “People are gettin’ pretty excited nowadays,” went on Silent carelessly. “Maybe they’d get a lot more excited if they was to know jest how much I’ve paid you, Gus.”


    The sheriff struck his forehead with a pudgy hand.


    “When a man’s sold his soul to the devil they ain’t no way of buyin’ it back.”


    “When you’re all waked up,” said Silent soothingly, “they ain’t no more reasonable man than you, Gus. But sometimes you get to seein’ things cross- eyed. Here’s my game. What do you think they’d do in Elkhead if a letter came for Dan Barry along about now?”


    “The boys must be pretty hot,” said the sheriff. “I suppose the letter’d be opened.”


    “It would,” said the outlaw. “You’re sure a clever feller, Gus. You c’n see a white hoss in the sunlight. Now what d’you suppose they’d think if they opened a letter addressed to Dan Barry and read something like this:


    “‘Dear Dan: You made great play for L.H. None of us is going to forget it. Maybe the thing for you to do is to lay low for a while. Then join us any time you want to. We all think nobody could of worked that stunt any smoother than you done. The rest of the boys say that two thousand ain’t enough for the work you’ve done. They vote that you get an extra thousand for it. I’m agreeable about that, and when you get short of cash just drop up and see us—you know where.
 
 “‘That’s a great bluff you’ve made about being on my trail. Keep it up. It’ll fool everybody for a while. They’ll think, maybe, that what you did for L.H. was because he was your personal friend. They won’t suspect that you’re now one of us. Adios,
 
 “‘J.S.’”


    Silent waited for the effect of this missive to show in Morris’s face.


    “Supposin’ they was to read a letter like that, Gus. D’you think maybe it’d sort of peeve them?”


    “He’d be outlawed inside of two days!”


    “Right. Here’s the letter. An’ you’re goin’ to see that it’s delivered in Elkhead, Morris.”


    The sheriff looked sombrely on the little square of white.


    “I sort of think,” he said at last, “that this here’s the death warrant for Whistlin’ Dan Barry.”


    “So do I,” grinned Silent, considerably thirsty for action. “That’s your chance to make one of your rarin’, tearin’ speeches. Then you hop into the telegraph office an’ send a wire to the Governor askin’ that a price be put on the head of the bloodthirsty desperado, Dan Barry, commonly known as Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “It’s like something out of a book,” said the sheriff slowly. “It’s like some damned horror story.”


    “The minute you get the reply to that telegram swear in forty deputies and announce that they’s a price on Barry’s head. So long, Gus. This little play’ll make the boys figger you’re the most efficient sheriff that never pulled a gun.”


    He turned his horse, laughing loudly, and the sheriff, with that laughter in his ears, rode back towards his hotel with a downward head.


    


    All day at the Daniels’s house the fever grew perceptibly, and that night the family held a long consultation.


    “They’s got to be somethin’ done,” said Buck. “I’m goin’ to ride into town tomorrow an’ get ahold of Doc Geary.”


    “There ain’t no use of gettin’ that fraud Geary,” said Mrs. Daniels scornfully. “I think that if the boy c’n be saved I c’n do it as well as that doctor. But there ain’t no doctor c’n help him. The trouble with Dan ain’t his wound—it’s his mind that’s keepin’ him low.”


    “His mind?” queried old Sam.


    “Listen to him now. What’s all that talkin’ about Delilah?”


    “If it ain’t Delilah it’s Kate,” said Buck. “Always one of the two he’s talkin’ about. An’ when he talks of them his fever gets worse. Who’s Delilah, an’ who’s Kate?”


    “They’s one an’ the same person,” said Mrs. Daniels. “It do beat all how blind men are!”


    “Are we now?” said her husband with some heat. “An’ what good would it do even if we knowed that they was the same?”


    “Because if we could locate the girl they’s a big chance she’d bring him back to reason. She’d make his brain quiet, an’ then his body’ll take care of itself, savvy?”


    “But they’s a hundred Kates in the range,” said Sam. “Has he said her last name, Buck, or has he given you any way of findin’ out where she lives?”


    “There ain’t no way,” brooded Buck, “except that when he talks about her sometimes he speaks of Lee Haines like he wanted to kill him. Sometimes he’s dreamin’ of havin’ Lee by the throat. D’you honest think that havin’ the girl here would do any good, ma?”


    “Of course it would,” she answered. “He’s in love, that poor boy is, an’ love is worse than bullets for some men. I don’t mean you or Sam. Lord knows you wouldn’t bother yourselves none about a woman.”


    Her eyes challenged them.


    “He talks about Lee havin’ the girl?” asked Sam.


    “He sure does,” said Buck, “which shows that he’s jest ravin’. How could Lee have the girl, him bein’ in jail at Elkhead?”


    “But maybe Lee had her before Whistlin’ Dan got him at Morris’s place. Maybe she’s up to Silent’s camp now.”


    “A girl in Jim Silent’s camp?” repeated Buck scornfully. “Jim’d as soon have a ton of lead hangin’ on his shoulders.”


    “Would he though?” broke in Mrs. Daniels. “You’re considerable young, Buck, to be sayin’ what men’ll do where they’s women concerned. Where is this camp?”


    “I dunno,” said Buck evasively. “Maybe up in the hills. Maybe at the old Salton place. If I thought she was there, I’d risk goin’ up and gettin’ her —with her leave or without it!”


    “Don’t be talkin’ fool stuff like that,” said his mother anxiously. “You ain’t goin’ near Jim Silent ag’in, Buck!”


    He shrugged his shoulders, with a scowl, and turned away to go back to the bedside of Whistling Dan.


    In the morning Buck was hardly less haggard than Dan. His mother, with clasped hands and an anxious face, stood at the foot of the bed, but her trouble was more for her son than for Dan. Old Sam was out saddling Buck’s horse, for they had decided that the doctor must be brought from Elkhead at once.


    “I don’t like to leave him,” growled Buck. “I misdoubt what may be happenin’ while I’m gone.”


    “Don’t look at me like that,” said his mother. “Why, Buck, a body would think that if he dies while you’re gone you’ll accuse your father an’ mother of murder.”


    “Don’t be no minute away from him,” urged Buck, “that’s all I ask.”


    “Cure his brain,” said his mother monotonously, “an’ his body’ll take care of itself. Who’s that talkin’ with your dad outside?”


    Very faintly they caught the sound of voices, and after a moment the departing clatter of a galloping horse. Old Sam ran into the house breathless.


    “Who was it? What’s the matter, pa?” asked his wife, for the old cowpuncher’s face was pale even through his tan.


    “Young Seaton was jest here. He an’ a hundred other fellers is combin’ the range an’ warnin’ everyone agin that Dan Barry. The bullet in his shoulder —he got it while he was breaking jail with Lee Haines. An’ he shot down the hosses of two men an’ his dog pulled down a third one.”


    “Busted jail with Lee Haines!” breathed Buck. “It ain’t no ways nacheral. Which Dan hates Lee Haines!”


    “He was bought off by Jim Silent,” said old Sam. “They opened a letter in Elkhead, an’ the letter told everything. It was signed ‘J.S.’ an’ it thanked Dan for gettin’ ‘L.H.’ free.”


    “It’s a lie!” said Buck doggedly.


    “Buck! Sam!” cried Mrs. Daniels, seeing the two men of her family glaring at each other with something like hate in their eyes. “Sam, have you forgot that this lad has eat your food in your house?”


    Sam turned as crimson as he had been pale before.


    “I forgot,” he muttered. “I was scared an’ forgot!”


    “An’ maybe you’ve forgot that I’d be swingin’ on the end of a rope in Elkhead if it wasn’t for Dan Barry?” suggested Buck.


    “Buck,” said his father huskily, “I’m askin’ your pardon. I got sort of panicky for a minute, that’s all. But what are we goin’ to do with him? If he don’t get help he’ll be a dead man quick. An’ you can’t go to Elkhead for the doctor. They’d doctor Dan with six-guns, that’s what they’d do.”


    “What could of made him do it?” said Mrs. Daniels, wiping a sudden burst of tears from her eyes.


    “Oh, God,” said Buck. “How’d I know why he done it? How’d I know why he turned me loose when he should of took me to Elkhead to be lynched by the mob there? The girl’s the only thing to help him outside of a doctor. I’m goin’ to get the girl.”


    “Where?”


    “I dunno. Maybe I’ll try the old Salton place.”


    “And take her away from Jim Silent?” broke in his father. “You might jest as well go an’ shoot yourse’f before startin’. That’ll save your hoss the long ride, an’ it’ll bring you to jest the same end.”


    “Listen!” said Buck, “they’s the wolf mournin’!”


    “Buck, you’re loco!”


    “Hush, pa!” whispered Mrs. Daniels.


    She caught the hand of her brawny son.


    “Buck, I’m no end proud of you, lad. If you die, it’s a good death! Tell me, Buck dear, have you got a plan?”


    He ground his big hand across his forehead, scowling.


    “I dunno,” he said, drawing a long breath. “I jest know that I got to get the girl. Words don’t say what I mean. All I know is that I’ve got to go up there an’ get that girl, and bring her back so’s she can save Dan, not from the people that’s huntin’ him, but from himself.”


    “There ain’t no way of changin’ you?” said his father.


    “Pa,” said Mrs. Daniels, “sometimes you’re a plumb fool!”


    Buck was already in the saddle. He waved farewell, but after he set his face towards the far-away hills he never turned his head. Behind him lay the untamed three. Before him, somewhere among those naked, sunburned hills, was the woman whose love could reclaim the wild.


    A dimness came before his eyes. He attempted to curse at this weakness, but in place of the blasphemy something swelled in his throat, and a still, small music filled his heart. And when at last he was able to speak his lips framed a vow like that of the old crusaders.

  

  
    
      “Werewolf”

    

    Buck’s cattle pony broke from the lope into a steady dog- trot. Now and then Buck’s horse tossed his head high and jerked his ears quickly back and forth as if he were trying to shake off a fly. As a matter of fact he was bothered by his master’s whistling. The only sound which he was accustomed to hear from the lips of his rider was a grunted curse now and then. This whistling made the mustang uneasy.


    Buck himself did not know what the music meant, but it brought into his mind a thought of strong living and of glorious death. He had heard it whistled several times by Dan Barry when the latter lay delirious. It seemed to Buck, while he whistled this air, that the spirit of Dan travelled beside him, nerving him to the work which lay ahead, filling the messenger with his own wild strength.


    As Buck dropped into a level tract of country he caught sight of a rider coming from the opposite direction. As they drew closer the other man swung his mount far to one side. Buck chuckled softly, seeing that the other evidently desired to pass without being recognized. The chuckle died when the stranger changed direction and rode straight for Buck. The latter pulled his horse to a quick stop and turned to face the on-comer. He made sure that his six-gun was loose in the holster, for it was always well to be prepared for the unusual in these chance meetings in the mountain-desert.


    “Hey, Buck!” called the galloping horseman.


    The hand of Daniels dropped away from his revolver, for he recognized the voice of Hal Purvis, who swiftly ranged alongside.


    “What’s the dope?” asked Buck, producing his tobacco and the inevitable brown papers.


    “Jest lookin’ the landscape over an’ scoutin’ around for news,” answered Purvis.


    “Pick up anything?”


    “Yeh. Ran across some tenderfoot squatters jest out of Elkhead.”


    Buck grunted and lighted his cigarette.


    “Which you’ve been sort of scarce around the outfit lately,” went on Purvis.


    “I’m headin’ for the bunch now,” said Buck.


    “D’you bring along that gun of mine I left at your house?”


    “Didn’t think of it.”


    “Let’s drop back to your house an’ get it. Then I’ll ride up to the camp with you.”


    Buck drew a long puff on his cigarette. He drew a quick mental picture of Purvis entering the house, finding Dan, and then—


    “Sure,” he said, “you c’n go back to the house an’ ask pa for the gun, if you want to. I’ll keep on for the hills.”


    “What’s your hurry? It ain’t more’n three miles back to your house. You won’t lose no time to speak of.”


    “It ain’t time I’m afraid of losin’,” said Buck significantly.


    “Then what the devil is it? I can’t afford to leave that gun.”


    “All right,” said Buck, forcing a grin of derision, “so long, Hal.”


    Purvis frowned at him with narrowing eyes.


    “Spit it out, Buck. What’s the matter with me goin’ back for that gun? Ain’t I apt to find it?”


    “Sure. That’s the point. You’re apt to find lots of guns. Here’s what I mean, Hal. Some of the cowpunchers are beginnin’ to think I’m a little partial to Jim Silent’s crowd. An’ they’re watchin’ my house.”


    “The hell!”


    “You’re right. It is. That’s one of the reasons I’m beatin’ it for the hills.”


    He started his horse to a walk. “But of course if you’re bound to have that gun, Hal—”


    Purvis grinned mirthlessly, his lean face wrinkling to the eyes, and he swung his horse in beside Buck.


    “Anyway,” said Buck, “I’m glad to see you ain’t a fool. How’s things at the camp?”


    “Rotten. They’s a girl up there—”


    “A girl?”


    “You look sort of pleased. Sure they’s a girl. Kate Cumberland, she’s the one. She seen us hold up the train, an’ now we don’t dare let her go. She’s got enough evidence to hang us all if it came to a show-down.”


    “Kate! Delilah.”


    “What you sayin’?”


    “I say it’s damn queer that Jim’ll let a girl stay at the camp.”


    “Can’t be helped. She’s makin’ us more miserable than a whole army of men. We had her in the house for a while, an’ then Silent rigged up the little shack that stands a short ways—”


    “I know the one you mean.”


    “She an’ her dad is in that. We have to guard ’em at night. She ain’t had no good word for any of us since she’s been up there. Every time she looks at a feller she makes you feel like you was somethin’ low-down—a snake, or somethin’.”


    “D’you mean to say none of the boys please her?” asked Buck curiously. He understood from Dan’s delirious ravings that the girl was in love with Lee Haines and had deserted Barry for the outlaw. “Say, ain’t Haines goodlookin’ enough to please her?”


    Purvis laughed unpleasantly.


    “He’d like to be, but he don’t quite fit her idea of a man. We’d all like to be, for that matter. She’s a ravin’ beauty, Buck. One of these blue-eyed, yaller-haired kind, see, with a voice like silk. Speakin’ personal, I’m free to admit she’s got me stopped.”


    Buck drew so hard on the diminishing butt of his cigarette that he burned his fingers.


    “Can’t do nothin’ with her?” he queried.


    “What you grinnin’ about?” said Purvis hotly. “D’you think you’d have any better luck with her?”


    Buck chuckled.


    “The trouble with you fellers,” he said complacently, “is that you’re all too damned afraid of a girl. You all treat ’em like they was queens an’ you was their slaves. They like a master.”


    The thin lips of Purvis curled.


    “You’re quite a man, ain’t you?”


    “Man enough to handle any woman that ever walked.”


    Purvis broke into loud laughter.


    “That’s what a lot of us thought,” he said at last, “but she breaks all the rules. She’s got her heart set on another man, an’ she’s that funny sort that don’t never love twice. Maybe you’ll guess who the man is?”


    Buck frowned thoughtfully to cover his growing excitement.


    “Give it up, Buck,” advised Purvis. “The feller she loves is Whistlin’ Dan Barry. You wouldn’t think no woman would look without shiverin’ at that hell-raiser. But she’s goin’ on a hunger strike on account of him. Since yesterday she wouldn’t eat none. She says she’ll starve herself to death unless we turn her loose. The hell of it is that she will. I know it an’ so does the rest of the boys.”


    “Starve herself to death?” said Buck exuberantly. “Wait till I get hold of her!”


    “You?”


    “Me!”


    Purvis viewed him with compassion.


    “Me bein’ your friend, Buck,” he said, “take my tip an’ don’t try no fool stunts around that girl. Which she once belongs to Whistlin’ Dan Barry an’ therefore she’s got the taboo mark on her for any other man. Everything he’s ever owned is different, damned different!”


    His voice lowered to a tone which was almost awe.


    “Speakin’ for myself, I don’t hanker after his hoss like Bill Kilduff; or his girl, like Lee Haines; or his life, like the chief. All I want is a shot at that wolf-dog, that Black Bart!”


    “You look sort of het up, Hal.”


    “He come near puttin’ his teeth into my leg down at Morgan’s place the day Barry cleaned up the chief.”


    “Why, any dog is apt to take a snap at a feller.”


    “This ain’t a dog. It’s a wolf. An’ Whistlin’ Dan—” he stopped.


    “You look sort of queer, Hal. What’s up?”


    “You won’t think I’m loco?”


    “No.”


    “They’s some folks away up north that thinks a man now an’ then turns into a wolf.”


    Buck nodded and shrugged his shoulders. A little chill went up and down his back.


    “Here’s my idea, Buck. I’ve been thinkin’—no, it’s more like dreamin’ than thinkin’—that Dan Barry is a wolf turned into a man, an’ Black Bart is a man turned into a wolf.”


    “Hal, you been drinkin’.”


    “Maybe.”


    “What made you think—” began Buck, but the long rider put spurs to his horse and once more broke into a fast gallop.

  

  
    
      “The manhandling”

    

    It was close to sunset time when they reached the old Salton place, where they found Silent sitting on the porch with Haines, Kilduff, Jordan, and Rhinehart. They stood up at sight of the newcomers and shouted a welcome. Buck waved his hand, but his thoughts were not for them. The music he had heard Dan whistle formed in his throat. It reached his lips not in sound but as a smile.


    At the house he swung from the saddle and shook hands with Jim Silent. The big outlaw retained Buck’s fingers.


    “You’re comin’ in mighty late,” he growled, “Didn’t you get the signal?”


    Buck managed to meet the searching eyes.


    “I was doin’ better work for you by stayin’ around the house,” he said.


    “How d’you mean?”


    “I stayed there to pick up things you might want to know. It wasn’t easy. The boys are beginnin’ to suspect me.”


    “The cowpunchers is gettin’ so thick around those parts,” broke in Purvis, “that Buck wouldn’t even let me go back to his house with him to get my gun.”


    The keen eyes of Silent never left the face of Daniels.


    “Don’t you know that Gus Morris gives us all the news we need, Buck?”


    Rhinehart and Jordan, who were chatting together, stopped to listen. Buck smiled easily.


    “I don’t no ways doubt that Morris tells you all he knows,” he said, “but the pint is that he don’t know everything.”


    “How’s that?”


    “The rangers is beginnin’ to look sidewise an’ whisper when Morris is around. He’s played his game with us too long, an’ the boys are startin’ to think. Thinkin’ is always dangerous.”


    “You seem to have been doin’ some tall thinkin’ yourself,” said Silent drily; “you guess the cowpunchers are goin’ on our trail on their own hook?”


    “There ain’t no doubt of it.”


    “Where’d you hear it?”


    “Young Seaton.”


    “He’s one of them?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll remember him. By the way, I see you got a little token of Whistlin’ Dan on your arm.”


    He pointed to the bandage on Buck’s right forearm.


    “It ain’t nothin’,” said Buck, shrugging his shoulders. “The cuts are all healin’ up. The arm’s as good as ever now.”


    “Anyway,” said Silent, “you got somethin’ comin’ to you for the play you made agin that devil.”


    He reached into his pocket, drew out several twenty dollar gold pieces (money was never scarce with a long rider) and passed them to Buck. The latter received the coin gingerly, hesitated, and then returned it to the hand of the chief.


    “What the hell’s the matter?” snarled the big outlaw. “Ain’t it enough?”


    “I don’t want no money till I earn it,” said Buck.


    “Life’s gettin’ too peaceful for you, eh?” grinned Silent.


    “Speakin’ of peace,” chimed in Purvis, with a liberal wink at the rest of the gang, “Buck allows he’s the boy who c’n bring the dove o’ the same into this camp. He says he knows the way to bring the girl over there to see reason.”


    Buck followed the direction of Purvis’s eyes and saw Kate sitting on a rock at a little distance from the shanty in which she lived with her father. She made a pitiful figure, her chin cupped in her hand, and her eyes staring fixedly down the valley. He was recalled from her by the general laughter of the outlaws.


    “You fellers laugh,” he said complacently, “because you don’t know no more about women than a cow knows about pictures.”


    “What do you think we should do with her, Solomon?” Buck met the cold blue eye of Haines.


    “Maybe I ain’t Solomon,” he admitted genially, “but I don’t need no million wives to learn all there is to know about women.”


    “Don’t make a fool of yourself, Buck,” said Silent. “There ain’t no way of movin’ that damn girl. She’s gone on a hunger strike an’ she’ll die in it. We can’t send her out of the valley. It’s hell to have her dyin’ on our hands here. But there ain’t no way to make her change her mind. I’ve tried pleadin’ with her—I’ve even offered her money. It don’t do no good. Think of that!”


    “Sure it don’t,” sneered Buck. “Why, you poor bunch of yearlin’ calves, she don’t need no coaxin’. What she needs is a manhandlin’. She wants a master, that’s what she wants.”


    “I suppose,” said Haines, “you think you’re man enough to change her?”


    “None of that!” broke in Silent. “D’you really think you could do somethin’ with her, Buck?”


    “Can I do somethin’ with her?” repeated Buck scornfully. “Why, boys, there ain’t nothin’ I can’t do with a woman.”


    “Is it because of your pretty face or your winnin’ smile?” growled the deep bass of Bill Kilduff.


    “Both!” said Buck, promptly. “The wilder they are the harder they fall for me. I’ve had a thirty-year old maverick eatin’ out of my hand like she’d been trained for it all her life. The edyoucated ones say I’m ‘different’; the old maids allow that I’m ‘naive’; the pretty ones jest say I’m a ‘man,’ but they spell the word with capital letters.”


    “Daniels, you’re drunk,” said Haines.


    “Am I? It’ll take a better man than you to make me sober, Haines!”


    The intervening men jumped back, but the deep voice of Silent rang out like a pistol shot: “Don’t move for your six-guns, or you’ll be playin’ agin me!”


    Haines transferred his glare to Silent, but his hand dropped from his gun. Daniels laughed.


    “I ain’t no mile post with a hand pointin’ to trouble,” he said gently. “All I say is that the girl needs excitement. Life’s so damned dull for her that she ain’t got no interest in livin’.”


    “If you’re fool enough to try,” said Silent, “go ahead. What are you plannin’ to do?”


    “You’ll learn by watchin’,” grinned Buck, taking the reins of his horse. “I’m goin’ to ask the lady soft an’ polite to step up to her cabin an’ pile into some ham an’ eggs. If she don’t want to I’ll rough her up a little, an’ she’ll love me for it afterwards!”


    “The way she loves a snake!” growled Kilduff.


    “By God, Silent,” said Haines, his face white with emotion, “if Buck puts a hand on her I’ll—”


    “Act like a man an’ not like a damn fool boy,” said Silent, dropping a heavy hand on the shoulder of his lieutenant. “He won’t hurt her none, Lee. I’ll answer for that. Come on, Buck. Speakin’ personal, I wish that calico was in hell.”


    Leading his horse, Buck followed Silent towards the girl. She did not move when they approached. Her eyes still held far down the valley. The steps of the big outlaw were shorter and shorter as they drew close to the girl. Finally he stopped and turned to Buck with a gesture of resignation.


    “Look at her! This is what she’s been doin’ ever since yesterday. Buck, it’s up to you to make good. There she is!”


    “All right,” said Buck, “it’s about time for you amachoors to exit an’ leave the stage clear for the big star. Now jest step back an’ take notes on the way I do it. In fifteen minutes by the clock she’ll be eatin’ out of my hand.”


    Silent, expectant but baffled, retired a little. Buck removed his hat and bowed as if he were in a drawing-room.


    “Ma’am,” he said, “I got the honour of askin’ you to side-step up to the shanty with me an’ tackle a plate of ham an’ eggs. Are you on?”


    To this Chesterfieldian outpouring of the heart, she responded with a slow glance which started at Buck’s feet, travelled up to his face, and then returned to the purple distance down the canyon. In spite of himself the tell- tale crimson flooded Buck’s face. Far away he caught the muffled laughter of the outlaws. He replaced his hat.


    “Don’t make no mistake,” he went on, his gesture including the bandits in the background, and Silent particularly, “I ain’t the same sort as these other fellers. I c’n understand the way you feel after bein’ herded around with a lot of tin horns like these. I’m suggestin’ that you take a long look at me an’ notice the difference between an imitation an’ a real man.”


    She did look at him. She even smiled faintly, and the smile made Buck’s face once more grow very hot. His voice went hard.


    “For the last time, I’m askin’ if you’ll go up to the cabin.”


    There was both wonder and contempt in her smile.


    In an instant he was in his saddle. He swung far to one side and caught her in his arms. Vaguely he heard the yell of excitement from the outlaws. All he was vividly conscious of was the white horror of her face. She fought like a wildcat. She did not cry out. She struck him full in the face with the strength of a man, almost. He prisoned her with a stronger grip, and in so doing nearly toppled from the saddle, for his horse reared up, snorting.


    A gun cracked twice and two bullets hummed close to his head. From the corner of his eye he was aware of Silent and Rhinehart flinging themselves upon Lee Haines, who struggled furiously to fire again. He drove his spurs deep and the cattle pony started a bucking course for the shanty.


    “Dan!” he muttered at her ear.


    The yells of the men drowned his voice. She managed to jerk her right arm free and struck him in the face. He shook her furiously.


    “For Whistling Dan!” he said more loudly. “He’s dying!”


    She went rigid in his arms.


    “Don’t speak!” he panted. “Don’t let them know!”


    The outlaws were running after them, laughing and waving their hats.


    “Dan!”


    “Faint, you fool!”


    Her eyes widened with instant comprehension. Every muscle of her body relaxed; her head fell back; she was a lifeless burden in his arms. Buck dismounted from the saddle before the shanty. He was white, shaking, but triumphant. Rhinehart and Purvis and Jordan ran up to him. Silent and Kilduff were still struggling with Haines in the distance.


    Rhinehart dropped his head to listen at her breast for the heartbeat.


    “She’s dead!” cried Jordan.


    “You’re a fool,” said Buck calmly. “She’s jest fainted, an’ when she comes to, she’ll begin tellin’ me what a wonderful man I am.”


    “She ain’t dead,” said Rhinehart, raising his head from her heart, “but Haines’ll kill you for this, Buck!”


    “Kate!” cried an agonized voice from the shanty, and old white-haired Joe Cumberland ran towards them.


    “Jest a little accident happened to your daughter,” explained Buck. “Never mind. I c’n carry her in all right. You fellers stay back. A crowd ain’t no help. Ain’t no cause to worry, Mr. Cumberland. She ain’t hurt!”


    He hastened on into the shanty and laid her on the bunk within. Her father hurried about to bathe her face and throat. Buck pushed the other three men out of the room.


    “She ain’t hurt,” he said calmly, “she’s jest a little fussed up. Remember I said in fifteen minutes I’d have her eatin’ out of my hand. I’ve still got ten minutes of that time. When the ten minutes is up you all come an’ take a look through that window. If you don’t see the girl eatin’ at that table, I’ll chaw up my hat.”


    He crowded them through the door and shut it behind them. A cry of joy came from old Joe Cumberland and Buck turned to see Kate sitting up on the bunk.

  

  
    
      “Laugh, damn it!”

    

    She brushed her father’s anxious arms aside and ran to Buck.


    “Shut up!” said Buck. “Talk soft. Better still, don’t say nothin’!”


    “Kate,” stammered her father, “what has happened?”


    “Listen an’ you’ll learn,” said Buck. “But get busy first. I got to get you out of here tonight. You’ll need strength for the work ahead of you. You got to eat. Get me some eggs. Eggs and ham. Got ’em? Good. You, there!” (This to Joe.) “Rake down them ashes. On the jump, Kate. Some wood here. I got only ten minutes!”


    In three minutes the fire was going, and the eggs in the pan, while Joe set out some tin dishes on the rickety table, under orders from Buck, making as much noise as possible. While they worked Buck talked. By the time Kate’s plate was ready his tale was done. He expected hysterics. She was merely white and steady-eyed.


    “You’re ready?” he concluded.


    “Yes.”


    “Then begin by doin’ what I say an’ ask no questions. Silent an’ his crew’ll be lookin’ through the window over there pretty soon. You got to be eatin’ an’ appearin’ to enjoy talkin’ to me. Get that an’ don’t forget it. Mix in plenty of smiles. Cumberland, you get back into the shadow an’ stay there. Don’t never come out into the light. Your face tells more’n a whole book, an’ believe me, Jim Silent is a quick reader.”


    Joe retreated to a corner of the room into which the light of the lamp did not penetrate.


    “Sit down at that table!” ordered Buck, and he placed a generous portion of fried eggs and ham before her.


    “I can’t eat. Is Dan—”


    “I hear ’em at the window!”


    He slipped onto a box on the opposite side of the table and leaned towards her, supporting his chin in his hands. Kate began to eat hurriedly.


    “No! no!” advised Buck. “You eat as if you was scared. You want to be slow an’ deliberate. Watch out! They’ve moved the board that covers the window!”


    For he saw a group of astonished faces outside.


    “Smile at me!”


    Her response made even Buck forget her pallor. Outside the house there was a faint buzz of whispers.


    “Keep it up!”


    “I’ll do my best,” she said faintly.


    Buck leaned back and burst into uproarious laughter.


    “That’s a good one!” he cried, slamming the broad palm of his hand against the table so that the tin dishes jumped. “I never heard the beat of it!” And in a whispered tone aside: “Laugh, damn it!”


    Her laughter rang true enough, but it quavered perilously close to a sob towards the close.


    “I always granted Jim Silent a lot of sense,” he said, “an’ has he really left you alone all this time? Damn near died of homesickness, didn’t you?”


    She laughed again, more confidently this time. The board was suddenly replaced at the window.


    “Now I got to go out to them,” he said. “After what Silent has seen he’ll trust me with you. He’ll let me come back.”


    She dropped her soft hands over his clenched fist.


    “It will be soon? Minutes are greater than hours.”


    “I ain’t forgot. Tonight’s the time.”


    Before he reached the door she ran to him. Two arms went round his neck, two warm lips fluttered against his.


    “God bless you!” she whispered.


    Buck ran for the door. Outside he stood bareheaded, breathing deeply. His face was hot with shame and delight, and he had to walk up and down for a moment before he could trust himself to enter the ranch house. When he finally did so he received a greeting which made him think himself a curiosity rather than a man. Even Jim Silent regarded him with awe.


    “Buck,” said Jordan, “you don’t never need to work no more. All you got to do is to walk into a town, pick out the swellest heiress, an’ marry her.”


    “The trouble with girls in town,” said Buck, “is that there ain’t no room for a man to operate. You jest nacherally can’t ride a hoss into a parlour.”


    Lee Haines drew Buck a little to one side.


    “What message did you bring to her, Buck?” he said.


    “What d’you mean?”


    “Look here, friend, these other boys are too thick-headed to understand Kate Cumberland, but I know her kind.”


    “You’re a little peeved, ain’t you Lee?” grinned Buck. “It ain’t my fault that she don’t like you.”


    Haines ground his teeth.


    “It was a very clever little act that you did with her, but it couldn’t quite deceive me. She was too pale when she laughed.”


    “A jealous feller sees two things for every one that really happens, Lee.”


    “Who was the message from?”


    “Did she ever smile at you like she done at me?”


    “Was it from Dan Barry that you brought word?”


    “Did she ever let her eyes go big an’ soft when she looked at you?”


    “Damn you.”


    “Did she ever lean close to you, so’s you got the scent of her hair, Lee?”


    “I’ll kill you for this, Daniels!”


    “When I left she kissed me good-bye, Lee.”


    In spite of his bravado, Buck was deeply anxious. He watched Haines narrowly. Only two men in the mountain-desert would have had a chance against this man in a fight, and Buck knew perfectly well that he was not one of the two.


    “Watch yourself, Daniels,” said Haines. “I know you’re lying and I’m going to keep an eye on you.”


    “Thanks,” grinned Buck. “I like to have a friend watchin’ out for me.”


    Haines turned on his heel and went back to the card table, where Buck immediately joined the circle.


    “Wait a minute, Lee,” said Silent. “Ain’t it your turn to stand guard on the Cumberlands tonight?”


    “Right—O,” answered Haines cheerfully, and rose from the table.


    “Hold on,” said Buck. “Are you goin’ to spoil all the work I done today with that girl?”


    “What’s the matter?” asked Silent.


    “Everything’s the matter! Are you goin’ to put a man she hates out there watchin’ her.”


    “Damn you, Daniels,” said Haines fiercely, “you’re rolling up a long account, but it only takes a bullet to collect that sort of a bill!”


    “If it hadn’t been for Haines, would the girl’s father be here?” asked Buck. “Besides, she don’t like blonds.”


    “What type does she like?” asked Silent, enjoying the quarrel between his lieutenant and the recruit.


    “Likes ’em with dark hair an’ eyes,” said Buck calmly. “Look at me, for instance!”


    Even Haines smiled, though his lips were white with anger.


    “D’you want to stand guard over her yourself?” said the chief.


    “Sure,” grinned Buck, “maybe she’d come out an’ pass the time o’ night with me.”


    “Go ahead and take the job,” nodded Silent. “I got an idea maybe she will.”


    “Silent,” warned Haines, “hasn’t it occurred to you that there’s something damned queer about the ease with which Buck slid into the favour of the girl?”


    “Well?”


    “All his talk about manhandling her is bunk. He had some message for her. I saw him speak to her when she was struggling in his arms. Then she conveniently fainted.”


    Silent turned on Buck.


    “Is that straight?”


    “It is,” said Daniels easily.


    The outlaws started and their expectant grins died out.


    “By God, Buck!” roared Silent, “if you’re double crossin’ me—but I ain’t goin’ to be hasty now. What happened? Tell it yourself! What did you say to her?”


    “While she was fightin’ with me,” said Buck, “she hollered: ‘Let me go!’ I says: ‘I’ll see you in hell first!’ Then she fainted.”


    The roar of laughter drowned Haines’s further protest.


    “You win, Buck,” said Silent. “Take the job.”


    As Buck started for the door Haines called to him:


    “Hold on, Buck, if you’re aboveboard you won’t mind giving your word to see that no one comes up the valley and that you’ll be here in the morning?”


    The words set a swirling blackness before Buck’s eyes. He turned slowly.


    “That’s reasonable,” said Silent. “Speak up, Daniels.”


    “All right,” said Buck, his voice very low. “I’ll be here in the morning, and I’ll see that no one comes up the valley.”


    There was the slightest possible emphasis on the word “up.”


    On a rock directly in front of the shanty Buck took up his watch. The little house behind him was black. Presently he heard the soft call of Kate: “Is it time?”


    His eyes wandered to the ranch house. He could catch the drone of many voices. He made no reply.


    “Is it time?” she repeated.


    Still he would not venture a reply, however guarded. She called a third time, and when he made no response he heard her voice break to a moan of hopelessness. And yet he waited, waited, until the light in the ranch house went out, and there was not a sound.


    “Kate!” he said, gauging his voice carefully so that it could not possibly travel to the ranch house, which all the while he carefully scanned.


    For answer the front door of the shanty squeaked.


    “Back!” he called. “Go back!”


    The door squeaked again.


    “They’re asleep in the ranch house,” she said. “Aren’t we safe?”


    “S—sh!” he warned. “Talk low! They aren’t all asleep. There’s one in the ranch house who’ll never take his eyes off me till morning.”


    “What can we do?”


    “Go out the back way. You won’t be seen if you’re careful. Haines has his eyes on me, not you. Go for the stable. Saddle your horses. Then lead them out and take the path on the other side of the house. Don’t mount them until you’re far below the house. Go slow all the way. Sounds travel far up this canyon.”


    “Aren’t you coming with us?”


    “No.”


    “But when they find us gone?”


    “Think of Dan—not me!”


    “God be merciful to you!”


    In a moment the back door of the shanty creaked. They must be opening it by inches. When it was wide they would run for the stable. He wished now that he had warned Kate to walk, for a slow moving object catches the eye more seldom than one which travels fast. If Lee Haines was watching at that moment his attention must be held to Buck for one all important minute. He stood up, rolled a cigarette swiftly, and lighted it. The spurt and flare of the match would hold even the most suspicious eye for a short time, and in those few seconds Kate and her father might pass out of view behind the stable.


    He sat down again. A muffled sneeze came from the ranch house and Buck felt his blood run cold. The forgotten cigarette between his fingers burned to a dull red and then went out. In the stable a horse stamped. He leaned back, locked his hands idly behind his head, and commenced to whistle. Now there was a snort, as of a horse when it leaves the shelter of a barn and takes the first breath of open air.


    All these sounds were faint, but to Buck, straining his ears in an agony of suspense, each one came like the blast of a trumpet. Next there was a click like that of iron striking against rock. Evidently they were leading the horses around on the far side of the house. With a trembling hand he relighted his cigarette and waited, waited, waited. Then he saw them pass below the house! They were dimly stalking figures in the night, but to Buck it seemed as though they walked in the blaze of ten thousand searchlights. He held his breath in expectancy of that mocking laugh from the house—that sharp command to halt—that crack of the revolver.


    Yet nothing happened. Now he caught the click of the horses’ iron shoes against the rocks farther and farther down the valley. Still no sound from the ranch house. They were safe!


    It was then that the great temptation seized on Buck.


    It would be simple enough for him to break away. He could walk to the stable, saddle his horse, and tear past the ranch house as fast as his pony could gallop. By the time the outlaws were ready for the pursuit, he would be a mile or more away, and in the hills such a handicap was enough. One thing held him. It was frail and subtle like the invisible net of the enchanter— that word he had passed to Jim Silent, to see that nothing came up the valley and to appear in the ranch house at sunrise.


    In the midst of his struggle, strangely enough, he began to whistle the music he had learned from Dan Barry, the song of the untamed, those who hunt for ever, and are for ever hunted. When his whistling died away he touched his hand to his lips where Kate had kissed him, and then smiled. The sun pushed up over the eastern hills.


    When he entered the ranch house the big room was a scene of much arm stretching and yawning as the outlaws dressed. Lee Haines was already dressed. Buck smiled ironically.


    “I say, Lee,” he said, “you look sort of used up this mornin’, eh?”


    The long rider scowled.


    “I’d make a guess you’ve not had much sleep, Haines,” went on Buck. “Your eyes is sort of hollow.”


    “Not as hollow as your damned lying heart!”


    “Drop that!” commanded Silent. “You hold a grudge like a woman, Lee! How was the watch, Buck? Are you all in?”


    “Nothin’ come up the valley, an’ here I am at sunrise,” said Buck. “I reckon that speaks for itself.”


    “It sure does,” said Silent, “but the gal and her father are kind of slow this mornin’. The old man generally has a fire goin’ before dawn is fairly come. There ain’t no sign of smoke now.”


    “Maybe he’s sleepin’ late after the excitement of yesterday,” said Bill Kilduff. “You must of thrown some sensation into the family, Buck.”


    The eyes of Haines had not moved from the face of Buck.


    “I think I’ll go over and see what’s keeping them so late in bed,” he said, and left the house.


    “He takes it pretty hard,” said Jordan, his scarred face twisted with Satanic mirth, “but don’t go rubbin’ it into him, Buck, or you’ll be havin’ a man-sized fight on your hands. I’d jest about as soon mix with the chief as cross Haines. When he starts the undertaker does the finishin’!”


    “Thanks for remindin’ me,” said Buck drily. Through the window he saw Haines throw open the door of the shanty.


    The outcry which Buck expected did not follow. For a long moment the long rider stood there without moving. Then he turned and walked slowly back to the house, his head bent, his forehead gathered in a puzzled frown.


    “What’s the matter, Lee?” called Silent as his lieutenant entered the room again. “You look sort of sick. Didn’t she have a bright mornin’ smile for you?”


    Haines raised his head slowly. The frown was not yet gone.


    “They aren’t there,” he announced.


    His eyes shifted to Buck. Everyone followed his example, Silent cursing softly.


    “As a joker, Lee,” said Buck coldly, “you’re some Little Eva. I s’pose they jest nacherally evaporated durin’ the night, maybe?”


    “Haines,” said Silent sharply, “are you serious?”


    The latter nodded.


    “Then by God, Buck, you’ll have to say a lot in a few words. Lee, you suspected him all the time, but I was a fool!”


    Daniels felt the colour leaving his face, but help came from the quarter from which he least expected it.


    “Jim, don’t draw!” cried Haines.


    The eyes of the chief glittered like the hawk’s who sees the field mouse scurrying over the ground far below.


    “He ain’t your meat, Lee,” he said. “It’s me he’s double crossed.”


    “Chief,” said Haines, “last night while he watched the shanty, I watched him!”


    “Well?”


    “I saw him keep his post in front of the cabin all night without moving. And he was wide awake all the time.”


    “Then how in hell—”


    “The back door of the cabin!” said Kilduff suddenly.


    “By God, that’s it! They sneaked out there and then went down on the other side of the house.”


    “If I had let them go,” interposed Buck, “do you suppose I’d be here?”


    The keen glance of Silent moved from Buck to Haines, and then back again. He turned his back on them.


    The quiet which had fallen on the room was now broken by the usual clatter of voices, cursing, and laughter. In the midst of it Haines stepped close to Buck and spoke in a guarded voice.


    “Buck,” he said, “I don’t know how you did it, but I have an idea— “


    “Did what?”


    The eyes of Haines were sad.


    “I was a clean man, once,” he said quietly, “and you’ve done a clean man’s work!”


    He put out his hand and that of Buck’s advanced slowly to meet it.


    “Was it for Dan or Kate that you did it?”


    The glance of Buck roamed far away.


    “I dunno,” he said softly. “I think it was to save my own rotten soul!”


    On the other side of the room Silent beckoned to Purvis.


    “What is it?” asked Hal, coming close.


    “Speak low,” said Silent. “I’m talking to you, not to the crowd. I think Buck is crooked as hell. I want you to ride down to the neighbourhood of his house. Scout around it day and night. You may see something worth while.”


    Meanwhile, in that utter blackness which precedes the dawn, Kate and her father reached the mouth of the canyon.


    “Kate,” said old Joe in a tremulous voice, “if I was a prayin’ man I’d git down on my knees an’ thank God for deliverin’ you tonight.”


    “Thank Buck Daniels, who’s left his life in pawn for us. I’ll go straight for Buck’s house. You must ride to Sheriff Morris and tell him that an honest man is up there in the power of Silent’s gang.”


    “But—” he began.


    She waved her hand to him, and spurring her horse to a furious gallop raced off into the night. Her father stared after her for a few moments, but then, as she had advised, rode for Gus Morris.

  

  
    
      Those who see in the dark

    

    It was still early morning when Kate swung from her horse before the house of Buck Daniels. Instinct seemed to lead her to the sick-room, and when she reached it she paid not the slightest attention to the old man and his wife, who sat nodding beside the bed. They started up when they heard the challenging growl of Black Bart, which relapsed into an eager whine of welcome as he recognized Kate.


    She saw nothing but the drawn white face of Dan and his blue pencilled eyelids. She ran to him. Old Sam, hardly awake, reached out to stop her. His wife held him back.


    “It’s Delilah!” she whispered. “I seen her face!”


    Kate was murmuring soft, formless sounds which made the old man and his wife look to each other with awe. They retreated towards the door as if they had been found intruding where they had no right.


    They saw the fever-bright eyes of Dan open. They heard him murmur petulantly, his glance wandering. Her hand passed across his forehead, and then her touch lingered on the bandage which surrounded his left shoulder. She cried out at that, and Dan’s glance checked in its wandering and fixed upon the face which leaned above him. They saw his eyes brighten, widen, and a frown gradually contract his forehead. Then his hand went up slowly and found hers.


    He whispered something.


    “What did he say?” murmured Sam.


    “I dunno,” she answered. “I think it was ‘Delilah!’ See her shrink!”


    “Shut up!” cautioned Sam. “Ma, he’s comin’ to his senses!”


    There was no doubt of it now, for a meaning had come into his eyes.


    “Shall I take her away?” queried Sam in a hasty whisper. “He may do the girl harm. Look at the yaller in his eyes!”


    “No,” said his wife softly, “it’s time for us to leave ’em alone.”


    “But look at him now!” he muttered. “He’s makin’ a sound back in his throat like the growl of a wolf! I’m afeard for the gal, ma!”


    “Sam, you’re an old fool!”


    He followed her reluctantly from the room.


    “Now,” said his wife, “we c’n leave the door a little open—jest a crack—an’ you c’n look through and tell when she’s in any real danger.”


    Sam obeyed.


    “Dan ain’t sayin’ a word,” he said. “He’s jest glarin’ at her.”


    “An’ what’s she doin’?” asked Mrs. Daniels.


    “She’s got her arm around his shoulders. I never knew they could be such a pile of music in a gal’s voice, ma!”


    “Sam, you was always a fool!”


    “He’s pushin’ her away to the length of his arm.”


    “An’ she? An’ she?” whispered Mrs. Daniels.


    “She’s talkin’ quick. The big wolf is standin’ close to them an’ turnin’ his head from one face to the other like he was wonderin’ which was right in the argyment.”


    “The ways of lovers is as queer as the ways of the Lord, Sam!”


    “Dan has caught an arm up before his face, an’ he’s sayin’ one word over an’ over. She’s dropped on her knees beside the bed. She’s talkin’. Why does she talk so low, ma?”


    “She don’t dare speak loud for fear her silly heart would bust. Oh, I know, I know! What fools all men be! What fools! She’s askin’ him to forgive her.”


    “An’ he’s tryin’ all his might not to,” whispered Mrs. Daniels in an awe- stricken voice.


    “Black Bart has put his head on the lap of the gal. You c’n hear him whine! Dan looks at the wolf an’ then at the girl. He seems sort of dumbfoundered. She’s got her one hand on the head of Bart. She’s got the other hand to her face, and she’s weepin’ into that hand. Martha, she’s give up tryin’ to persuade him.”


    There was a moment of silence.


    “He’s reachin’ out his hand for Black Bart. His fingers is on those of the girl. They’s both starin’.”


    “Ay, ay!” she said. “An’ what now?”


    But Sam closed the door and set his back to it, facing his wife.


    “I reckon the rest of it’s jest like the endin’ of a book, ma,” he said.


    “Men is all fools!” whispered Mrs. Daniels, but there were tears in her eyes.


    Sam went out to put up Kate’s horse in the stable. Mrs. Daniels sat in the dining-room, her hands clasped in her lap while she watched the grey dawn come up in the east. When Sam entered and spoke to her, she returned no answer. He shook his head as if her mood completely baffled him, and then, worn out by the long watching, he went to bed.


    For a long time Mrs. Daniels sat without moving, with the same strange smile transfiguring her. Then she heard a soft step pause at the entrance to the room, and turning saw Kate. There was something in their faces which made them strangely alike. A marvellous grace and dignity came to Mrs. Daniels as she rose.


    “My dear!” she said.


    “I’m so happy!” whispered Kate.


    “Yes, dear! And Dan?”


    “He’s sleeping like a child! Will you look at him? I think the fever’s gone!”


    They went hand in hand—like two girls, and they leaned above the bed where Whistling Dan lay smiling as he slept. On the floor Black Bart growled faintly, opened one eye on them, and then relapsed into slumber. There was no longer anything to guard against in that house.


    


    It was several days later that Hal Purvis, returning from his scouting expedition, met no less a person than Sheriff Gus Morris at the mouth of the canyon leading to the old Salton place.


    “Lucky I met you, Hal,” said the genial sheriff. “I’ve saved you from a wild-goose chase.”


    “How’s that?”


    “Silent has jest moved.”


    “Where?”


    “He’s taken the trail up the canyon an’ cut across over the hills to that old shanty on Bald-eagle Creek. It stands—”


    “I know where it is,” said Purvis. “Why’d he move?”


    “Things was gettin’ too hot. I rode over to tell him that the boys was talkin’ of huntin’ up the canyon to see if they could get any clue of him. They knowed from Joe Cumberland that the gang was once here.”


    “Cumberland went to you when he got out of the valley?” queried Purvis with a grin.


    “Straight.”


    “And then where did Cumberland go?”


    “I s’pose he went home an’ joined his gal.”


    “He didn’t,” said Purvis drily.


    “Then where is he? An’ who the hell cares where he is?”


    “They’re both at Buck Daniels’s house.”


    “Look here, Purvis, ain’t Buck one of your own men? Why, I seen him up at the camp jest a while ago!”


    “Maybe you did, but the next time you call around he’s apt to be missin’.”


    “D’you think—”


    “He’s double crossed us. I not only seen the girl an’ her father at Buck’s house, but I also seen a big dog hangin’ around the house. Gus, it was Black Bart, an’ where that wolf is you c’n lay to it that Whistlin’ Dan ain’t far away!”


    The sheriff stared at him in dumb amazement, his mouth open.


    “They’s a price of ten thousand on the head of Whistlin’ Dan,” suggested Purvis.


    The sheriff still seemed too astonished to understand.


    “I s’pose,” said Purvis, “that you wouldn’t care special for an easy lump sum of ten thousand, what?”


    “In Buck Daniels’s house!” burst out the sheriff.


    “Yep,” nodded Purvis, “that’s where the money is if you c’n get enough men together to gather in Whistlin’ Dan Barry.”


    “D’you really think I’d get some boys together to round up Whistlin’ Dan? Why, Hal, you know there ain’t no real reason for that price on his head!”


    “D’you always wait for ‘real reasons’ before you set your fat hands on a wad of money?”


    The sheriff moistened his lips.


    “Ten thousand dollars!”


    “Ten thousand dollars!” echoed Purvis.


    “By God, I’ll do it! If I got him, the boys would forget all about Silent. They’re afraid of Jim, but jest the thought of Barry paralyzes them! I’ll start roundin’ up the boys I need today. Tonight we’ll do our plannin’. Tomorrer mornin’ bright an’ early we’ll hit the trail.”


    “Why not go after him tonight?”


    “Because he’d have an edge on us. I got a hunch that devil c’n see in the dark.”


    He grinned apologetically for this strange idea, but Purvis nodded with perfect sympathy, and then turned his horse up the canyon. The sheriff rode home whistling. On ten thousand dollars more he would be able to retire from this strenuous life.

  

  
    
      The song of the untamed

    

    Buck and his father were learning of a thousand crimes charged against Dan. Wherever a man riding a black horse committed an outrage it was laid to the account of this new and most terrible of long riders. Two cowpunchers were found dead on the plains. Their half-emptied revolvers lay close to their hands, and their horses were not far off. In ordinary times it would have been accepted that they had killed each other, for they were known enemies, but now men had room for one thought only. And why should not a man with the courage to take an outlaw from the centre of Elkhead be charged with every crime on the range? Jim Silent had been a grim plague, but at least he was human. This devil defied death.


    These were both sad and happy days for Kate. The chief cause of her sadness, strangely enough, was the rapidly returning strength of Dan. While he was helpless he belonged to her. When he was strong he belonged to his vengeance on Jim Silent; and when she heard Dan whistling softly his own wild, weird music, she knew its meaning as she would have known the wail of a hungry wolf on a winter night. It was the song of the untamed. She never spoke of her knowledge. She took the happiness of the moment to her heart and closed her eyes against tomorrow.


    Then came an evening when she watched Dan play with Black Bart—a game of tag in which they darted about the room with a violence which threatened to wreck the furniture, but running with such soft footfalls that there was no sound except the rattle of Bart’s claws against the floor and the rush of their breath. They came to an abrupt stop and Dan dropped into a chair while Black Bart sank upon his haunches and snapped at the hand which Dan flicked across his face with lightning movements. The master fell motionless and silent. His eyes forgot the wolf. Rising, they rested on Kate’s face. They rose again and looked past her.


    She understood and waited.


    “Kate,” he said at last, “I’ve got to start on the trail.”


    Her smile went out. She looked where she knew his eyes were staring, through the window and far out across the hills where the shadows deepened and dropped slanting and black across the hollows. Far away a coyote wailed. The wind which swept the hills seemed to her like a refrain of Dan’s whistling —the song and the summons of the untamed.


    “That trail will never bring you home,” she said.


    There was a long silence.


    “You ain’t cryin’, honey?”


    “I’m not crying, Dan.”


    “I got to go.”


    “Yes.”


    “Kate, you got a dyin’ whisper in your voice.”


    “That will pass, dear.”


    “Why, honey, you are cryin’!”


    He took her face between his hands, and stared into her misted eyes, but then his glance wandered past her, through the window, out to the shadowy hills.


    “You won’t leave me now?” she pleaded.


    “I must!”


    “Give me one hour more!”


    “Look!” he said, and pointed.


    She saw Black Bart reared up with his forepaws resting on the window- sill, while he looked into the thickening night with the eyes of the hunter which sees in the dark.


    “The wolf knows, Kate,” he said, “but I can’t explain.”


    He kissed her forehead, but she strained close to him and raised her lips.


    She cried, “My whole soul is on them.”


    “Not that!” he said huskily. “There’s still blood on my lips an’ I’m goin’ out to get them clean.”


    He was gone through the door with the wolf racing before him.


    She stumbled after him, her arms outspread, blind with tears; and then, seeing that he was gone indeed, she dropped into the chair, buried her face against the place where his head had rested, and wept. Far away the coyote wailed again, and this time nearer.

  

  
    
      The coward

    

    Before the coyote cried again, three shadows glided into the night. The lighted window in the house was like a staring eye that searched after them, but Satan, with the wolf running before, vanished quickly among the shadows of the hills. They were glad. They were loosed in the void of the mountain-desert with no destiny save the will of the master. They seemed like one being rather than three. The wolf was the eyes, the horse the strong body to flee or pursue, and the man was the brain which directed, and the power which struck.


    He had formulated no plan of action to free Buck and kill Silent. All he knew was that he must reach the long riders at once, and he would learn their whereabouts from Morris. He rode more slowly as he approached the hotel of the sheriff. Lights burned at the dining-room windows. Probably the host still sat at table with his guests, but it was strange that they should linger over their meal so late. He had hoped that he would be able to come upon Morris by surprise. Now he must take him in the midst of many men. With Black Bart slinking at his heels he walked softly across the porch and tiptoed through the front room.


    The door to the dining-room was wide. Around the table sat a dozen men, with the sheriff at their head. The latter, somewhat red of face, as if from the effort of a long speech, was talking low and earnestly, sometimes brandishing his clenched fist with such violence that it made his flabby cheeks quiver.


    “We’ll get to the house right after dawn,” he was saying, “because that’s the time when most men are so thick-headed with sleep that—”


    “Not Whistling Dan Barry,” said one of the men, shaking his head. “He won’t be thick-headed. Remember, I seen him work in Elkhead, when he slipped through the hands of a roomful of us.”


    A growl of agreement went around the table, and Black Bart in sympathy, echoed the noise softly.


    “What’s that?” called the sheriff, raising his head sharply.


    Dan, with a quick gesture, made Black Bart slink a pace back.


    “Nothin’,” replied one of the men. “This business is gettin’ on your nerves, sheriff. I don’t blame you. It’s gettin’ on mine.”


    “I’m trustin’ to you boys to stand back of me all through,” said the sheriff with a sort of whine, “but I’m thinkin’ that we won’t have no trouble. When we see him we won’t stop for no questions to be asked, but turn loose with our six-guns an’ shoot him down like a dog. He’s not human an’ he don’t deserve —Oh, God!”


    He started up from his chair, white faced, his hands high above his head, staring at the apparition of Whistling Dan, who stood with two revolvers covering the posse. Every man was on his feet instantly, with arms straining stiffly up. The muzzles of revolvers are like the eyes of some portraits. No matter from what angle you look at them, they seem directed straight at you. And every cowpuncher in the room was sure that he was the main object of Dan’s aim.


    “Morris!” said Dan.


    “For God’s sake, don’t shoot!” screamed the sheriff. “I—”


    “Git down on your knees! Watch him, Bart!”


    As the sheriff sank obediently to his knees, the wolf slipped up to him with a stealthy stride and stood half crouched, his teeth bared, silent. No growl could have made Bart more terribly threatening. Dan turned completely away from Morris so that he could keep a more careful watch on the others.


    “Call off your wolf!” moaned Morris, a sob of terror in his voice.


    “I ought to let him set his teeth in you,” said Dan, “but I’m goin’ to let you off if you’ll tell me what I want to know.”


    “Yes! Anything!”


    “Where’s Jim Silent?”


    All eyes flashed towards Morris. The latter, as the significance of the question came home to him, went even a sicklier white, like the belly of a dead fish. His eyes moved swiftly about the circle of his posse. Their answering glares were sternly forbidding.


    “Out with it!” commanded Dan.


    The sheriff strove mightily to speak, but only a ghastly whisper came: “You got the wrong tip, Dan. I don’t know nothin’ about Silent. I’d have him in jail if I did!”


    “Bart!” said Dan.


    The wolf slunk closer to the kneeling man. His hot breath fanned the face of the sheriff and his lips grinned still farther back from the keen, white teeth.


    “Help!” yelled Morris. “He’s at the shanty up on Bald-eagle Creek.”


    A rumble, half cursing and half an inarticulate snarl of brute rage, rose from the cowpunchers.


    “Bart,” called Dan again, and leaped back from the door, raced out to Satan, and drove into the night at a dead gallop.


    Half the posse rushed after him. A dozen shots were pumped after the disappearing shadowy figure. Two or three jumped into their saddles. The others called them back.


    “Don’t be an ass, Monte,” said one. “You got a good hoss, but you ain’t fool enough to think he c’n catch Satan?”


    They trooped back to the dining-room, and gathered in a silent circle around the sheriff, whose little fear-bright eyes went from face to face.


    “Ah, this is the swine,” said one, “that was guardin’ our lives!”


    “Fellers,” pleaded the sheriff desperately, “I swear to you that I jest heard of where Silent was today. I was keepin’ it dark until after we got Whistling Dan. Then I was goin’ to lead you—”


    The flat of a heavy hand struck with a resounding thwack across his lips. He reeled back against the wall, sputtering the blood from his split mouth.


    “Pat,” said Monte, “your hoss is done for. Will you stay here an’ see that he don’t get away? We’ll do somethin’ with him when we get back.”


    Pat caught the sheriff by his shirt collar and jerked him to a chair. The body of the fat man was trembling like shaken jelly. The posse turned away.


    They could not overtake Whistling Dan on his black stallion, but they might arrive before Silent and his gang got under way. Their numbers were over small to attack the formidable long riders, but they wanted blood. Before Whistling Dan reached the valley of Bald-eagle Creek they were in the saddle and riding hotly in pursuit.

  

  
    
      Close in!

    

    In that time ruined shack towards which the posse and Dan Barry rode, the outlaws sat about on the floor eating their supper when Hal Purvis entered. He had missed the trail from the Salton place to the Bald-eagle half a dozen times that day, and that had not improved his bitter mood.


    “You been gone long enough,” growled Silent. “Sit down an’ chow an’ tell us what you know.”


    “I don’t eat with no damned traitors,” said Purvis savagely. “Stan’ up an’ tell us that you’re a double crossin’ houn’, Buck Daniels!”


    “You better turn in an’ sleep,” said Buck calmly. “I’ve knowed men before that loses their reason for want of sleep!”


    “Jim,” said Purvis, turning sharply on the chief, “Barry is at Buck’s house!”


    “You lie!” said Buck.


    “Do I lie?” said Purvis, grinding his teeth. “I seen Black Bart hangin’ around your house.”


    Jim Silent reached out a heavy paw and dropped it on the shoulder of Buck. Their eyes met through a long moment, and then the glance of Buck wavered and fell.


    “Buck,” said Silent, “I like you. I don’t want to believe what Purvis says. Give me your word of honour that Whistlin’ Dan—”


    “He’s right, Jim,” said Buck.


    “An’ he dies like a yaller cur!” broke in Purvis, snarling.


    “No,” said Silent, “when one of the boys goes back on the gang, they pay me, not the rest of you! Daniels, take your gun and git down to the other end of the room an’ stand with your face to the wall. I’ll stay at this end. Keep your arms folded. Haines, you stand over there an’ count up to three. Then holler: ‘Fire!’ an’ we’ll turn an’ start shootin’. The rest of you c’n be judge if that’s fair.”


    “Too damned fair,” said Kilduff. “I say: String him up an’ drill the skunk full of holes.”


    Without a word Buck turned on his heel.


    “One moment,” said Haines.


    “He ain’t your meat, Lee,” said Silent. “Jest keep your hand out of this.”


    “I only wish to ask him a question,” said Haines. He turned to Buck: “Do you mean to say that after Barry’s wolf cut up your arm, you’ve been giving Whistling Dan a shelter from the law—and from us?”


    “I give him a place to stay because he was damned near death,” said Buck. “An’ there’s one thing you’ll answer for in hell, Haines, an’ that’s ridin’ off an’ leavin’ the man that got you out of Elkhead. He was bleedin’ to death.”


    “Shot?” said Haines, changing colour.


    Silent broke in: “Buck, go take your place and say your prayers.”


    “Stay where you are!” commanded Haines. “And the girl?”


    “He was lyin’ sick in bed, ravin’ about ‘Delilah’ an’ ‘Kate.’ So I come an’ got the girl.”


    Haines dropped his head.


    “An’ when he was lyin’ there,” said Silent fiercely, “you could of made an’ end of him without half liftin’ your hand, an’ you didn’t.”


    “Silent,” said Haines, “if you want to talk, speak to me.”


    “What in hell do you mean, Lee?”


    “You can’t get at Buck except through me.”


    “Because that devil Barry got a bullet for your sake are you goin’ to —”


    “I’ve lived a rotten life,” said Haines.


    “An’ I suppose you think this is a pretty good way of dyin’?” sneered Silent.


    “I have more cause to fight for Barry than Buck has,” said Haines.


    “Lee, we’ve been pals too long.”


    “Silent, I’ve hated you like a snake ever since I met you. But outlaws can’t choose their company.”


    His tawny head rose. He stared haughtily around the circle of lowering faces.


    “By God,” said Silent, white with passion, “I’m beginnin’ to think you do hate me! Git down there an’ take your place. You’re first an’ Daniels comes next. Kilduff, you c’n count!”


    He stalked to the end of the room. Haines lingered one moment.


    “Buck,” he said, “there’s one chance in ten thousand that I’ll make this draw the quickest of the two. If I don’t, you may live through it. Tell Kate —”


    “Haines, git to your mark, or I’ll start shootin’!”


    Haines turned and took his place. The others drew back along the walls of the room. Kilduff took the lamp from the table and held it high above his head. Even then the light was dim and uncertain and the draughts set the flame wavering so that the place was shaken with shadows. The moon sent a feeble shaft of light through the window.


    “One!” said Kilduff.


    The shoulders of Haines and Silent hunched slightly.


    “Two!” said Kilduff.


    “God,” whispered someone.


    “Three. Fire!”


    They whirled, their guns exploding at almost the same instant, and Silent lunged for the floor, firing twice as he fell. Haines’s second shot split the wall behind Silent. If the outlaw chief had remained standing the bullet would have passed through his head. But as Silent fired the third time the revolver dropped clattering from the hand of Haines. Buck caught him as he toppled inertly forward, coughing blood.


    Silent was on his feet instantly.


    “Stand back!” he roared to his men, who crowded about the fallen long rider. “Stand back in your places. I ain’t finished. I’m jest started. Buck, take your place!”


    “Boys!” pleaded Buck, “he’s not dead, but he’ll bleed to death unless —”


    “Damn him, let him bleed. Stand up, Buck, or by God I’ll shoot you while you kneel there!”


    “Shoot and be damned!”


    He tore off his shirt and ripped away a long strip for a bandage.


    The revolver poised in Silent’s hand.


    “Buck, I’m warnin’ you for the last time!”


    “Fellers, it’s murder an’ damnation for all if you let Haines die this way!” cried Buck.


    The shining barrel of the revolver dropped to a level.


    “I’ve given you a man’s chance,” said Silent, “an’ now you’ll have the chance of—”


    The door at the side of the room jerked open and a revolver cracked. The lamp shivered to a thousand pieces in the hands of Bill Kilduff. All the room was reduced to a place of formless shadow, dimly lighted by the shaft of moonlight. The voice of Jim Silent, strangely changed and sharpened from his usual bass roar, shrilled over the sudden tumult: “Each man for himself! It’s Whistling Dan!”


    Terry Jordan and Bill Kilduff rushed at the dim figure, crouched to the floor. Their guns spat fire, but they merely lighted the way to their own destruction. Twice Dan’s revolver spoke, and they dropped, yelling. Pandemonium fell on the room.


    The long riders raced here and there, the revolvers coughing fire. For an instant Hal Purvis stood framed against the pallid moonshine at the window. He stiffened and pointed an arm toward the door.


    “The werewolf,” he screamed.


    As if in answer to the call, Black Bart raced across the room. Twice the revolver sounded from the hand of Purvis. Then a shadow leaped from the floor. There was a flash of white teeth, and Purvis lurched to one side and dropped, screaming terribly. The door banged. Suddenly there was silence. The clatter of a galloping horse outside drew swiftly away.


    “Dan!”


    “Here!”


    “Thank God!”


    “Buck, one got away! If it was Silent—Here! Bring some matches.”


    Someone was dragging himself towards the door in a hopeless effort to escape. Several others groaned.


    “You, there!” called Buck. “Stay where you are!”


    The man who struggled towards the door flattened himself against the floor, moaning pitifully.


    “Quick,” said Dan, “light a match. Morris’s posse is at my heels. No time. If Silent escaped—”


    A match flared in the hands of Buck.


    “Who’s that? Haines!”


    “Let him alone, Dan! I’ll tell you why later. There’s Jordan and Kilduff. That one by the door is Rhinehart.”


    They ran from one to the other, greeted by groans and deep curses.


    “Who’s that beneath the window?”


    “Too small for Silent. It’s Purvis, and he’s dead!”


    “Bart got him!”


    “No! It was fear that killed him. Look at his face!”


    “Bart, go out to Satan!”


    The wolf trotted from the room.


    “My God, Buck, I’ve done all this for nothin’! It was Silent that got away!”


    “What’s that?”


    Over the groans of the wounded came the sound of running horses, not one, but many, then a call: “Close in! Close in!”


    “The posse!” said Dan.


    As he jerked open the door a bullet smashed the wood above his head. Three horsemen were closing around Satan and Black Bart. He leaped back into the room.


    “They’ve got Satan, Buck. We’ve got to try it on foot. Go through the window.”


    “They’ve got nothing on me. I’ll stick with Haines.”


    Dan jumped through the window, and raced to the shelter of a big rock. He had hardly dropped behind it when four horsemen galloped around the corner of the house.


    “Johnson and Sullivan,” ordered the voice of Monte sharply, “watch the window. They’re lying low inside, but we’ve got Barry’s horse and wolf. Now we’ll get him.”


    “Come out or we’ll burn the house down!” thundered a voice from the other side.


    “We surrender!” called Buck within.


    A cheer came from the posse. Sullivan and Johnson ran for the window they had been told to guard. The door on the other side of the house slammed open.


    “It’s a slaughter house!” cried one of the posse.


    Dan left the sheltering rock and raced around the house, keeping a safe distance, and dodging from rock to rock. He saw Satan and Black Bart guarded by two men with revolvers in their hands. He might have shot them down, but the distance was too great for accurate gun-play. He whistled shrilly. The two guards wheeled towards him, and as they did so, Black Bart, leaping, caught one by the shoulder, whirling him around and around with the force of the spring. The other fired at Satan, who raced off towards the sound of the whistle. It was an easy shot, but in the utter surprise of the instant the bullet went wide. Before he could fire again Satan was coming to a halt beside Dan.


    “Help!” yelled the cattleman. “Whistling Dan!”


    The other guard opened fire wildly. Three men ran from the house. All they saw was a black shadow which melted instantly into the night.

  

  
    
      Fear

    

    Into the dark he rode. Somewhere in the mountains was Silent, and now alone. In Dan’s mouth the old salt taste of his own blood was unforgotten.


    It was a wild chase. He had only the faintest clues to guide him, yet he managed to keep close on the trail of the great outlaw. After several days he rode across a tall red-roan stallion, a mere wreck of a horse with lean sides and pendant head and glazed eye. It was a long moment before Dan recognized Silent’s peerless mount, Red Pete. The outlaw had changed his exhausted horse for a common pony. The end of the long trail must be near.


    The whole range followed that chase with breathless interest. It was like the race of Hector and Achilles around the walls of Troy. And when they met there would be a duel of giants. Twice Whistling Dan was sighted. Once Jim Silent fought a running duel with a posse fresh from Elkhead. The man hunters were alert, but it was their secret hope that the two famous outlaws would destroy each other, but how the wild chase would end no one could know. At last Buck Daniels rode to tell Kate Cumberland strange news.


    When he stumbled into the ranch house, Kate and her father rose, white- faced. There was an expression of waiting terror in their eyes.


    “Buck!” cried Joe.


    “Hush! Dad,” said Kate. “It hasn’t come yet! Buck, what has happened?”


    “The end of the world has come for Dan,” he said. “That devil Silent —”


    “Dan,” cried old Joe, and rushed around the table to Buck.


    “Silent has dared Dan to meet him at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon in Tully’s saloon in Elkhead! He’s held up four men in the last twenty-four hours and told them that he’ll be at Tully’s tomorrow and will expect Dan there!”


    “It isn’t possible!” cried Kate. “That means that Silent is giving himself up to the law!”


    Buck laughed bitterly.


    “The law will not put a hand on them if it thinks that they’ll fight it out together,” he said.


    “There’ll be a crowd in the saloon, but not a hand will stir to arrest Silent till after the fight.”


    “But Dan won’t go to Tully’s,” broke in old Joe. “If Silent is crazy enough to do such a thing, Dan won’t be.”


    “He will,” said Kate. “I know!”


    “You’ve got to stop him,” urged Buck. “You’ve got to get to Elkhead and turn Dan back.”


    “Ay,” said Joe, “for even if he kills Silent, the crowd will tackle him after the fight—a hundred against one.”


    She shook her head.


    “You won’t go?”


    “Not a step.”


    “But Kate, don’t you understand—?”


    “I couldn’t turn Dan back. There is his chance to meet Silent. Do you dream any one could turn him back?”


    The two men were mute.


    “You’re right,” said Buck at last. “I hoped for a minute that you could do it, but now I remember the way he was in that dark shanty up the Bald-eagle Creek. You can’t turn a wolf from a trail, and Whistling Dan has never forgotten the taste of his own blood.”


    “Kate!” called her father suddenly. “What’s the matter, honey?”


    With bowed head and a faltering step she was leaving the room. Buck caught old Joe by the arm and held him back as he would have followed.


    “Let her be!” said Buck sharply. “Maybe she’ll want to see you at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon, but until then she’ll want to be alone. There’ll be ghosts enough with her all the time. You c’n lay to that.”


    Joe Cumberland wiped his glistening forehead.


    “There ain’t nothin’ we c’n do, Buck, but sit an’ wait.”


    Buck drew a long breath.


    “What devil gave Silent that idea?”


    “Fear!”


    “Jim Silent don’t know what fear is!”


    “Any one who’s seen the yaller burn in Dan’s eyes knows what fear is.”


    Buck winced.


    Cumberland went on: “Every night Silent has been seein’ them eyes that glow yaller in the dark. They lie in wait for him in every shadow. Between dark and dawn he dies a hundred deaths. He can’t stand it no more. He’s goin’ to die. Somethin’ tells him that. But he wants to die where they’s humans around him, and when he dies he wants to pull Dan down with him.”


    They sat staring at each other for a time.


    “If he lives through that fight with Silent,” said Buck sadly, “the crowd will jump in on him. Their numbers’ll make ’em brave.”


    “An’ then?”


    “Then maybe he’d like a friend to fight by his side,” said Buck simply. “So long, Joe!”


    The old man wrung his hand and then followed him out to the hitching-rack where Buck’s horse stood.


    “Ain’t Dan got no friends among the crowd?” asked Cumberland. “Don’t they give him no thanks for catching the rest of Silent’s gang?”


    “They give him lots of credit,” said Buck. “An’ Haines has said a lot in favour of Dan, explainin’ how the jail bustin’ took place. Lee is sure provin’ himself a white man. He’s gettin’ well of his wounds and it’s said the Governor will pardon him. You see, Haines went bad because the law done him dirt a long time ago, and the Governor is takin’ that into account.”


    “But they’d still want to kill Dan?”


    “Half of the boys wouldn’t,” said Buck. “The other half is all wrought up over the killings that’s been happenin’ on the range in the last month. Dan is accused of about an even half of ’em, an’ the friends of dead men don’t waste no time listenin’ to arguments. They say Dan’s an outlawed man an’ that they’re goin’ to treat him like one.”


    “Damn them!” groaned Cumberland. “Don’t Morris’s confession make no difference?”


    “Morris was lynched before he had a chance to swear to what he said in Dan’s favour. Kilduff an’ Jordan an’ Rhinehart might testify that Dan wasn’t never bought over by Silent, but they know they’re done for themselves, an’ they won’t try to help anybody else, particular the man that put ’em in the hands of the law. Kilduff has swore that Dan was bribed by Silent, that he went after Silent not for revenge, but to get some more money out of him, an’ that the fight in the shanty up at Bald-eagle Creek was because Silent refused to give Dan any more money.”


    “Then there ain’t no hope,” muttered Cumberland. “But oh, lad, it breaks my heart to think of Kate! Dan c’n only die once, but every minute is a death to her!”

  

  
    
      Death

    

    Before noon of the next day Buck joined the crowd which had been growing for hours around Tully’s saloon. Men gave way before him, whispering. He was a marked man—the friend of Whistling Dan Barry. Cowpunchers who had known him all his life now avoided his eyes, but caught him with side glances. He smiled grimly to himself, reading their minds. He was more determined than ever to stand or fall with Whistling Dan that day.


    There was not an officer of the law in sight. If one were present it would be his manifest duty to apprehend the outlaws as soon as they appeared, and the plan was to allow them to fight out their quarrel and perhaps kill each other.


    Arguments began to rise among separate groups, where the crimes attributed to Whistling Dan Barry were numbered and talked over. It surprised Buck to discover the number who believed the stories which he and Haines had told. They made a strong faction, though manifestly in the minority.


    Hardly a man who did not, from time to time, nervously fumble the butt of his six-gun. As three o’clock drew on the talk grew less and less. It broke out now and again in little uneasy bursts. Someone would tell a joke. Half-hysterical laughter would greet it, and die suddenly, as it began. These were all hard-faced men of the mountain-desert, warriors of the frontier. What unnerved them was the strangeness of the thing which was about to happen. The big wooden clock on the side of the long barroom struck once for half-past two. All talk ceased.


    Men seemed unwilling to meet each other’s eyes. Some of them drummed lightly on the top of the bar and strove to whistle, but the only sound that came through their dried lips was a whispering rush of breath. A grey-haired cattle ranger commenced to hum a tune, very low, but distinct. Finally a man rose, strode across the room, shook the old fellow by the shoulder with brutal violence, and with a curse ordered him to stop his “damned death song!”


    Everyone drew a long breath of relief. The minute hand crept on towards three o’clock. Now it was twenty minutes, now fifteen, now ten, now five; then a clatter of hoofs, a heavy step on the porch, and the giant form of Jim Silent blocked the door. His hands rested on the butts of his two guns. Buck guessed at the tremendous strength of that grip. The eyes of the outlaw darted about the room, and every glance dropped before his, with the exception of Buck’s fascinated stare.


    For he saw a brand on the face of the great long rider. It lay in no one thing. It was not the unusual hollowness of eyes and cheeks. It was not the feverish brightness of his glance. It was something which included all of these. It was the fear of death by night! His hands fell away from the guns. He crossed the room to the bar and nodded his head at the bartender.


    “Drink!” he said, and his voice was only a whisper without body of sound.


    The bartender, with pasty face, round and blank, did not move either his hand or his fascinated eyes. There was a twitch of the outlaw’s hand and naked steel gleamed. Instantly revolvers showed in every hand. A youngster moaned. The sound seemed to break the charm.


    Silent put back his great head and burst into a deep-throated laughter. The gun whirled in his hand and the butt crashed heavily on the bar.


    “Drink, damn you!” he thundered. “Step up an’ drink to the health of Jim Silent!”


    The wavering line slowly approached the bar. Silent pulled out his other gun and shoved them both across the bar.


    “Take ’em,” he said. “I don’t want ’em to get restless an’ muss up this joint.”


    The bartender took them as if they were covered with some deadly poison, and the outlaw stood unarmed! It came suddenly to Buck what the whole manoeuvre meant. He gave away his guns in order to tempt someone to arrest him. Better the hand of the law than the yellow glare of those following eyes. Yet not a man moved to apprehend him. Unarmed he still seemed more dangerous than six common men.


    The long rider jerked a whisky bottle upside down over a glass. Half the contents splashed across the bar. He turned and faced the crowd, his hand dripping with the spilled liquor.


    “Whose liquorin’?” he bellowed.


    Not a sound answered him.


    “Damn your yaller souls! Then all by myself I’ll drink to—”


    He stopped short, his eyes wild, his head tilted back. One by one the cowpunchers gave back, foot by foot, softly, until they stood close to the opposite wall of the saloon. All the bar was left to Silent. The whisky glass slipped from his hand and crashed on the floor. In his face was the meaning of the sound he heard, and now it came to their own ears—a whistle thin with distance, but clear.


    Only phrases at first, but now it rose more distinct, the song of the untamed; the terror and beauty of the mountain-desert; a plea and a threat.


    The clock struck, sharp, hurried, brazen—one, two, three! Before the last quick, unmusical chime died out Black Bart stood in the entrance to the saloon. His eyes were upon Jim Silent, who stretched out his arms on either side and gripped the edge of the bar. Yet even when the wolf glided silently across the room and crouched before the bandit, at watch, his lips grinned back from the white teeth, the man had no eyes for him. Instead, his stare held steadily upon that open door and on his raised face there was still the terror of that whistling which swept closer and closer.


    It ceased. A footfall crossed the porch. How different from the ponderous stride of Jim Silent! This was like the padding step of the panther. And Whistling Dan stood in the door. He did not fill it as the burly shoulders of Silent had done. He seemed almost as slender as a girl, and infinitely boyish in his grace—a strange figure, surely, to make all these hardened fighters of the mountain-desert crouch, and stiffen their fingers around the butts of their revolvers! His eyes were upon Silent, and how they lighted! His face changed as the face of the great god Pan must have altered when he blew into the instrument of reeds and made perfect music, the first in the world.


    “Bart,” said the gentle voice, “go out to Satan.”


    The wolf turned and slipped from the room. It was a little thing, but, to the men who saw it, it was terrible to watch an untamed beast obey the voice of a man.


    Still with that light, panther-step he crossed the barroom, and now he was looking up into the face of the giant. The huge long rider loomed above Dan. That was not terror which set his face in written lines—it was horror, such as a man feels when he stands face to face with the unearthly in the middle of night. This was open daylight in a room thronged with men, yet in it nothing seemed to live save the smile of Whistling Dan. He drew out the two revolvers and slipped them onto the bar. They stood unarmed, yet they seemed no less dangerous.


    Silent’s arms crept closer to his sides. He seemed gathering himself by degrees. The confidence in his own great size showed in his face, and the blood- lust of battle in his eyes answered the yellow light in Dan’s.


    Dan spoke.


    “Silent, once you put a stain of blood on me. I’ve never forgot the taste. It’s goin’ to be washed out today or else made redder. It was here that you put the stain.”


    He struck the long rider lightly across the mouth with the back of his hand, and Silent lunged with the snarl of a beast. His blow spent itself on thin air. He whirled and struck again. Only a low laughter answered him. He might as well have battered away at a shadow.


    “Damnation!” he yelled, and leaped in with both arms outspread.


    The impetus of his rush drove them both to the floor, where they rolled over and over, and before they stopped thin fingers were locked about the bull neck of the bandit, and two thumbs driven into the hollow of his throat. With a tremendous effort he heaved himself from the floor, his face convulsed.


    He beat with both fists against the lowered head of Dan. He tore at those hands. They were locked as if with iron. Only the laughter, the low, continual laughter rewarded him.


    He screamed, a thick, horrible sound. He flung himself to the floor again and rolled over and over, striving to crush the slender, remorseless body. Once more he was on his feet, running hither and thither, dragging Dan with him. His eyes swelled out; his face blackened. He beat against the walls. He snapped at the wrists of Dan like a beast, his lips flecked with a bloody froth.


    That bull-dog grip would not unlock. That animal, exultant laughter ran on in demoniac music. In his great agony the outlaw rolled his eyes in appeal to the crowd which surrounded the struggling two. Every man seemed about to spring forward, yet they could not move. Some had their fingers stiffly extended, as if in the act of gripping with hands too stiff to close.


    Silent slipped to his knees. His head fell back, his discoloured tongue protruding. Dan wrenched him back to his feet. One more convulsive effort from the giant, and then his eyes glazed, his body went limp. The remorseless hands unlocked. Silent fell in a shapeless heap to the floor.


    Still no one moved. There was no sound except the deadly ticking of the clock. The men stared fascinated at that massive, lifeless figure on the floor. Even in death he was terrible. Then Dan’s hand slid inside his shirt, fumbled a moment, and came forth again bearing a little gleaming circle of metal. He dropped it upon the body of Jim Silent, and turning, walked slowly from the room. Still no one moved to intercept him. Passing through the door he pushed within a few inches of two men. They made no effort to seize him, for their eyes were upon the body of the great long rider.


    The moment Dan was gone the hypnotic silence which held the crowd, broke suddenly. Someone stirred. Another cursed beneath his breath. Instantly all was clamour and a running hither and thither. Buck Daniels caught from the body of Jim Silent the small metal circle which Dan had dropped. He stood dumbfounded at the sight of it, and then raised his hand, and shouted in a voice which gathered the others swiftly around him. They cursed deeply with astonishment, for what they saw was the marshal’s badge of Tex Calder. The number on it was known throughout the mountain-desert, and seeing it, the worst of Dan’s enemies stammered, gaped, and could not speak. There were more impartial men who could. In five minutes the trial of Whistling Dan was under way. The jury was every cowpuncher present. The judge was public opinion. It was a grey-haired man who finally leaped upon the bar and summed up all opinion in a brief statement.


    “Whatever Whistlin’ Dan has done before,” he said, “this day he’s done a man-sized job in a man’s way. Morris, before he died, said enough to clear up most of this lad’s past, particular about the letter from Jim Silent that talked of a money bribe. Morris didn’t have a chance to swear to what he said, but a dying man speaks truth. Lee Haines had cleared up most of the rest. We can’t hold agin Dan what he done in breakin’ jail with Haines. Dan Barry was a marshal. He captured Haines and then let the outlaw go. He had a right to do what he wanted as long as he finally got Haines back. And Haines has told us that when he was set free Barry said he would get him again. And Barry did get him again. Remember that, and he got all the rest of Silent’s gang, and now there lies Jim Silent dead. They’s two things to remember. The first is that Whistlin’ Dan has rid away without any shootin’ irons on his hip. That looks as if he’s come to the end of his long trail. The second is that he was a bunkie of Tex Calder, an’ a man Tex could trust for the avengin’ of his death is good enough for me.”


    There was a pause after this speech, and during the quiet the cowpunchers were passing from hand to hand the marshal’s badge which Calder, as he died, had given to Dan. The bright small shield was a more convincing proof than a hundred arguments. The bitterest of Dan’s enemies realized that the crimes of which he was accused were supported by nothing stronger than blind rumour. The marshal’s badge and the dead body of Jim Silent kept them mute. So an illegal judge and one hundred illegal jurymen found Whistling Dan “not guilty.”


    Buck Daniels took horse and galloped for the Cumberland house with the news of the verdict. He knew that Whistling Dan was there.

  

  
    
      The wild geese

    

    So when the first chill days of the late autumn came the four were once more together, Dan, Kate, Black Bart, and Satan. Buck and old Joe Cumberland made the background of their happiness. It was the latter’s request which kept the wedding a matter of the indefinite future. He would assign no reason for his wish, but Kate guessed it.


    All was not well, she knew. Day after day, as the autumn advanced, Dan went out with the wolf and the wild black stallion and ranged the hills alone. She did not ask him where or why, for she understood that to be alone was as necessary to him as sleep is to others. Yet she could not explain it all and the cold fear grew in her. Sometimes she surprised a look of infinite pity in the eyes of Buck or her father. Sometimes she found them whispering and nodding together. At last on an evening when the three sat before the fire in solemn silence and Dan was away, they knew not where, among the hills, she could bear it no longer.


    “Do you really think,” she burst out, “that the old wildness is still in Dan?”


    “Wild?” said her father gently. “Wild? I don’t say he’s still wild —but why is he so late tonight, Kate? The ground’s all covered with snow. The wind’s growin’ sharper an’ sharper. This is a time for all reasonable folk to stay home an’ git comfortable beside the fire. But Dan ain’t here. Where is he?”


    “Hush!” said Buck, and raised a hand for silence.


    Far away they heard the wail of a wolf crying to the moon. She rose and went out on the porch of the house. The others followed her. Outside they found nothing but the low moaning of the wind, and the snow, silver glimmering where the moonlight fell upon it. Then they heard the weird, inhuman whistling, and at last they saw Dan riding towards the house. A short distance away he stopped Satan. Black Bart dropped to his haunches and wailed again. Dan was staring upwards.


    “Look!” said Kate, and pointed.


    Across the white circle of the moon drove a flying wedge of wild geese. The wail of the wolf died out. A faint honking was blown to them by the wind, now a distant, jangling chorus, now a solitary sound repeated like a call.


    Without a word the three returned to their seats close by the fire, and sat silent, staring. Presently the rattle of the wolf’s claws came on the floor; then Dan entered with his soft step and stood behind Kate’s chair. They were used to his silent comings and goings. Black Bart was slinking up and down the room with a restless step. His eyes glowed from the shadow, and as Joe looked up to the face of Dan he saw the same light repeated there, yellow and strange. Then, like the wolf, Dan turned and commenced that restless pacing up and down, up and down, a padding step like the fall of a panther’s paw.


    “The wild geese—” he said suddenly, and then stopped.


    “They are flying south?” said Kate.


    “South!” he repeated.


    His eyes looked far away. The wolf slipped to his side and licked his hand.


    “Kate, I’d like to follow the wild geese.”


    Old Joe shaded his eyes and the big hands of Buck were locked together.


    “Are you unhappy, Dan?” she said.


    “The snow is come,” he muttered uneasily.


    He began pacing again with that singular step.


    “When I went out to Satan in the corral this evenin’, I found him standin’ lookin’ south.”


    She rose and faced him with a little gesture of surrender.


    “Then you must follow the wild geese, Dan!”


    “You don’t mind me goin’, Kate?”


    “No.”


    “But your eyes are shinin’!”


    “It’s only the reflection of the firelight.”


    Black Bart whined softly. Suddenly Dan straightened and threw up his arms, laughing low with exultation. Buck Daniels shuddered and dropped his head.


    “I am far behind,” said Dan, “but I’ll go fast.”


    He caught her in his arms, kissed her eyes and lips, and then whirled and ran from the room with that noiseless, padding step.


    “Kate!” groaned Buck Daniels, “you’ve let him go! We’ve all lost him for ever!”


    A sob answered him.


    “Go call him back,” pleaded Joe. “He will stay for your sake.”


    She whispered: “I would rather call back the wild geese who flew across the moon. And they are only beautiful when they are wild!”


    “But you’ve lost him, Kate, don’t you understand?”


    “The wild geese fly north again in spring,” said Buck, “and he’ll— “


    “Hush!” she said. “Listen!”


    Far off, above the rushing of the wind, they heard the weird whistling, a thrilling and unearthly music. It was sad with the beauty of the night. It was joyous with the exultation of the wind. It might have been the voice of some god who rode the northern storm south, south after the wild geese, south with the untamed.

  

  
    
      The night horseman

    

    
      “The night horseman was originally published in 1920 in Argosy All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      The scholar

    

    At the age of six Randall Byrne could name and bound every state in the Union and give the date of its admission; at nine he was conversant with Homeric Greek and Caesar; at twelve he read Aristophanes with perfect understanding of the allusions of the day and divided his leisure between Ovid and Horace; at fifteen, wearied by the simplicity of Old English and Thirteenth Century Italian, he dipped into the history of Philosophy and passed from that, naturally, into calculus and the higher mathematics; at eighteen he took an A.B. from Harvard and while idling away a pleasant summer with Hebrew and Sanskrit, he delved lightly into biology and its kindred sciences, having reached the conclusion that Truth is greater than Goodness or Beauty, because it comprises both, and the whole is greater than any of its parts; at twenty-one he pocketed his Ph.D. and was touched with the fever of his first practical enthusiasm—surgery. At twenty-four he was an M.D. and a distinguished diagnostician, though he preferred work in his laboratory in his endeavor to resolve the elements into simpler forms; also he published at this time a work on anthropology whose circulation was limited to two hundred copies, and he received in return two hundred letters of congratulation from great men who had tried to read his book; at twenty-seven he collapsed one fine spring day on the floor of his laboratory. That afternoon he was carried into the presence of a great physician who was also a very vulgar man. The great physician felt his pulse and looked into his dim eyes.


    “You have a hundred and twenty horsepower brain and a runabout body,” said the great physician.


    “I have come,” answered Randall Byrne faintly, “for the solution of a problem, not for the statement thereof.”


    “I’m not through,” said the great physician. “Among other things you are a damned fool.”


    Randall Byrne here rubbed his eyes.


    “What steps do you suggest that I consider?” he queried.


    The great physician spat noisily.


    “Marry a farmer’s daughter,” he said brutally.


    “But,” said Randall Byrne vaguely.


    “I am a busy man and you’ve wasted ten minutes of my time,” said the great physician, turning back to his plate glass window. “My secretary will send you a bill for one thousand dollars. Good-day.”


    And therefore, ten days later, Randall Byrne sat in his room in the hotel at Elkhead.


    He had just written (to his friend Swinnerton Loughburne, M.A., Ph.D., L.L.D.):


    “Incontrovertibly the introduction of the personal equation leads to lamentable inversions, and the perceptive faculties when contemplating phenomena through the lens of ego too often conceive an accidental connotation or manifest distortion to be actuality, for the physical (or personal) too often beclouds that power of inner vision which so unerringly penetrates to the inherent truths of incorporeity and the extramundane. Yet this problem, to your eyes, I fear, not essentially novel or peculiarly involute, holds for my contemplative faculties an extraordinary fascination, to wit: wherein does the mind, in itself a muscle, escape from the laws of the physical, and wherein and wherefore do the laws of the physical exercise so inexorable a jurisdiction over the processes of the mind, so that a disorder of the visual nerve actually distorts the asomatous and veils the pneumatoscopic?
 
 “Your pardon, dear Loughburne, for these lapses from the general to the particular, but in a lighter moment of idleness, I pray you give some careless thought to a problem now painfully my own, though rooted inevitably so deeply in the dirt of the commonplace.
 
 “But you have asked me in letter of recent date for the particular physical aspects of my present environment, and though (as you so well know) it is my conviction that the physical fact is not and only the immaterial is, yet I shall gladly look about me—a thing I have not yet seen occasion to do—and describe to you the details of my present condition.”


    Accordingly, at this point Randall Byrne removed from his nose his thick glasses and holding them poised he stared through the window at the view without. He had quite changed his appearance by removing the spectacles, for the owlish touch was gone and he seemed at a stroke ten years younger. It was such a face as one is glad to examine in detail, lean, pale, the transparent skin stretched tightly over cheekbones, nose, and chin. That chin was built on good fighting lines, though somewhat over-delicate in substance and the mouth quite colourless, but oddly enough the upper lip had that habitual appearance of stiff compression which is characteristic of highly strung temperaments; it is a noticeable feature of nearly every great actor, for instance. The nose was straight and very thin and in a strong sidelight a tracery of the red blood showed through at the nostrils. The eyes were deeply buried and the lower lids bruised with purple—weak eyes that blinked at a change of light or a sudden thought—distant eyes which missed the design of wall paper and saw the trees growing on the mountains. The forehead was Byrne’s most noticeable feature, pyramidal, swelling largely towards the top and divided in the centre into two distinct lobes by a single marked furrow which gave his expression a hint of the wistful. Looking at that forehead one was strangely conscious of the brain beneath. There seemed no bony structure; the mind, undefended, was growing and pushing the confining walls further out.


    And the fragility which the head suggested the body confirmed, for he was not framed to labor. The burden of the noble head had bowed the slender throat and crooked the shoulders, and when he moved his arm it seemed the arm of a skeleton too loosely clad. There was a differing connotation in the hands, to be sure. They were thin—bones and sinews chiefly, with the violet of the veins showing along the backs; but they were active hands without tremor—hands ideal for the accurate scalpel, where a fractional error means death to the helpless.


    After a moment of staring through the window the scholar wrote again: “The major portion of Elkhead lies within plain sight of my window. I see a general merchandise store, twenty-seven buildings of a comparatively major and eleven of a minor significance, and five saloons. The streets—”


    The streets, however, were not described at that sitting, for at this juncture a heavy hand knocked and the door of Randall Byrne’s room was flung open by Hank Dwight, proprietor of Elkhead’s saloon—a versatile man, expert behind the bar or in a blacksmith shop.


    “Doc,” said Hank Dwight, “you’re wanted.” Randall Byrne placed his spectacles more firmly on his nose to consider his host.


    “What—” he began, but Hank Dwight had already turned on his heel.


    “Her name is Kate Cumberland. A little speed, doc. She’s in a hurry.”


    “If no other physician is available,” protested Byrne, following slowly down the stairs, “I suppose I must see her.”


    “If they was another within ten miles, d’you s’pose I’d call on you?” asked Hank Dwight.


    So saying, he led the way out onto the veranda, where the doctor was aware of a girl in a short riding skirt who stood with one gloved hand on her hip while the other slapped a quirt idly against her riding boots.

  

  
    
      Words and bullets

    

    “Here’s a gent that calls himself a doc,” said Hank Dwight by way of an introduction. “If you can use him, Miss Cumberland, fly to it!”


    And he left them alone.


    Now the sun lay directly behind Kate Cumberland and in order to look at her closely the doctor had to shade his weak eyes and pucker his brows; for from beneath her wide sombrero there rolled a cloud of golden hair as bright as the sunshine itself—a sad strain upon the visual nerve of Doctor Randall Byrne. He repeated her name, bowed, and when he straightened, blinked again. As if she appreciated that strain upon his eyes she stepped closer, and entered the shadow.


    “Doctor Hardin is not in town,” she said, “and I have to bring a physician out to the ranch at once; my father is critically ill.”


    Randall Byrne rubbed his lean chin.


    “I am not practicing at present,” he said reluctantly. Then he saw that she was watching him closely, weighing him with her eyes, and it came to the mind of Randall Byrne that he was not a large man and might not incline the scale far from the horizontal.


    “I am hardly equipped—” began Byrne.


    “You will not need equipment,” she interrupted. “His trouble lies in his nerves and the state of his mind.”


    A slight gleam lighted the eyes of the doctor.


    “Ah,” he murmured. “The mind?”


    “Yes.”


    He rubbed his bloodless hands slowly together, and when he spoke his voice was sharp and quick and wholly impersonal. “Tell me the symptoms!”


    “Can’t we talk those over on the way to the ranch? Even if we start now it will be dark before we arrive.”


    “But,” protested the doctor, “I have not yet decided—this precipitancy—”


    “Oh,” she said, and flushed. He perceived that she was on the verge of turning away, but something withheld her. “There is no other physician within reach; my father is very ill. I only ask that you come as a diagnostician, doctor!”


    “But a ride to your ranch,” he said miserably. “I presume you refer to riding a horse?”


    “Naturally.”


    “I am unfamiliar with that means of locomotion,” said the doctor with serious eyes, “and in fact have not carried my acquaintance with the equine species beyond a purely experimental stage. Anatomically I have a superficial knowledge, but on the one occasion on which I sat in a saddle I observed that the docility of the horse is probably a poetic fallacy.”


    He rubbed his left shoulder thoughtfully and saw a slight tremor at the corners of the girl’s mouth. It caused his vision to clear and concentrate; he found that the lips were, in fact, in the very act of smiling. The face of the doctor brightened.


    “You shall ride my own horse,” said the girl. “She is perfectly gentle and has a very easy gait. I’m sure you’ll have not the slightest trouble with her.”


    “And you?”


    “I’ll find something about town; it doesn’t matter what.”


    “This,” said the doctor, “is most remarkable. You choose your mounts at random?”


    “But you will go?” she insisted.


    “Ah, yes, the trip to the ranch!” groaned the doctor. “Let me see: the physical obstacles to such a trip while many are not altogether insuperable, I may say; in the meantime the moral urge which compels me towards the ranch seems to be of the first order.” He sighed. “Is it not strange, Miss Cumberland, that man, though distinguished from the lower orders by mind, so often is controlled in his actions by ethical impulses which override the considerations of reason? An observation which leads us towards the conclusion that the passion for goodness is a principle hardly secondary to the passion for truth. Understand that I build the hypothesis only tentatively, with many reservations, among which—”


    He broke off short. The smile was growing upon her lips.


    “I will put together a few of my things,” said the doctor, “and come down to you at once.”


    “Good!” said the girl, “I’ll be waiting for you with two horses before you are ready.”


    He turned away, but had taken hardly a step before he turned, saying: “But why are you so sure that you will be ready before I—” but she was already down the steps from the veranda and stepping briskly down the street.


    “There is an element of the unexplainable in woman,” said the doctor, and resumed his way to his room. Once there, something prompted him to act with the greatest possible speed. He tossed his toilet articles and a few changes of linen into a small, flexible valise and ran down the stairs. He reached the veranda again, panting, and the girl was not in sight; a smile of triumph appeared on the grave, colourless lips of the doctor. “Feminine instinct, however, is not infallible,” he observed to himself, and to one of the cowboys, lounging loosely in a chair nearby, he continued his train of thoughts aloud: “Though the verity of the feminine intuition has already been thrown in a shade of doubt by many thinkers, as you will undoubtedly agree.”


    The man thus addressed allowed his lower jaw to drop but after a moment he ejaculated: “Now what in hell d’you mean by that?”


    The doctor already turned away, intent upon his thoughts, but he now paused and again faced the cowboy. He said, frowning: “There is unnecessary violence in your remark, sir.”


    “Duck your glasses,” said the worthy in question. “You ain’t talkin’ to a book, you’re talking to a man.”


    “And in your attitude,” went on the doctor, “there is an element of offense which if carried farther might be corrected by physical violence.”


    “I don’t foller your words,” said the cattleman, “but from the drift of your tune I gather you’re a bit peeved; and if you are—”


    His voice had risen to a ringing note as he proceeded and he now slipped from his chair and faced Randall Byrne, a big man, brown, hard-handed. The doctor crimsoned.


    “Well?” he echoed, but in place of a deep ring his words were pitched in a high squeak of defiance.


    He saw a large hand contract to a fist, but almost instantly the big man grinned, and his eyes went past Byrne.


    “Oh, hell!” he grunted, and turned his back with a chuckle.


    For an instant there was a mad impulse in the doctor to spring at this fellow but a wave of impotence overwhelmed him. He knew that he was white around the mouth, and there was a dryness in his throat.


    “The excitement of imminent physical contest and personal danger,” he diagnosed swiftly, “causing acceleration of the pulse and attendant weakness of the body—a state unworthy of the balanced intellect.”


    Having brought back his poise by this quick interposition of reason, he went his way down the long veranda. Against a pillar leaned another tall cattleman, also brown and lean and hard.


    “May I inquire,” he said, “if you have any information direct or casual concerning a family named Cumberland which possesses ranch property in this vicinity?”


    “You may,” said the cowpuncher, and continued to roll his cigarette.


    “Well,” said the doctor, “do you know anything about them?”


    “Sure,” said the other, and having finished his cigarette he introduced it between his lips. It seemed to occur to him instantly, however, that he was committing an inhospitable breach, for he produced his Durham and brown papers with a start and extended them towards the doctor.


    “Smoke?” he asked.


    “I use tobacco in no form,” said the doctor.


    The cowboy stared with such fixity that the match burned down to his fingertips and singed them before he had lighted his cigarette.


    “‘S that a fact?” he queried when his astonishment found utterance. “What d’you do to kill time? Well, I been thinking about knocking off the stuff for a while. Mame gets sore at me for having my fingers all stained up with nicotine like this.”


    He extended his hand, the first and second fingers of which were painted a bright yellow.


    “Soap won’t take it off,” he remarked.


    “A popular but inexcusable error,” said the doctor. “It is the tarry by-products of tobacco which cause that stain. Nicotine itself, of course, is a volatile alkaloid base of which there is only the merest trace in tobacco. It is one of the deadliest of nerve poisons and is quite colourless. There is enough of that stain upon your fingers—if it were nicotine—to kill a dozen men.”


    “The hell you say!”


    “Nevertheless, it is an indubitable fact. A lump of nicotine the size of the head of a pin placed on the tongue of a horse will kill the beast instantly.”


    The cowpuncher pushed back his hat and scratched his head.


    “This is worth knowin’,” he said, “but I’m some glad that Mame ain’t heard it.”


    “Concerning the Cumberlands,” said the doctor, “I—”


    “Concerning the Cumberlands,” repeated the cattleman, “it’s best to leave ’em to their own concerns.” And he started to turn away, but the thirst for knowledge was dry in the throat of the doctor.


    “Do I understand,” he insisted, “that there is some mystery connected with them?”


    “From me,” replied the other, “you understand nothin’.” And he lumbered down the steps and away.


    Be it understood that there was nothing of the gossip in Randall Byrne, but now he was pardonably excited and perceiving the tall form of Hank Dwight in the doorway he approached his host.


    “Mr. Dwight,” he said, “I am about to go to the Cumberland ranch. I gather that there is something of an unusual nature concerning them.”


    “There is,” admitted Hank Dwight.


    “Can you tell me what it is?”


    “I can.”


    “Good!” said the doctor, and he almost smiled. “It is always well to know the background of a case which has to do with mental states. Now, just what do you know?”


    “I know—” began the proprietor, and then paused and eyed his guest dubiously. “I know,” he continued, “a story.”


    “Yes?”


    “Yes, about a man and a hoss and a dog.”


    “The approach seems not quite obvious, but I shall be glad to hear it.”


    There was a pause.


    “Words,” said the host, at length, “is worse’n bullets. You never know what they’ll hit.”


    “But the story?” persisted Randall Byrne.


    “That story,” said Hank Dwight, “I may tell to my son before I die.”


    “This sounds quite promising.”


    “But I’ll tell nobody else.”


    “Really!”


    “It’s about a man and a hoss and a dog. The man ain’t possible, the hoss ain’t possible, the dog is a wolf.”


    He paused again and glowered on the doctor. He seemed to be drawn two ways, by his eagerness to tell a yarn and his dread of consequences.


    “I know,” he muttered, “because I’ve seen ’em all. I’ve seen”—he looked far, as though striking a silent bargain with himself concerning the sum of the story which might safely be told—“I’ve seen a hoss that understood a man’s talk like you and me does—or better. I’ve heard a man whistle like a singing bird. Yep, that ain’t no lie. You jest imagine a bald eagle that could lick anything between the earth and the sky and was able to sing—that’s what that whistlin’ was like. It made you glad to hear it, and it made you look to see if your gun was in good workin’ shape. It wasn’t very loud, but it travelled pretty far, like it was comin’ from up above you.”


    “That’s the way this strange man of the story whistles?” asked Byrne, leaning closer.


    “Man of the story?” echoed the proprietor, with some warmth. “Friend, if he ain’t real, then I’m a ghost. And they’s them in Elkhead that’s got the scars of his comin’ and goin’.”


    “Ah, an outlaw? A gunfighter?” queried the doctor.


    “Listen to me, son,” observed the host, and to make his point he tapped the hollow chest of Byrne with a rigid forefinger, “around these parts you know jest as much as you see, and lots of times you don’t even know that much. What you see is sometimes your business, but mostly it ain’t.” He concluded impressively: “Words is worse’n bullets!”


    “Well,” mused Byrne, “I can ask the girl these questions. It will be medically necessary.”


    “Ask the girl? Ask her?” echoed the host with a sort of horror. But he ended with a forced restraint: “That’s your business.”

  

  
    
      The doctor rides

    

    Hank Dwight disappeared from the doorway and the doctor was called from his pondering by the voice of the girl. There was something about that voice which worried Byrne, for it was low and controlled and musical and it did not fit with the nasal harshness of the cattlemen. When she began to speak it was like the beginning of a song. He turned now and found her sitting a tall bay horse, and she led a red-roan mare beside her. When he went out she tossed her reins over the head of her horse and strapped his valise behind her saddle.


    “You won’t have any trouble with that mare,” she assured him, when the time came for mounting. Yet when he approached gingerly he was received with flattened ears and a snort of anger. “Wait,” she cried, “the left side, not the right!”


    He felt the laughter in her voice, but when he looked he could see no trace of it in her face. He approached from the left side, setting his teeth.


    “You observe,” he said, “that I take your word at its full value,” and placing his foot in the stirrup, he dragged himself gingerly up to the saddle. The mare stood like a rock. Adjusting himself, he wiped a sudden perspiration from his forehead.


    “I quite believe,” he remarked, “that the animal is of unusual intelligence. All may yet be well!”


    “I’m sure of it.” said the girl gravely. “Now we’re off.”


    And the horses broke into a dog trot. Now the gait of the red roan mare was a dream of softness, and her flexible ankles gave a play of whole inches to break the jar of every step, the sure sign of the good saddle-horse; but the horse has never been saddled whose trot is really a smooth pace. The hat of Doctor Byrne began to incline towards his right eye and his spectacles towards his left ear. He felt a peculiar lightness in the stomach and heaviness in the heart.


    “The t-t-t-trot,” he ventured to his companion, “is a d-d-d-dam—”


    “Dr. Byrne!” she cried.


    “Whoa!” called Doctor Byrne, and drew mightily in upon the reins. The red mare stopped as a ball stops when it meets a stout wall; the doctor sprawled along her neck, clinging with arms and legs. He managed to clamber back into the saddle.


    “There are vicious elements in the nature of this brute,” he observed to the girl.


    “I’m very sorry,” she murmured. He cast a sidelong glance but found not the trace of a smile.


    “The word upon which I—”


    “Stopped?” she suggested.


    “Stopped,” he agreed, “was not, as you evidently assumed, an oath. On the contrary, I was merely remarking that the trot is a damaging gait, but through an interrupted—er—articulation—”


    His eye dared her, but she was utterly grave. He perceived that there was, after all, a certain kinship between this woman of the mountain-desert and the man thereof. Their silences were filled with eloquence.


    “We’ll try a canter,” she suggested, “and I think you’ll find that easier.”


    So she gave the word, and her bay sprang into a lope from a standing start. The red mare did likewise, nearly flinging the doctor over the back of the saddle, but by the grace of God he clutched the pommel in time and was saved. The air caught at his face, they swept out of the town and onto a limitless level stretch.


    “Sp-p-p-peed,” gasped the doctor, “has never been a p-p-passion with me!”


    He noted that she was not moving in the saddle. The horse was like the bottom of a wave swinging violently back and forth. She was the calm crest, swaying slightly and graciously with a motion as smooth as the flowing of water. And she spoke as evenly as if she were sitting in a rocking chair.


    “You’ll be used to it in a moment,” she assured him.


    He learned, indeed, that if one pressed the stirrups as the shoulders of the horse swung down and leaned a trifle forward when the shoulders rose again, the motion ceased to be jarring; for she was truly a matchless creature and gaited like one of those fabulous horses of old, sired by the swift western wind. In a little time a certain pride went beating through the veins of the doctor, the air blew more deeply into his lungs, there was a different tang to the wind and a different feel to the sun—a peculiar richness of yellow warmth. And the small head of the horse and the short, sharp, pricking ears tossed continually; and now and then the mare threw her head a bit to one side and glanced back at him with what he felt to be a reassuring air. Life and strength and speed were gripped between his knees—he flashed a glance at the girl.


    But she rode with face straightforward and there was that about her which made him turn his eyes suddenly away and look far off. It was a jagged country, for in the brief rainy season there came sudden and terrific downpours which lashed away the soil and scoured the face of the underlying rock, and in a single day might cut a deep arroyo where before had been smooth plain. This was the season of grass, but not the dark, rank green of rich soil and mild air—it was a yellowish green, a colour at once tender and glowing. It spread everywhere across the plains about Elkhead, broken here and there by the projecting boulders which flashed in the sun. So a great battlefield might appear, pockmarked with shell-holes, and all the scars of war freshly cut upon its face. And in truth the mountain desert was like an arena ready to stage a conflict—a titanic arena with space for earth-giants to struggle—and there in the distance were the spectator mountains. High, lean-flanked mountains they were, not clad in forests, but rather bristling with a stubby growth of the few trees which might endure in precarious soil and bitter weather, but now they gathered the dignity of distance about them. The grass of the foothills was a faint green mist about their feet, cloaks of exquisite blue hung around the upper masses, but their heads were naked to the pale skies. And all day long, with deliberate alteration, the garb of the mountains changed. When the sudden morning came they leaped naked upon the eye, and then withdrew, muffling themselves in browns and blues until at nightfall they covered themselves to the eyes in thickly sheeted purple—Tyrian purple—and prepared for sleep with their heads among the stars.


    Something of all this came to Doctor Randall Byrne as he rode, for it seemed to him that there was a similarity between these mountains and the girl beside him. She held that keen purity of the upper slopes under the sun, and though she had no artifice or careful wiles to make her strange, there was about her a natural dignity like the mystery of distance. There was a rhythm, too, about that line of peaks against the sky, and the girl had caught it; he watched her sway with the gallop of her horse and felt that though she was so close at hand she was a thousand miles from him. She concealed nothing, and yet he could no more see her naked soul than he could tear the veils of shadow from the mountains. Not that the doctor phrased his emotions in words. He was only conscious of a sense of awe and the necessity of silence.


    A strange feeling for the doctor! He came from the region of the mind where that which is not spoken does not exist, and now this girl was carrying him swiftly away from hypotheses, doubts, and polysyllabic speech into the world—of what? The spirit? The doctor did not know. He only felt that he was about to step into the unknown, and it held for him the fascination of the suspended action of a statue. Let it not be thought that he calmly accepted the sheer necessity for silence. He fought against it, but no words came.


    It was evening: the rolling hills about them were already dark; only the heads of the mountains took the day; and now they paused at the top of a rise and the girl pointed across the hollow. “There we are,” she said. It was a tall clump of trees through which broke the outlines of a two-storied house larger than any the doctor had seen in the mountain-desert; and outside the trees lay long sheds, a great barn, and a wide-spread wilderness of corrals. It struck the doctor with its apparently limitless capacity for housing man and beast. Coming in contrast with the rock-strewn desolation of the plains, this was a great establishment; the doctor had ridden out with a waif of the desert and she had turned into a princess at a stroke. Then, for the first time since they left Elkhead, he remembered with a start that he was to care for a sick man in that house.


    “You were to tell me,” he said, “something about the sickness of your father—the background behind his condition. But we’ve both forgotten about it.”


    “I have been thinking how I could describe it, every moment of the ride,” she answered. Then, as the gloom fell more thickly around them every moment, she swerved her horse over to the mare, as if it were necessary that she read the face of the doctor while she spoke.


    “Six months ago,” she said, “my father was robust and active in spite of his age. He was cheerful, busy, and optimistic. But he fell into a decline. It has not been a sudden sapping of his strength. If it were that I should not worry so much; I’d attribute it to disease. But every day something of vitality goes from him. He is fading almost from hour to hour, as slowly as the hour hand of a clock. You can’t notice the change, but every twelve hours the hand makes a complete revolution. It’s as if his blood were evaporating and nothing we can do will supply him with fresh strength.”


    “Is this attended by irritability?”


    “He is perfectly calm and seems to have no care for what becomes of him.”


    “Has he lost interest in the things which formerly attracted and occupied him?”


    “Yes, he minds nothing now. He has no care for the condition of the cattle, or for profit or loss in the sales. He has simply stepped out of every employment.”


    “Ah, a gradual diminution of the faculties of attention.”


    “In a way, yes. But also he is more alive than he has ever been. He seems to hear with uncanny distinctness, for instance.”


    The doctor frowned.


    “I was inclined to attribute his decline to the operation of old age,” he remarked, “but this is unusual. This—er—inner acuteness is accompanied by no particular interest in any one thing?”


    As she did not reply for the moment he was about to accept the silence for acquiescence, but then through the dimness he was arrested by the lustre of her eyes, fixed, apparently, far beyond him.


    “One thing,” she said at length. “Yes, there is one thing in which he retains an interest.”


    The doctor nodded brightly.


    “Good!” he said. “And that—?”


    The silence fell again, but this time he was more roused and he fixed his eyes keenly upon her through the gloom. She was deeply troubled; one hand gripped the horn of her saddle strongly; her lips had parted; she was like one who endures inescapable pain. He could not tell whether it was the slight breeze which disturbed her blouse or the rapid panting of her breath.


    “Of that,” she said, “it is hard to speak—it is useless to speak!”


    “Surely not!” protested the doctor. “The cause, my dear madame, though perhaps apparently remote from the immediate issue, is of the utmost significance in diagnosis.”


    She broke in rapidly: “This is all I can tell you: he is waiting for something which will never come. He has missed something from his life which will never come back into it. Then why should we discuss what it is that he has missed.”


    “To the critical mind,” replied the doctor calmly, and he automatically adjusted his glasses closer to his eyes, “nothing is without significance.”


    “It is nearly dark!” she exclaimed hurriedly. “Let us ride on.”


    “First,” he suggested, “I must tell you that before I left Elkhead I heard a hint of some remarkable story concerning a man and a horse and a dog. Is there anything—”


    But it seemed that she did not hear. He heard a sharp, low exclamation which might have been addressed to her horse, and the next instant she was galloping swiftly down the slope. The doctor followed as fast as he could, jouncing in the saddle until he was quite out of breath.

  

  
    
      The chain

    

    They had hardly passed the front door of the house when they were met by a tall man with dark hair and dark, deep-set eyes. He was tanned to the bronze of an Indian, and he might have been termed handsome had not his features been so deeply cut and roughly finished. His black hair was quite long, and as the wind from the opened door stirred it, there was a touch of wildness about the fellow that made the heart of Randall Byrne jump. When this man saw the girl his face lighted, briefly; when his glance fell on Byrne the light went out.


    “Couldn’t get the doc, Kate?” he asked.


    “Not Doctor Hardin,” she answered, “and I’ve brought Doctor Byrne instead.”


    The tall man allowed his gaze to drift leisurely from head to foot of Randall Byrne.


    Then: “H’ware you, doc?” he said, and extended a big hand. It occurred to Byrne that all these men of the mountain-desert were big; there was something intensely irritating about their mere physical size; they threw him continually on the defensive and he found himself making apologies to himself and summing up personal merits. In this case there was more direct reason for his anger. It was patent that the man did not weight the strange doctor against any serious thoughts.


    “And this,” she was saying, “is Mr. Daniels. Buck, is there any change?”


    “Nothin’ much,” answered Buck Daniels. “Come along towards evening and he said he was feeling kind of cold. So I wrapped him up in a rug. Then he sat some as usual, one hand inside of the other, looking steady at nothing. But a while ago he began getting sort of nervous.”


    “What did he do?”


    “Nothing. I just felt he was getting excited. The way you know when your hoss is going to shy.”


    “Do you want to go to your room first, doctor, or will you go in to see him now?”


    “Now,” decided the doctor, and followed her down the hall and through a door.


    The room reminded the doctor more of a New England interior than of the mountain-desert. There was a round rag rug on the floor with every imaginable colour woven into its texture, but blended with a rude design, reds towards the centre and blue-greys towards the edges. There were chairs upholstered in green which looked mouse-coloured where the high lights struck along the backs and the arms—shallow-seated chairs that made one’s knees project foolishly high and far. Byrne saw a cabinet at one end of the room, filled with sea-shells and knicknacks, and above it was a memorial cross surrounded by a wreath inside a glass case. Most of the wall space thronged with engravings whose subjects ranged from Niagara Falls to Lady Hamilton. One entire end of the room was occupied by a painting of a neck and neck finish in a race, and the artist had conceived the blooded racers as creatures with tremendous round hips and mighty-muscled shoulders, while the legs tapered to a faun-like delicacy. These animals were spread-eagled in the most amazing fashion, their fore-hoofs reaching beyond their noses and their rear hoofs striking out beyond the tips of the tails. The jockey in the lead sat quite still, but he who was losing had his whip drawn and looked like an automatic doll—so pink were his cheeks. Beside the course, in attitudes of graceful ease, stood men in very tight trousers and very high stocks and ladies in dresses which pinched in at the waist and flowed out at the shoulders. They leaned upon canes or twirled parasols and they had their backs turned upon the racetrack as if they found their own negligent conversation far more exciting than the breathless, driving finish.


    Under the terrific action and still more terrific quiescence of this picture lay the sick man, propped high on a couch and wrapped to the chest in a Navajo blanket.


    “Dad,” said Kate Cumberland, “Doctor Hardin was not in town. I’ve brought out Doctor Byrne, a newcomer.”


    The invalid turned his white head slowly towards them, and his shaggy brows lifted and fell slightly—a passing shadow of annoyance. It was a very stern face, and framed in the long, white hair it seemed surrounded by an atmosphere of Arctic chill. He was thin, terribly thin—not the leanness of Byrne, but a grim emaciation which exaggerated the size of a tall forehead and made his eyes supernally bright. It was in the first glance of those eyes that Byrne recognized the restlessness of which Kate had spoken; and he felt almost as if it were an inner fire which had burned and still was wasting the body of Joseph Cumberland. To the attentions of the doctor the old man submitted with patient self-control, and Byrne found a pulse feeble, rapid, but steady. There was no temperature. In fact, the heat of the body was a trifle sub-normal, considering that the heart was beating so rapidly.


    Doctor Byrne started. Most of his work had been in laboratories, and the horror of death was not yet familiar, but old Joseph Cumberland was dying. It was not a matter of moment. Death might be a week or a month away, but die soon he inevitably must; for the doctor saw that the fire was still raging in the hollow breast of the cattleman, but there was no longer fuel to feed it.


    He stared again, and more closely. Fire without fuel to feed it!


    Doctor Byrne gave what seemed to be an infinitely muffled cry of exultation, so faint that it was hardly a whisper; then he leaned closer and pored over Joe Cumberland with a lighted eye. One might have thought that the doctor was gloating over the sick man.


    Suddenly he straightened and began to pace up and down the room, muttering to himself. Kate Cumberland listened intently and she thought that what the man muttered so rapidly, over and over to himself, was: “Eureka! Eureka! I have found it!”


    Found what? The triumph of mind over matter!


    On that couch was a dead body. The flutter of that heart was not the strong beating of the normal organ; the hands were cold; even the body was chilled; yet the man lived.


    Or, rather, his brain lived, and compelled the shattered and outworn body to comply with its will. Doctor Byrne turned and stared again at the face of Cumberland. He felt as if he understood, now, the look which was concentrated so brightly on the vacant air. It was illumined by a steady and desperate defiance, for the old man was denying his body to the grave.


    The scene changed for Randall Byrne. The girl disappeared. The walls of the room were broken away. The eyes of the world looked in upon him and the wise men of the world kept pace with him up and down the room, shaking their heads and saying: “It is not possible!”


    But the fact lay there to contradict them.


    Prometheus stole fire from heaven and paid it back to an eternal death. The old cattleman was refusing his payment. It was no state of coma in which he lay; it was no prolonged trance. He was vitally, vividly alive; he was concentrating with a bitter and exhausting vigour day and night, and fighting a battle the more terrible because it was fought in silence, a battle in which he could receive no aid, no reinforcement, a battle in which he could not win, but in which he might delay defeat.


    Ay, the wise men would smile and shake their heads when he presented this case to their consideration, but he would make his account so accurate and particular and so well witnessed that they would have to admit the truth of all he said. And science, which proclaimed that matter was indestructible and that the mind was matter and that the brain needed nourishment like any other muscle—science would have to hang the head and wonder!


    The eyes of the girl brought him to halt in his pacing, and he stopped, confronting her. His excitement had transformed him. His nostrils were quivering, his eyes were pointed with light, his head was high, and he breathed fast. He was flushed as the Roman Conqueror. And his excitement tinged the girl, also, with colour.


    She offered to take him to his room as soon as he wished to go. He was quite willing. He wanted to be alone, to think. But when he followed her she stopped him in the hall. Buck Daniels lumbered slowly after them in a clumsy attempt at sauntering.


    “Well?” asked Kate Cumberland.


    She had thrown a blue mantle over her shoulders when she entered the house, and the touch of boyish self-confidence which had been hers on the ride was gone. In its place there was something even more difficult for Randall Byrne to face. If there had been a garish brightness about her when he had first seen her, the brilliancy of a mirror playing in the sun against his feeble eyes, there was now a blending of pastel shades, for the hall was dimly illumined and the shadow tarnished her hair and her pallor was like cold stone; even her eyes were misted by fear. Yet a vital sense of her nearness swept upon Byrne, and he felt as if he were surrounded—by a danger.


    “Opinions,” said the doctor, “based on so summary an examination are necessarily inexact, yet the value of a first impression is not negligible. The best I can say is that there is probably no immediate danger, but Mr. Cumberland is seriously ill. Furthermore, it is not old age.”


    He would not say all he thought; it was not yet time.


    She winced and clasped her hands tightly together. She was like a child about to be punished for a crime it has not committed, and it came vaguely to the doctor that he might have broached his ill tidings more gently.


    He added: “I must have further opportunities for observance before I give a detailed opinion and suggest a treatment.”


    Her glance wandered past him and at once the heavy step of Buck Daniels approached.


    “At least,” she murmured, “I am glad that you are frank. I don’t want to have anything kept from me, please. Buck, will you take the doctor up to his room?” She managed a faint smile. “This is an old-fashioned house, Doctor Byrne, but I hope we can make you fairly comfortable. You’ll ask for whatever you need?”


    The doctor bowed, and was told that they would dine in half an hour, then the girl went back towards the room in which Joe Cumberland lay. She walked slowly, with her head bent, and her posture seemed to Byrne the very picture of a burden-bearer. Then he followed Daniels up the stairs, led by the jingling of the spurs, great-rowelled spurs that might grip the side of a refractory horse like teeth.


    A hall-light guided them, and from the hall Buck Daniels entered a room and fumbled above him until he had lighted a lamp which was suspended by two chains from the ceiling, a circular burner which cast a glow as keen as an electric globe. It brought out every detail of the old-fashioned room—the bare, painted floor; the bed, in itself a separate and important piece of architecture with its four tall posts, a relic of the times when beds were built, not simply made; and there was a chest of drawers with swelling, hospitable front, and a rectangular mirror above with its date in gilt paint on the upper edge. A rising wind shook the window and through some crack stirred the lace curtains; it was a very comfortable retreat, and the doctor became aware of aching muscles and a heavy brain when he glanced at the bed.


    The same gust of wind which rattled the window-pane now pushed, as with invisible and ghostly hand, a door which opened on the side of the bedroom, and as it swung mysteriously and gradually wide the doctor found himself looking into an adjoining chamber. All he could see clearly was a corner on which struck the shaft of light from the lamp, and lying on the floor in that corner was something limp and brown. A snake, he surmised at first, but then he saw clearly that it was a chain of formidable proportions bolted against the wall at one end and terminating at the other in a huge steel collar. A chill started in the boots of the doctor and wriggled its uncomfortable way up to his head.


    “Hell!” burst out Buck Daniels. “How’d that door get open?” He slammed it with violence. “She’s been in there again, I guess,” muttered the cowpuncher, as he stepped back, scowling.


    “Who?” ventured the doctor.


    Buck Daniels whirled on him.


    “None of your—” he began hotly, but checked himself with choking suddenness and strode heavily from the room.

  

  
    
      The waiting

    

    The doctor removed his coat with absent-minded slowness, and all the time that he was removing the dust and the stains of travel, he kept narrowing the eye of his mind to visualise more clearly that cumbersome chain which lay on the floor of the adjoining room. Now, the doctor was not of a curious or gossipy nature, but if someone had offered to tell him the story of that chain for a thousand dollars, the doctor at that moment would have thought the price ridiculously small.


    Then the doctor went down to the dinner table prepared to keep one eye upon Buck Daniels and the other upon Kate Cumberland. But if he expected to learn through conversation at the table he was grievously disappointed, for Buck Daniels ate with an eye to strict business that allowed no chatter, and the girl sat with a forced smile and an absent eye. Now and again Buck would glance up at her, watch her for an instant, and then turn his attention back to his plate with a sort of gloomy resolution; there were not half a dozen words exchanged from the beginning to the end of the meal.


    After that they went in to the invalid. He lay in the same position, his skinny hands crossed upon his breast, and his shaggy brows were drawn so low that the eyes were buried in profound shadow. They took positions in a loose semi-circle, all pointing towards the sick man, and it reminded Byrne with grim force of a picture he had seen of three wolves waiting for the bull moose to sink in the snows: they, also, were waiting for a death. It seemed, indeed, as if death must have already come; at least it could not make him more moveless than he was. Against the dark wall his profile was etched by a sharp highlight which was brightest of all on his forehead and his nose; while the lower portion of the face was lost in comparative shadow.


    So perfect and so detailed was the resemblance to death, indeed, that the lips in the shadow smiled—fixedly. It was not until Kate Cumberland shifted a lamp, throwing more light on her father, that Byrne saw that the smile was in reality a forcible compression of the lips. He understood, suddenly, that the silent man on the couch was struggling terribly against an hysteria of emotion. It brought beads of sweat out upon the doctor’s tall forehead; for this perfect repose suggested an agony more awful than yells and groans and struggles. The silence was like acid; it burned without a flame. And Byrne knew, that moment, the quality of the thing which had wasted the rancher. It was this acid of grief or yearning which had eaten deep into him and was now close to his heart. The girl had said that for six months he had been failing. Six months! Six eternities of burning at the stake!


    He lay silent, waiting; and his resignation meant that he knew death would come before that for which he waited. Silence, that was the key-note of the room. The girl was silent, her eyes dark with grief; yet they were not fixed upon her father. It came thrilling home to Byrne that her sorrow was not entirely for her dying parent, for she looked beyond him rather than at him. Was she, too, waiting? Was that what gave her the touch of sad gravity, the mystery like the mystery of distance?


    And Buck Daniels. He, also, said nothing. He rolled cigarettes one after another with amazing dexterity and smoked them with half a dozen Titanic breaths. His was a single-track mind. He loved the girl, and he bore the sign of his love on his face. He wanted her desperately; it was a hunger like that of Tantalus, too keen to be ever satisfied. Yet, still more than he looked at the girl, he, also, stared into the distance. He, also, was waiting!


    It was the deep suspense of Cumberland which made him so silently alert. He was as intensely alive as the receiver of a wireless apparatus; he gathered information from the empty air.


    So that Byrne was hardly surprised, when, in the midst of that grim silence, the old man raised a rigid forefinger of warning. Kate and Daniels stiffened in their chairs and Byrne felt his flesh creep. Of course it was nothing. The wind, which had shaken the house with several strong gusts before dinner, had now grown stronger and blew with steadily increasing violence; perhaps the sad old man had been attracted by the mournful chorus and imagined some sound he knew within it.


    But now once more the finger was raised, the arm extended, shaking violently, and Joe Cumberland turned upon them a glance which flashed with a delirious and unhealthy joy.


    “Listen!” he cried. “Again!”


    “What?” asked Kate.


    “I hear them, I tell you.”


    Her lips blanched, and parted to speak, but she checked the impulse and looked swiftly about the room with what seemed to Byrne an appeal for help. As for Buck Daniels, he changed from a dark bronze to an unhealthy yellow; fear, plain and grimly unmistakable, was in his face. Then he strode to the window and threw it open with a crash. The wind leaped in and tossed the flame in the throat of the chimney, so that great shadows waved suddenly through the room, and made the chairs seem afloat. Even the people were suddenly unreal. And the rush of the storm gave Byrne an eerie sensation of being blown through infinite space. For a moment there was only the sound of the gale and the flapping of a loose picture against the wall, and the rattling of a newspaper. Then he heard it.


    First it was a single note which he could not place. It was music, and yet it was discordant, and it had the effect of a blast of icy wind.


    Once he had been in Egypt and had stood in a corridor of Cheops’ pyramid. The torch had been blown out in the hand of his guide. From somewhere in the black depths before them came a laugh, made unhuman by echoes. And Byrne had visioned the mummied dead pushing back the granite lids of their sarcophagi and sitting upright.


    But that was nothing compared with this. Not half so wild or strange.


    He listened again, breathless, with the sharp prickling running up and down his spine. It was the honking of the wild geese, flying north. And out of the sound he builded a picture of the grey triangle cleaving through the cold upper sky, sent on a mission no man could understand.


    “Was I right? Was I right?” shrilled the invalid, and when Byrne turned towards him, he saw the old man sitting erect, with an expression of wild triumph. There came an indescribable cry from the girl, and a deep throated curse from Buck Daniels as he slammed down the window.


    With the chill blast shut off and the flame burning steadily once more in the lamp, a great silence besieged the room, with a note of expectancy in it. Byrne was conscious of being warm, too warm. It was close in the room, and he was weighted down. It was as if another presence had stepped into the room and stood invisible. He felt it with unspeakable keenness, as when one knows certainly the thoughts which pass in the mind of another. And, more than that, he knew that the others in the room felt what he felt. In the waiting silence he saw that the old man lay on his couch with eyes of fire and gaping lips, as if he drank the wine of his joyous expectancy. And big Buck Daniels stood with his hand on the sash of the window, frozen there, his eyes bulging, his heart thundering in his throat. And Kate Cumberland sat with her eyes closed, as she had closed them when the wind first rushed upon her, and she still smiled as she had smiled then. And to Byrne, more terrible than the joy of Joseph Cumberland or the dread of Buck Daniels was the smile and the closed eyes of the girl.


    But the silence held and the fifth presence was in the room, and not one of them dared speak.

  

  
    
      The mission starts

    

    Then, with a shifting of the wind, a song was blown to them from the bunk-house, a cheerful, ringing chorus; the sound was like daylight—it drove the terror from the room. Joe Cumberland asked them to leave him. That night, he said, he would sleep. He felt it, like a promise. The other three went out from the room.


    In the hall Kate and Daniels stood close together under a faint light from the wall-lamp, and they talked as if they had forgotten the presence of Byrne.


    “It had to come,” she said. “I knew it would come to him sooner or later, but I didn’t dream it would be as terrible as this. Buck, what are we going to do?”


    “God knows,” said the big cowpuncher. “Just wait, I s’pose, same as we’ve been doing.”


    He had aged wonderfully in that moment of darkness.


    “He’ll be happy now for a few days,” went on the girl, “but afterwards—when he realises that it means nothing—what then, Buck?”


    The man took her hands and began to pat them softly as a father might soothe a child.


    “I seen you when the wind come in,” he said gently. “Are you going to stand it, Kate? Is it going to be hell for you, too, every time you hear ’em?”


    She answered: “If it were only I! Yes, I could stand it. Lately I’ve begun to think that I can stand anything. But when I see Dad it breaks my heart—and you—oh, Buck, it hurts, it hurts!” She drew his hands impulsively against her breast. “If it were only something we could fight outright!”


    Buck Daniels sighed.


    “Fight?” he echoed hopelessly. “Fight? Against him? Kate, you’re all tired out. Go to bed, honey, and try to stop thinkin’—and—God help us all!”


    She turned away from him and passed the doctor—blindly.


    Buck Daniels had set his foot on the stairs when Byrne hurried after him and touched his arm; they went up together.


    “Mr. Daniels,” said the doctor, “it is necessary that I speak with you, alone. Will you come into my room for a few moments?”


    “Doc,” said the cattleman, “I’m short on my feed and I don’t feel a pile like talkin’. Can’t you wait till the morning?”


    “There has been a great deal too much waiting, Mr. Daniels,” said the doctor. “What I have to say to you must be said now. Will you come in?”


    “I will,” nodded Buck Daniels. “But cut it short.”


    Once in his room the doctor lighted the lamp and then locked the door.


    “What’s all the mystery and hush stuff?” growled Daniels, and with a gesture he refused the proffered chair. “Cut loose, doc, and make it short.”


    The little man sat down, removed his glasses, held them up to the light, found a speck upon them, polished it carefully away, replaced the spectacles upon his nose, and peered thoughtfully at Buck Daniels.


    Buck Daniels rolled his eyes towards the door and then even towards the window, and then, as one who accepts the inevitable, he sank into a chair and plunged his hands into his pockets, prepared to endure.


    “I am called,” went on the doctor dryly, “to examine a case in which the patient is dangerously ill—in fact, hopelessly ill, and I have found that the cause of his illness is a state of nervous expectancy on the part of the sufferer. It being obviously necessary to know the nature of the disease and its cause before that cause may be removed, I have asked you to sit here this evening to give me whatever explanation you may have for it.”


    Buck Daniels stirred uneasily. At length he broke out: “Doc, I size you up as a gent with brains. I got one piece of advice for you: get the hell away from the Cumberland Ranch and never come back again!”


    The doctor flushed and his lean jaw thrust out.


    “Although,” he said, “I cannot pretend to be classed among those to whom physical fear is an unknown, yet I wish to assure you, sir, that with me physical trepidation is not an overruling motive.”


    “Oh, hell!” groaned Buck Daniels. Then he explained more gently: “I don’t say you’re yellow. All I say is: this mess ain’t one that you can straighten out—nor no other man can. Give it up, wash your hands, and git back to Elkhead. I dunno what Kate was thinkin’ of to bring you out here!”


    “The excellence of your intention,” said the doctor, “I shall freely admit, though the assumption that difficulty in the essential problem would deter me from the analysis is an hypothesis which I cannot leave uncontested. In the vulgar, I may give you to understand that I am in this to stay!”


    Buck Daniels started to speak, but thinking better of it he shrugged his shoulders and sat back, resigned.


    “Well,” he said, “Kate brought you out here. Maybe she has a reason for it. What d’you want to know?”


    “What connection,” said the doctor, “have wild geese with a man, a horse, and a dog?”


    “What in hell d’you know about a horse and a man and a dog—and wild geese?” inquired Buck in a strained voice.


    “Rumour,” said the doctor, “has been in this instance, unfortunately, my only teacher. But, sir, I have ascertained that Mr. Cumberland, his daughter, and you, sir, are all waiting for a certain thing to come to this ranch, and that thing I naturally assume to be a man.”


    “Doc,” said the cowpuncher sarcastically, “there ain’t no doubt you got a wonderful brain!”


    “Mockery,” pronounced the man of learning, “is a use of the mental powers which is both unworthy and barren and does not in this case advance the argument, which is: Who and what is this man for whom you wait?”


    “He came,” said Buck Daniels, “out of nowhere. That’s all we know about who he is. What is he? I’ll tell you easy: he’s a gent that looks like a man, and walks like a man, and talks like a man—but he ain’t a man.”


    “Ah,” nodded the philosopher, “a crime of extraordinary magnitude has, perhaps, cut off this unfortunate fellow from communication with others of his kind. Is this the case?”


    “It ain’t,” replied Buck. “Doc, tell me this: Can a wolf commit a crime?”


    “Admitting this definition: that crime is the breaking of law, and that law is a force created by reason to control the rational, it may be granted that the acts of the lower animals lie outside of categories framed according to ethical precepts. To directly answer your not incurious question: I believe that a wolf cannot commit a crime.”


    Buck Daniels sighed.


    “D’you know, doc,” he said gravely, “that you remind me of a side-hill goat?”


    “Ah,” murmured the man of learning, “is it possible? And what, Mr. Daniels, is the nature of a side-hill goat?”


    “It’s a goat that’s got the legs of one side shorter than the legs on the other side, and the only way he can get to the top of a hill is to keep trottin’ around and around the hill like a five per cent. grade. He goes a mile to get ten feet higher.”


    “This fact,” said Byrne, and he rubbed his chin thoughtfully, “is not without interest, though I fail to perceive the relation between me and such a creature, unless, perhaps, there are biologic similarities of which I have at present no cognition.”


    “I didn’t think you’d follow me,” replied Buck with an equal gravity. “But you can lay to this, Doc; this gent we’re waitin’ for ain’t committed any more crimes than a wolf has.”


    “Ah, I see,” murmured the doctor, “a man so near the brute that his enormities pass beyond—”


    “Get this straight,” said Buck, interrupting with a sternly pointed finger: “There ain’t a kinder or a gentler man in the mountain-desert than him. He’s got a voice softer than Kate Cumberland’s, which is some soft voice, and as for his heart—Doc, I’ve seen him get off his horse to put a wounded rabbit out of its pain!”


    A ring of awe came in the throat of Daniels as he repeated the incredible fact.


    He went on: “If I was in trouble, I’d rather have him beside me than ten other men; if I was sick I’d rather have him than the ten best doctors in the world; if I wanted a pal that would die for them that done him good and go to hell to get them that done him bad, I’d choose him first, and there ain’t none that come second.”


    The panegyric was not a burst of imagination. Buck Daniels was speaking seriously, hunting for words, and if he used superlatives it was because he needed them.


    “Extraordinary!” murmured the doctor, and he repeated the word in a louder tone. It was a rare word for him; in all his scholastic career and in all of his scientific investigations he had found occasion to use so strong a term not more than half a dozen times at the most. He went on, cautiously, and his weak eyes blinked at Daniels: “And there is a relation between this man and a horse and dog?”


    Buck Daniels shuddered and his colour changed.


    “Listen!” he said, “I’ve talked enough. You ain’t going to get another word out of me except this: Doc, have a good sleep, get on your hoss to-morrow mornin’, and beat it. Don’t even wait for breakfast. Because, if you do wait, you may get a hand in this little hell of ours. You may be waiting, too!” A sudden thought brought him to his feet. He stood over the doctor. “How many times,” he thundered, “have you seen Kate Cumberland?”


    “To-day, for the first time.”


    “Well,” said Daniels, growling with relief, “you’ve seen her enough. I know.” And he turned towards the door. “Unlock,” he commanded. “I’m tired out—and sick—of talking about him.”


    But the doctor did not move.


    “Nevertheless,” he stated, “you will remain. There is something further which you know and which you will communicate to me.”


    Buck Daniels turned at the door; his face was not pleasant.


    “While observing you as you talked with the girl,” Byrne said, “it occurred to me that you were holding information from her. The exact nature of that information I cannot state, but it is reasonable to deduct that you could, at the present moment, name the place where the man for whom Mr. Cumberland and his daughter wait is now located.”


    Buck Daniels made no reply, but he returned to his chair and slumped heavily into it, staring at the little doctor. And Byrne realised with a thrill of pleasure that he was not afraid of death.


    “I may further deduct,” said the doctor, “that you will go in person to the place where you know this man may be found and induce him to come to this ranch.”


    The silent anger of Daniels died away. He smiled, and at length he laughed without mirth.


    “Doc,” he said, “if you knew where there was a gun, would that make you want to put it up agin your head and pull the trigger?”


    But the doctor proceeded inexorably with his deductions: “Because you are aware, Mr. Daniels, that the presence of this man may save the life of Mr. Cumberland, a thought, to be sure, which might not be accepted by the medical fraternity, but which may without undue exaggeration devolve from the psychological situation in this house.”


    “Doc,” said Daniels huskily, “you talk straight, and you act straight, and I think you are straight, so I’ll take off the bridle and talk free. I know where Whistling Dan is—just about. But if I was to go to him and bring him here I’d bust the heart of Kate Cumberland. D’you understand?” His voice lowered with an intense emotion. “I’ve thought it out sideways and backwards. It’s Kate or old Joe. Which is the most important?”


    The doctor straightened in the chair, polished his glasses, and peered once more at the cowpuncher.


    “You are quite sure, also, that the return of this man, this strange wanderer, might help Mr. Cumberland back to health?”


    “I am, all right. He’s sure wrapped up in Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “What is the nature of their relations; what makes him so oddly dependent upon the other?”


    “I dunno, doc. It’s got us all fooled. When Dan is here it seems like old Cumberland jest nacherally lives on the things Dan does and hears and sees. We’ve seen Cumberland prick up his ears the minute Dan comes into the room, and show life. Sometimes Dan sits with him and tells him what he’s been doin’—maybe it ain’t any more than how the sky looks that day, or about the feel of the wind—but Joe sits with his eyes dreamin’, like a little kid hearin’ fairy stories. Kate says it’s been that way since her dad first brought Dan in off’n the range. He’s been sort of necessary to old Joe—almost like air to breathe. I tell you, it’s jest a picture to see them two together.”


    “Very odd, very odd,” brooded the doctor, frowning, “but this seems to be an odd place and an odd set of people. You’ve no real idea why Dan left the ranch?”


    “Ask the wild geese,” said Buck bitterly. He added: “Maybe you’d better ask Dan’s black hoss or his dog, Bart. They’d know better’n anything else.”


    “But what has the man been doing since he left? Have you any idea?”


    “Get a little chatter, now and then, of a gent that’s rid into a town on a black hoss, prettier’n anything that was ever seen before.


    “It’s all pretty much the same, what news we get. Mostly I guess he jest wanders around doin’ no harm to nobody. But once in a while somebody sicks a dog on Bart, and Bart jest nacherally chaws that dog in two. Then the owner of the dog may start a fight, and Dan drops him and rides on.”


    “With a trail of dead men behind him?” cried the doctor, hunching his shoulders as if to shake off a chill.


    “Dead? Nope. You don’t have to shoot to kill when you can handle a gun the way Dan does. Nope, he jest wings ’em. Plants a chunk of lead in a shoulder, or an arm, or a leg. That’s all. They ain’t no love of blood in Dan—except—-”


    “Well?”


    “Doc,” said Buck with a shudder, “I ain’t goin’ to talk about the exceptions. Mostly the news we gets of Dan is about troubles he’s had. But sometimes we hear of gents he’s helped out when they was sick, and things like that. They ain’t nobody like Dan when a gent is down sick, I’ll tell a man!”


    The doctor sighed.


    He said: “And do I understand you to say that the girl and this man—Whistling Dan, as you call him—are intimately and sentimentally related?”


    “She loves him,” said Daniels slowly. “She loves the ground he walks on and the places where he’s been.”


    “But, sir, it would seem probable from your own reasoning that the return of the man, in this case, will not be unwelcome to her.”


    “Reason?” broke out Daniels bitterly. “What the hell has reason got to do with Whistling Dan? Man, man! if Barry was to come back d’you suppose he’d remember that he’d once told Kate he loved her? Doc, I know him as near as any man can know him. I tell you, he thinks no more of her than—than the wild geese think of her. If old Joe dies because Dan is away—well, Cumberland is an old man anyway. But how could I stand to see Barry pass Kate by with an empty eye, the way he’d do if he come back? I’d want to kill him, and I’d get bumped off tryin’ it, like as not. And what would it do to Kate? It’d kill her, Doc, as sure as you’re born.”


    “Your assumption being,” murmured the doctor, “that if she never sees the man again she will eventually forget him.”


    “D’you forget a knife that’s sticking into you? No, she won’t forget him. But maybe after a while she’ll be able to stand thinkin’ about him. She’ll get used to the hurt. She’ll be able to talk and laugh the way she used to. Oh, doc, if you could of seen her as I’ve seen her in the old days—”


    “When the man was with her?” cut in the doctor.


    Buck Daniels caught his breath.


    “Damn your eternal soul, doc!” he said softly.


    And for a time neither of them spoke. Whatever went on in the mind of Daniels, it was something that contorted his face. As for Byrne, he was trying to match fact and possibility and he was finding a large gap between the two; for he tried to visualise the man whose presence had been food to old Joe Cumberland, and whose absence had taken the oil from the lamp so that the flame now flickered dimly, nearly out. But he could build no such picture. He could merely draw together a vague abstraction of a man to whom the storm and the wild geese who ride the storm had meaning and relationship. The logic which he loved was breaking to pieces in the hands of Randall Byrne.


    Silence, after all, is only a name, never a fact. There are noises in the most absolute quiet. If there is not even the sound of the cricket or the wind, if there are not even ghost whispers in the house, there is the sigh of one’s own breathing, and in those moments of deadly waiting the beat of the heart may be as loud and as awful as the rattle of the death-march. Now, between the doctor and the cowpuncher, such a silence began. Buck Daniels wanted nothing more in the world than to be out of that room, but the eye of the doctor held him, unwilling. And there began once more that eternal waiting, waiting, waiting, which was the horror of the place, until the faint creakings through the windshaken house took on the meaning of footsteps stalking down the hall and pausing at the door, and there was the hushing breath of one who listened and smiled to himself! Now the doctor became aware that the eye of Buck Daniels was widening, brightening; it was as if the mind of the big man were giving way in the strain. His face blanched. Even the lips had no colour, and they moved, gibberingly.


    “Listen!” he said.


    “It is the wind,” answered the doctor, but his voice was hardly audible.


    “Listen!” commanded Daniels again.


    The doctor could hear it then. It was a pulse of sound obscure as the thudding of his heart. But it was a human sound and it made his throat close up tightly, as if a hand were settling around his wind-pipe. Buck Daniels rose from his chair; that half-mad, half-listening look was still in his eyes—behind his eyes. Staring at him, the doctor understood, intimately, how men can throw their lives away gloriously in battle, fighting for an idea, or how they can commit secret and foul murder. Yet he was more afraid of that pulse of sound than of the face of Buck Daniels. He, also, was rising from his chair, and when Daniels stalked to the side door of the room and leaned there, the doctor followed.


    Then they could hear it clearly. There was a note of music in the voice; it was a woman weeping in that room where the chain lay on the floor, coiled loosely like a snake. Buck Daniels straightened and moved away from the door. He began to laugh, guarding it so that not a whisper could break outside the room, and his silent laughter was the most horrible thing the doctor had ever seen. It was only for a moment. The hysteria passed and left the big man shaking like a dead leaf.


    “Doc,” he said, “I can’t stand it no longer. I’m going out and try to get him back here. And God forgive me for it.”


    He left the room, slamming the door behind him, and then he stamped down the hall as if he were trying to make a companion out of his noise. Doctor Randall Byrne sat down to put his thoughts in order. He began at the following point: “The physical fact is not; only the immaterial is.” But before he had carried very far his deductions from this premise, he caught the neighing of a horse near the house; so he went to the window and threw it open. At the same time he heard the rattle of galloping hoofs, and then he saw a horseman riding furiously into the heart of the wind. Almost at once the rider was lost from sight.

  

  
    
      Jerry Strann

    

    The wrath of the Lord seems less terrible when it is localised, and the world at large gave thanks daily that the range of Jerry Strann was limited to the Three B’s. As everyone in the mountain-desert knows, the Three B’s are Bender, Buckskin, and Brownsville; they make the points of a loose triangle that is cut with canyons and tumbled with mountains, and that triangle was the chosen stamping ground of Jerry Strann. Jerry was not born in the region of the Three B’s and why it should have been chosen specially by him was matter which the inhabitants could not puzzle out; but they felt that for their sins the Lord had probably put his wrath among them in the form of Jerry Strann.


    He was only twenty-four, this Jerry, but he was already grown into a proverb. Men of the Three B’s reckoned their conversational dates by the visits of the youth; if a storm hung over the mountains someone might remark: “It looks like Jerry Strann is coming,” and such a remark was always received in gloomy silence; mothers had been known to hush their children by chanting: “Jerry Strann will get you if you don’t watch out.” Yet he was not an ogre with a red knife between his teeth. He stood at exactly the perfect romantic height; he was just six feet tall; he was as graceful as a young cotton-wood in a windstorm and he was as strong and tough as the roots of the mesquite. He was one of those rare men who are beautiful without being unmanly. His face was modelled with the care a Praxiteles would lavish on a Phoebus. His brown hair was thick and dark and every touch of wind stirred it, and his hazel eyes were brilliant with an enduring light—the inextinguishable joy of life.


    Consider that there was no malice in Jerry Strann. But he loved strife as the young Apollo loved strife—or a pure-blooded bull terrier. He fought with distinction and grace and abandon and was perfectly willing to use fists or knives or guns at the pleasure of the other contracting party. In another age, with armour and a golden chain and spurs, Jerry Strann would have been—but why think of that? Swords are not forty-fives, and the Twentieth Century is not the Thirteenth. He was, in fact, born just six hundred years too late. From his childhood he had thirsted for battle as other children thirst for milk: and now he rode anything on hoofs and threw a knife like a Mexican—with either hand—and at short range he did snap shooting with two revolvers that made rifle experts sick at heart.


    However, the men of the Three B’s, as everyone understands, are not gentle or long-enduring, and you will wonder why this young destroyer was allowed to range at large so long. There was a vital reason. Up in the mountains lived Mac Strann, the hermit-trapper, who hated everything in the wide world except his young brother, the beautiful, wild, and sunny Jerry Strann. And Mac Strann loved his brother as much as he hated everything else; it is impossible to state it more strongly. It was not long before the men of the Three B’s discovered how Mac Strann felt about his brother. After Jerry’s famous Hallowe’en party in Buckskin, for instance, Williamson, McKenna, and Rath started out to rid the country of the disturber. They went out to hunt him as men go out to hunt a wild mustang. And they caught him and bent him down—those three stark men—and he lay in bed for a month; but before the month was over Mac Strann came down from his mountain and went to Buckskin and gathered Williamson and McKenna and Rath in one public place. And when the morning came Williamson and McKenna and Rath had left this vale of tears and Mac Strann was back on his mountain. He was not even arrested. For there was a devilish cunning about the fellow and he made his victims, without exception, attack him first; then he destroyed them, suddenly and surely, and retreated to his lair. Things like this happened once or twice and then the men of the Three B’s understood that it was not wise to lay plots for Jerry Strann. They accepted him, as I have said before, as men accept the wrath of God.


    Let it not be thought that Jerry Strann was a solitary like his brother. When he went out for a frolic the young men of the community gathered around him, for Jerry paid all scores and the red-eye flowed in his path like wine before the coming of Bacchus; where Jerry went there was never a dull moment, and young men love action. So it happened that when he rode into Brownsville this day he was the leader of a cavalcade. Rumour rode before them, and doors were locked and windows were darkened, and men sat in the darkness within with their guns across their knees. For Brownsville lay at the extreme northern tip of the triangle and it was rarely visited by Jerry; and it is well established that men fear the unfamiliar more than the known.


    As has been said, Jerry headed the train of revellers, partially because it was most unwise to cut in ahead of Jerry and partially because there was not a piece of horseflesh in the Three B’s which could outfoot his chestnut. It was a gelding out of the loins of the north wind and sired by the devil himself, and its spirit was one with the spirit of Jerry Strann, perhaps because they both served one master. The cavalcade came with a crash of racing hoofs in a cloud of dust. But in the middle of the street Jerry raised his right arm stiffly overhead with a whoop and brought his chestnut to a sliding stop; the cloud of dust rolled lazily on ahead. The young men gathered quickly around the leader, and there was silence as they waited for him to speak—a silence broken only by the wheezing of the horses, and the stench of sweating horseflesh was in every man’s nostrils.


    “Who owns that hoss?” asked Jerry Strann, and pointed.


    He had stopped just opposite O’Brien’s hotel, store, blacksmith shop, and saloon, and by the hitching rack was a black stallion. Now, there are some men who carry tidings of their inward strength stamped on their foreheads and written in their eyes. In times of crises crowds will turn to such men and follow them as soldiers follow a captain, for it is patent at a glance that this is a man of men. It is likewise true that there are horses which stand out among their fellows, and this was such a horse. He was such a creature that, if he had been led to a barrier, the entire crowd at the race track would rise as one man and say: “What is that horse?” There were points in which some critics would find fault; most of the men of the mountain-desert, for instance, would have said that the animal was too lightly and delicately limbed for long endurance; but as the man of men bears the stamp of his greatness in his forehead and his eyes, so it was with the black stallion. When the thunder of the cavalcade had rushed upon him down the street, he had turned with catlike grace and raised his head to see, and his forehead and his eyes arrested Jerry Strann like a levelled rifle. Looking at that proud head one forgot the body of the horse, the symmetry of curves exquisite beyond the sculptor’s dream, the arching neck and the steel muscles; one was only conscious of the great spirit. In Human beings we refer to it as “personality.”


    After a little pause, seeing that no one offered a suggestion as to the identity of the owner, Strann said, softly: “That hoss is mine.”


    It caused a stir in the crowd of his followers. In the mountain-desert one may deal lightly with a man’s wife and lift a random cow or two and settle the score, at need, with a snug “forty-five” chunk of lead. But with horses it is different. A horse in the mountain-desert lies outside of all laws—and above all laws. It is greater than honour and dearer than love, and when a man’s horse is taken from him the men of the desert gather together and hunt the thief whether it be a day or whether it be a month, and when they have reached him they shoot him like a dog and leave his flesh to the buzzards and his bones to the merciless stars. For all of this there is a reason. But Jerry Strann swung from his mount, tossed the reins over the head of the chestnut, and walked towards the black with hungry eyes. He was careless, also, and venturing too close—the black whirled with his sudden, catlike agility, and two black hoofs lashed within a hair’s breadth of the man’s shoulder. There was a shout from the crowd, but Jerry Strann stepped back and smiled so that his teeth showed.


    “Boys,” he said, but he was really speaking to himself, “there’s nothing in the world I want as bad as I want that hoss. Nothing! I’m going to buy him; where’s the owner?”


    “Don’t look like a hoss a man would want to sell, Jerry,” came a suggestion from the cavalcade, who had dismounted and now pressed behind their leader.


    Jerry favoured the speaker with another of his enigmatic smiles: “Oh,” he chuckled, “he’ll sell, all right! Maybe he’s inside. You gents stick out here and watch for him; I’ll step inside.”


    And he strode through the swinging doors of the saloon.


    It was a dull time of day for O’Brien, so he sat with his feet on the edge of the bar and sipped a tall glass of beer; he looked up at the welcome click of the doors, however, and then was instantly on his feet. The good red went out of his face and the freckles over his nose stood out like ink marks.


    “There’s a black hoss outside,” said Jerry, “that I’m going to buy. Where’s the owner?”


    “Have a drink,” said the bartender, and he forced an amiable smile.


    “I got business on my hands, not drinking,” said Jerry Strann.


    “Lost your chestnut?” queried O’Brien in concern.


    “The chestnut was all right until I seen the black. And now he ain’t a hoss at all. Where’s the gent I want?”


    The bartender had fenced for time as long as possible.


    “Over there,” he said, and pointed.


    It was a slender fellow sitting at a table in a corner of the long room, his sombrero pushed back on his head. He was playing solitaire and his back was towards Jerry Strann, who now made a brief survey, hitched his cartridge belt, and approached the stranger with a grin. The man did not turn; he continued to lay down his cards with monotonous regularity, and while he was doing it he said in the gentlest voice that had ever reached the ear of Jerry Strann: “Better stay where you are, stranger. My dog don’t like you.”


    And Jerry Strann perceived, under the shadow of the table, a blacker shadow, huge and formless in the gloom, and two spots of incandescent green twinkling towards him. He stopped; he even made a step back; and then he heard a stifled chuckle from the bartender.


    If it had not been for that untimely mirth of O’Brien’s probably nothing of what followed would have passed into the history of the Three B’s.

  

  
    
      The gift-horse

    

    “Your dog is your own dog,” remarked Jerry Strann, still to the back of the card-laying stranger, “but this ain’t your back-yard. Keep your eye on him, or I’ll fix him so he won’t need watching!”


    So saying he made another step forward, and it brought a snarl from the dog; not one of those high-whining noises, but a deep guttural that sounded like indrawn breath. The gun of Jerry Strann leaped into his hand.


    “Bart,” said the gentle-voiced stranger, “lie down and don’t talk.” And he turned in his chair, pulled his hat straight, and looked mildly upon the gunman. An artist would have made much of that picture, for there was in this man, as in Strann, a singular portion of beauty. It was not, however, free from objection, for he had not the open manliness of the larger of the two. Indeed, a feminine grace and softness marked him; his wrists were as round as a girl’s, and his hands as slender and as delicately finished. Whether it be the white-hot sun of summer or the hurricane snows of winter, the climate of the mountain-desert roughens the skin, and it cuts away spare flesh, hewing out the face in angles; but with this man there were no rough edges, but all was smoothed over and rounded with painful care, as if nature had concentrated in that birth to show what she could do. Such fine workmanship, perhaps, would be appreciated more by women than by men; for men like a certain weight and bulk of bone and muscle—whereas this fellow seemed as light of body as he was of hand. He sat now watching Strann with the utmost gravity. He had very large brown eyes of a puzzling quality; perhaps that was because there seemed to be no thought behind them, and one caught the mystery and the wistfulness of some animals from a glance at him.


    The effect of that glance on Strann was to make him grin again, and he at once banished the frown from his forehead and put away his gun; the big dog had slunk deeper into the shadow and closer to his master.


    “I’m Strann. Maybe you’ve heard of me.”


    “My name is Barry,” said the other. “I’m sorry that I haven’t heard of you before.”


    And the sound of his voice made Jerry Strann grin again; it was such a low, soft voice with the velvet of a young girl’s tone in it; moreover, the brown eyes seemed to apologise for the ignorance concerning Strann’s name.


    “You got a hoss out in front.”


    A nod of agreement.


    “What’s your price?”


    “None.”


    “No price? Look here,” argued Strann, “everything’s got a price, and I got to have that hoss, understand? Got to! I ain’t bargaining. I won’t try to beat you down. You just set a figger and I’ll cover it. I guess that’s square!”


    “He ain’t a gentle hoss,” said Barry. “Maybe you wouldn’t like him.’


    “Oh, that’s all right about being gentle,” chuckled Strann. Then he checked his mirth and stared piercingly at the other to make out if there were a secret mockery. It could not, however, be possible. The eyes were as gravely apologetic as ever. He continued: “I seen the hell-fire in him. That’s what stopped me like a bullet. I like ’em that way. Much rather have ’em with a fight. Well, let’s have your price. Hey, O’Brien, trot out your red-eye; I’m going to do some business here!”


    O’Brien came hastily, with drinks, and while they waited Strann queried politely: “Belong around these parts?”


    “No,” answered the other softly.


    “No? Where you come from?”


    “Over there,” said Barry, and waved a graceful hand towards half the points of the compass.


    “H-m-m!” muttered Strann, and once more he bent a keen gaze upon his companion. The drinks were now placed before them. “Here,” he concluded, “is to the black devil outside!” And he swallowed the liquor at a gulp, but as he replaced the empty glass on the table he observed, with breathless amazement, that the whiskey glass of the stranger was still full; he had drunk his chaser!


    “Now, by God!” said Strann in a ringing voice, and struck a heavy hand upon the top of the table. He regained his control, however, instantly. “Now about that price!”


    “I don’t know what horses are worth,” replied Barry.


    “To start, then—five hundred bucks in cold cash—gold!—for your—what’s his name?”


    “Satan.”


    “Eh?”


    “Satan.”


    “H-m-m!” murmured Strann again. “Five hundred for Satan, then. How about it?”


    “If you can ride him,” began the stranger.


    “Oh, hell,” smiled Strann with a large and careless gesture, “I’ll ride him, all right.”


    “Then I would let you take him for nothing,” concluded Barry.


    “You’d—what?” said Strann. Then he rose slowly from his chair and shouted; instantly the swinging doors broke open and a throng of faces appeared at the gap. “Boys, this gent here is going to give me the black—ha, ha, ha!—if I can ride him!” He turned back on Barry. “They’ve heard it,” he concluded, “and this bargain is going to stick just this way. If your hoss can throw me the deal’s off. Eh?”


    “Oh, yes,” nodded the brown-eyed man.


    “What’s the idea?” asked one of Jerry’s followers as the latter stepped through the doors of the saloon onto the street.


    “I dunno,” said Jerry. “That gent looks kind of simple; but it ain’t my fault if he made a rotten bargain. Here, you!”


    And he seized the bridle-reins of the black stallion. Speed, lightning speed, was what saved him, for the instant his fingers touched the leather Satan twisted his head and snapped like an angry dog. The teeth clicked beside Strann’s shoulder as he leaped back. He laughed savagely.


    “That’ll be took out of him,” he announced, “and damned quick!”


    Here the voice of Barry was heard, saying: “I’ll help you mount, Mr. Strann.” And he edged his way through the little crowd until he stood at the head of the stallion.


    “Look out!” warned Strann in real alarm, “or he’ll take your head off!”


    But Barry was already beside his horse, and, with his back towards those vicious teeth, he drew the reins over its head. As for the stallion, it pricked one ear forward and then the other, and nuzzled the man’s shoulder confidingly. There was a liberal chorus of astonished oaths from the gathering.


    “I’ll hold his head while you get on,” suggested Barry, turning his mild eyes upon Strann again.


    “Well,” muttered the big man, “may I be eternally damned!” He added: “All right. Hold his head, and I’ll ride him without pulling leather. Is that square?”


    Barry nodded absently. His slender fingers were patting the velvet nose of the stallion and he was talking to it in an affectionate undertone—meaningless words, perhaps, such as a mother uses to soothe a child. When Strann set his foot in the stirrup and gathered up the reins the black horse cringed and shuddered; it was not a pleasant thing to see; it was like a dog crouching under the suspended whip. It was worse than that; it was almost the horror of a man who shivers at the touch of an unclean animal. There was not a sound from the crowd, and every grin was wiped out. Jerry Strann swung into the saddle lightly.


    There he sat, testing the stirrups. They were too short by inches but he refused to have them lengthened. He poised his quirt and tugged his hat lower over his eyes.


    “Turn him loose!” he shouted. “Hey!”


    And his shrill yell went down the street and the echoes sent it barking back from wall to wall; Barry stepped back from the head of the black. But for an instant the horse did not stir. He was trembling violently, but his blazing eyes were fixed upon the face of his owner. Barry raised his hand.


    And then it happened. It was like the release of a coiled watch-spring; the black whirled as a top spins and Strann sagged far to the left; before he could recover the stallion was away in a flash, like a racer leaving the barrier and reaching full speed in almost a stride. Not far—hardly the breadth of the street—before he pitched up in a long leap as if to clear a barrier, landed stiff-legged with a sickening jar, whirled again like a spinning top, and darted straight back. And Jerry Strann pulled leather—with might and main—but the short stirrups were against him, and above all the suddenness of the start had taken him off guard for all his readiness. When the stallion dropped stiff-legged Jerry was thrown forward and an unlucky left foot jarred loose from the stirrup; and when the horse whirled Strann was flung from the saddle. It was a clean fall. He twisted over in the air as he fell and landed in deep dust. The black stallion had reached his master and now he turned, in that same catlike manner, and watched with pricking ears as Strann dragged himself up from the dust.


    There was no shout of laughter—no cheer for that fall, and without a smile they watched Strann returning. Big O’Brien had seen from his open door and now he laid a hand on the shoulder of one of the men and whispered at his ear: “There’s going to be trouble—bad trouble, Billy. Go for Fatty Matthews—he’s a deputy marshal now—and get him here as quick as you can. Run!”


    The other spared time for a last glance at Strann and then hurried down the street.


    Now, a man who can lose and smile is generally considered the most graceful of failures, but the smile of Jerry Strann as he walked slowly back worried his followers.


    “We all hit dust sometime,” he philosophized. “But one try don’t prove nothin’. I ain’t near through with that hoss!”


    Barry turned to Strann. If there had been mockery in his eyes or a smile on his lips as he faced Jerry there would have been a gun play on the spot; but, instead, the brown eyes were as dumbly apologetic as ever.


    “We didn’t talk about two tries,” he observed.


    “We talk about it now,” said Strann.


    There was one man in the crowd a little too old to be dangerous and therefore there was one man who was in a position to speak openly to Strann. It was big O’Brien.


    “Jerry, you named your game and made your play and lost. I guess you ain’t going to turn up a hard loser. Nobody plays twice for the same pot.”


    The hazel eye of Strann was grey with anguish of the spirit as he looked from O’Brien to the crowd and from the crowd to Satan, and from Satan to his meek-eyed owner. Nowhere was there a defiant eye or a glint of scorn on which he could wreak his wrath. He stood poised in his anger for the space of a breath; then, in the sharp struggle, his better nature conquered.


    “Come on in, all of you,” he called. “We’ll liquor, and forget this.”

  

  
    
      Battle light

    

    O’Brien pressed close to Barry.


    “Partner,” he said rapidly, “you’re clear now—you’re clear of more hell that you ever dream. Now climb that hoss of yours and feed him leather till you get clear of Brownsville—and if I was you I’d never come within a day’s ride of the Three B’s again.”


    The mild, brown eyes widened.


    “I don’t like crowds,” murmured Barry.


    “You’re wise, kid,” grinned the bartender—“a hell of a lot wiser than you know right now. On your way!”


    And he turned to follow the crowd into the saloon. But Jerry Strann stood at the swinging doors, watching, and he saw Barry linger behind.


    “Are you coming?” he called.


    “I got an engagement,” answered the meek voice.


    “You got another engagement here,” mocked Strann. “Understand?”


    The other hesitated for an instant, and then sighed deeply. “I suppose I’ll stay,” he murmured, and walked into the bar. Jerry Strann was smiling in the way that showed his teeth. As Barry passed he said softly: “I see we ain’t going to have no trouble, you and me!” and he moved to clap his strong hand on the shoulder of the smaller man. Oddly enough, the hand missed, for Barry swerved from beneath it as a wolf swerves from the shadow of a falling branch. No perceptible effort—no sudden start of tensed muscles, but a movement so smooth that it was almost unnoticeable. But the hand of Strann fell through thin air.


    “You’re quick,” he said. “If you was as quick with your hands as you are with your feet—”


    Barry paused and the melancholy brown eyes dwelt on the face of Strann.


    “Oh, hell!” snorted the other, and turned on his heel to the bar. “Drink up!” he commanded.


    A shout and a snarl from the further end of the room.


    “A wolf, by God!” yelled one of the men.


    The owner of the animal made his way with unobtrusive swiftness the length of the room and stood between the dog and a man who fingered the butt of his gun nervously.


    “He won’t hurt you none,” murmured that softly assuring voice.


    “The hell he wont!” responded the other. “He took a pass at my leg just now and dam’ near took it off. Got teeth like the blades of a pocket-knife!”


    “You’re on a cold trail, Sam,” broke in one of the others. “That ain’t any wolf. Look at him now!”


    The big, shaggy animal had slunk to the feet of his master and with head abased stared furtively up into Barry’s face. A gesture served as sufficient command, and he slipped shadow-like into the corner and crouched with his head on his paws and the incandescent green of his eyes glimmering; Barry sat down in a chair nearby.


    O’Brien was happily spinning bottles and glasses the length of the bar; there was the chiming of glass and the rumble of contented voices.


    “Red-eye all ‘round,” said the loud voice of Jerry Strann, “but there’s one out. Who’s out? Oh, it’s him. Hey O’Brien, lemonade for the lady.”


    It brought a laugh, a deep, good-natured laugh, and then a chorus of mockery; but Barry stepped unconfused to the bar, accepted the glass of lemonade, and when the others downed their fire-water, he sipped his drink thoughtfully. Outside, the wind had risen, and it shook the hotel and carried a score of faint voices as it whirred around corners and through cracks. Perhaps it was one of those voices which made the big dog lift its head from its paws and whine softly! surely it was something he heard which caused Barry to straighten at the bar and cant his head slightly to one side—but, as certainly, no one else in the barroom heard it. Barry set down his glass.


    “Mr. Strann?” he called.


    And the gentle voice carried faintly down through the uproar of the bar.


    “Sister wants to speak to you,” suggested O’Brien to Strann.


    “Well?” roared the latter, “what d’you want?”


    The others were silent to listen; and they smiled in anticipation.


    “If you don’t mind, much,” said the musical voice, “I think I’ll be moving along.”


    There is an obscure little devil living in all of us. It makes the child break his own toys; it makes the husband strike the helpless wife; it makes the man beat the cringing, whining dog. The greatest of American writers has called it the Imp of the Perverse. And that devil came in Jerry Strann and made his heart small and cold. If he had been by nature the bully and the ruffian there would have been no point in all that followed, but the heart of Jerry Strann was ordinarily as warm as the yellow sunshine itself; and it was a common saying in the Three B’s that Jerry Strann would take from a child what he would not endure from a mountain-lion. Women loved Jerry Strann, and children would crowd about his knees, but this day the small demon was in him.


    “You want to be moving along” mimicked the devil in Jerry Strann. “Well, you wait a while. I ain’t through with you yet. Maybe—” he paused and searched his mind. “You’ve given me a fall, and maybe you can give the rest of us—a laugh!”


    The chuckle of appreciation went up the bar and down it again.


    “I want to ask you,” went on the devil in Jerry Strann, “where you got your hoss?”


    “He was running wild,” came the gentle answer. “So I took a walk, one day, and brought him in.”


    A pause.


    “Maybe,” grinned the big man, “you creased him?”


    For it is one of the most difficult things in the world to capture a wild horse, and some hunters, in their desperation at seeing the wonderful animals escape, have tried to “crease” them. That is, they strive to shoot so that the bullet will barely graze the top of the animal’s vertebrae, just behind the ears, stunning the horse and making it helpless for the capture. But necessarily such shots are made from a distance, and little short of a miracle is needed to make the bullet strike true—for a fraction of an inch too low means death. So another laugh of appreciation ran around the barroom at the mention of creasing.


    “No,” answered Barry, “I went out with a halter and after a while Satan got used to me and followed me home.”


    They waited only long enough to draw deep breath; then came a long yell of delight. But the obscure devil was growing stronger and stronger in Strann. He beat on the bar until he got silence. Then he leaned over to meet the eyes of Barry.


    “That,” he remarked through his teeth, “is a damned—lie!”


    There is only one way of answering that word in the mountain-desert, and Barry did not take it. The melancholy brown eyes widened; he sighed, and raising his glass of lemonade sipped it slowly. Came a sick silence in the barroom. Men turned their eyes towards each other and then flashed them away again. It is not good that one who has the eyes and the tongue of a man should take water from another—even from a Jerry Strann. And even Jerry Strann withdrew his eyes slowly from his prey, and shuddered; the sight of the most grisly death is not so horrible as cowardice.


    And the devil which was still strong in Strann made him look about for a new target; Barry was removed from all danger by an incredible barrier. He found that new target at once, for his glance reached to the corner of the room and found there the greenish, glimmering eyes of the dog. He smote upon the bar.


    “Is this a damned kennel?” he shouted. “Do I got to drink in a barnyard? What’s the dog doin’ here?”


    And he caught up the heavy little whiskey glass and hurled it at the crouching dog. It thudded heavily, but it brought no yelp of pain; instead, a black thunderbolt leaped from the corner and lunged down the room. It was the silence of the attack that made it terrible, and Strann cursed and pulled his gun. He could never have used it. He was a whole half second too late, but before the dog sprang a voice cut in: “Bart!”


    It checked the animal in its very leap; it landed on the floor and slid on stiffly extended legs to the feet of Strann.


    “Bart!” rang the voice again.


    And the beast, flattening to the floor, crawled backwards, inch by inch; it was slavering, and there was a ravening madness in its eyes.


    “Look at it!” cried Strann. “By God, it’s mad!”


    And he raised his gun to draw the bead.


    “Wait!” called the same voice which had checked the spring of the dog. Surely it could not have come from the lips of Barry. It held a resonance of chiming metal; it was not loud, but it carried like a brazen bell. “Don’t do it, Strann!”


    And it came to every man in the barroom that it was unhealthy to stand between the two men at that instant; a sudden path opened from Barry to Strann.


    “Bart!” came the command again. “Heel!”


    The dog obeyed with a slinking swiftness; Jerry Strann put up his gun and smiled.


    “I don’t take a start on no man,” he announced quite pleasantly. “I don’t need to. But—you yaller hearted houn’—get out from between. When I make my draw I’m goin’ to kill that damn wolf.”


    Now, the fighting face of Jerry Strann was well known in the Three B’s, and it was something for men to remember until they died in a peaceful bed. Yet there was not a glance, from the bystanders, for Strann. They stood back against the wall, flattening themselves, and they stared, fascinated, at the slender stranger. Not that his face had grown ugly by a sudden metamorphosis. It was more beautiful than ever, for the man was smiling. It was his eyes which held them. Behind the brown a light was growing, a yellow and unearthly glimmer which one felt might be seen on the darkest night.


    There was none of the coward in Jerry Strann. He looked full into that yellow, glimmering, changing light—he looked steadily—and a strange feeling swept over him. No, it was not fear. Long experience had taught him that there was not another man in the Three B’s, with the exception of his own terrible brother, who could get a gun out of the leather faster than he, but now it seemed to Jerry Strann that he was facing something more than mortal speed and human strength and surety. He could not tell in what the feeling was based. But it was a giant, dim foreboding holding dominion over other men’s lives, and it sent a train of chilly-weakness through his blood.


    “It’s a habit of mine,” said Jerry Strann, “to kill mad dogs when I see ’em.” And he smiled again.


    They stood for another long instant, facing each other. It was plain that every muscle in Strann’s body was growing tense; the very smile was frozen on his lips. When he moved, at last, it was a convulsive jerk of his arm, and it was said, afterward, that his gun was all clear of the leather before the calm stranger stirred. No eye followed what happened. Can the eye follow such speed as the cracking lash of a whip?


    There was only one report. The forefinger of Strann did not touch his trigger, but the gun slipped down and dangled loosely from his hand. He made a pace forward with his smile grown to an idiotic thing and a patch of red sprang out in the centre of his breast. Then he lurched headlong to the floor.

  

  
    
      “Sweet Adeline”

    

    Fatty Matthews came panting through the doors. He was one of those men who have a leisurely build and a purely American desire for action; so that he was always hurrying and always puffing. If he mounted a horse, sweat started out from every pore; if he swallowed a glass of red-eye he breathed hard thereafter. Yet he was capable of great and sustained exertions, as many and many a man in the Three B’s could testify. He was ashamed of his fat. Imagine the soul of a Bald Eagle in the body of a Poland China sow and you begin to have some idea of Fatty Matthews. Fat filled his boots as with water and he made a “squnching” sound when he walked; fat rolled along his jowls; fat made his very forehead flabby; fat almost buried his eyes. But nothing could conceal the hawk-line of his nose or the gleam of those half-buried eyes. His hair was short-cropped, grey, and stood on end like bristles, and he was in the habit of using his panting breath in humming—for that concealed the puffing. So Fatty Matthews came through the doors and his little, concealed eyes darted from face to face. Then he kneeled beside Strann.


    He was humming as he opened Jerry’s shirt; he was humming as he pulled from his bag—for Fatty was almost as much doctor as he was marshal, cowpuncher, miner, and gambler—a roll of cotton and another roll of bandages. The crowd grouped around him, fascinated, and at his directions some of them brought water and others raised and turned the body while the marshal made the bandages; Jerry Strann was unconscious. Fatty Matthews began to intersperse talk in his humming.


    “You was plugged from in front—my beauty—was you?” grunted Fatty, and then running the roll of bandage around the wounded man’s chest he hummed a bar of:


    “Sweet Adeline, my Adeline,


    At night, dear heart, for you I pine.”


    “Was Jerry lookin’ the other way when he was spotted?” asked Fatty of the bystanders. “O’Brien, you seen it?”


    O’Brien cleared his throat.


    “I didn’t see nothin’,” he said mildly, and began to mop his bar, which was already polished beyond belief.


    “Well,” muttered Fatty Matthews, “all these birds get it. And Jerry was some overdue. Lew, you seen it?”


    “Yep.”


    “Some drunken bum do it?”


    Lew leaned to the ear of the kneeling marshal and whispered briefly. Fatty opened his eyes and cursed until his panting forced him to break off and hum.


    “Beat him to the draw?” he gasped at length.


    “Jerry’s gun was clean out before the stranger made a move,” asserted Lew.


    “It ain’t possible,” murmured the deputy, and hummed softly:


    “In all my dreams your fair face beams.”


    He added sharply, as he finished the bandaging: “Where’d he head for?”


    “No place,” answered Lew. “He just now went out the door.”


    The deputy swore again, but he added, enlightened; “Going to plead self-defense, eh?”


    Big O’Brien leaned over the bar.


    “Listen, Fatty,” he said earnestly, “There ain’t no doubt of it. Jerry had his war-paint on. He tried to kill this feller Barry’s wolf.”


    “Wolf?” cut in the deputy marshal.


    “Dog, I guess,” qualified the bartender. “I dunno. Anyway, Jerry made all the leads; this Barry simply done the finishing. I say, don’t put this Barry under arrest. You want to keep him here for Mac Strann.”


    “That’s my business,” growled Fatty. “Hey, half a dozen of you gents. Hook on to Jerry and take him up to a room. I’ll be with you in a minute.”


    And while his directions were being obeyed he trotted heavily up the length of the barroom and out the swinging doors. Outside, he found only one man, and in the act of mounting a black horse; the deputy marshal made straight for that man until a huge black dog appeared from nowhere blocking his path. It was a silent dog, but its teeth and eyes said enough to stop Fatty in full career.


    “Are you Barry?” he asked.


    “That’s me. Come here, Bart.”


    The big dog backed to the other side of the horse without shifting his eyes from the marshal. The latter gingerly approached the rider, who sat perfectly at ease in the saddle; most apparently he was in no haste to leave.


    “Barry,” said the deputy, “don’t make no play when I tell you who I am; I don’t mean you no harm, but my name’s Matthews, and—” he drew back the flap of his vest enough to show the glitter of his badge of office. All the time his little beady eyes watched Barry with bird-like intentness. The rider made not a move. And now Matthews noted more in detail the feminine slenderness of the man and the large, placid eyes. He stepped closer and dropped a confidential hand on the pommel of the saddle.


    “Son,” he muttered, “I hear you made a clean play inside. Now, I know Strann and his way. He was in wrong. There ain’t a doubt of it, and if I held you, you’d get clear on self-defense. So I ain’t going to lay a hand on you. You’re free: but one thing more. You cut off there—see?—and bear away north from the Three B’s. You got a hoss that is, and believe me, you’ll need him before you’re through.” He lowered his voice and his eyes bulged with the terror of his tidings: “Feed him the leather; ride to beat hell; never stop while your hoss can raise a trot; and then slide off your hoss and get another. Son, in three days Mac Strann’ll be on your trail!”


    He stepped back and waved his arms.


    “Now, vamos!”


    The black stallion flicked back its ears and winced from the outflung hands, but the rider remained imperturbed.


    “I never heard of Mac Strann,” said Barry.


    “You never heard of Mac Strann?” echoed the other.


    “But I’d like to meet him,” said Barry.


    The deputy marshal blinked his eyes rapidly, as though he needed to clear his vision.


    “Son,” he said hoarsely. “I c’n see you’re game. But don’t make a fool play. If Mac Strann gets you, he’ll California you like a yearling. You won’t have no chance. You’ve done for Jerry, there ain’t a doubt of that, but Jerry to Mac is like a tame cat to a mountain-lion. Lad, I c’n see you’re a stranger to these parts, but ask me your questions and I’ll tell you the best way to go.”


    Barry slipped from the saddle.


    He said: “I’d like to know the best place to put up my hoss.”


    The deputy marshal was speechless.


    “But I s’pose,” went on Barry, “I can stable him over there behind the hotel.”


    Matthews pushed off his sombrero and rubbed his short fingers through his hair. Anger and amazement still choked him, but he controlled himself by a praiseworthy effort.


    “Barry,” he said, “I don’t make you out. Maybe you figure to wait till Mac Strann gets to town before you leave; maybe you think your hoss can outrun anything on four feet. And maybe it can. But listen to me: Mac Strann ain’t fast on a trail, but the point about him is that he never leaves it! You can go through rain and over rocks, but you can’t never shake Mac Strann—not once he gets the wind of you.”


    “Thanks,” returned the gentle-voiced stranger. “I guess maybe he’ll be worth meeting.”


    And so saying he turned on his heel and walked calmly towards the big stables behind the hotel and at his heels followed the black dog and the black horse. As for deputy marshal Matthews, he moistened his lips to whistle, but when he pursed them, not a sound came. He turned at length into the barroom and as he walked his eye was vacant. He was humming brokenly:


    “Sweet Adeline, my Adeline,
 At night, dear heart, for you I pine.”


    Inside, he took firm hold upon the bar with both pudgy hands.


    “O’Brien,” he said, “red-eye.”


    He pushed away the small glass which the bartender spun towards him and seized in its place a mighty water-tumbler.


    “O’Brien,” he explained, “I need strength, not encouragement.” And filling the glass nearly to the brim he downed the huge potion at a single draught.

  

  
    
      The buzzard

    

    Most animals have their human counterparts, and in that room where Jerry Strann had fallen a whimsical observer might have termed Jerry, with his tawny head, the lion, and O’Brien behind the bar, a shaggy bear, and the deputy marshal a wolverine, fat but dangerous, and here stood a man as ugly and hardened as a desert cayuse, and there was Dan Barry, sleek and supple as a panther; but among the rest this whimsical observer must have noticed a fellow of prodigious height and negligible breadth, a structure of sinews and bones that promised to rattle in the wind, a long, narrow head, a nose like a beak, tiny eyes set close together and shining like polished buttons, and a vast Adam’s apple that rolled up and down the scraggy throat. He might have done for the spirit of Famine in an old play; but every dweller of the mountain-desert would have found an apter expression by calling him the buzzard of the scene. Through his prodigious ugliness he was known far and wide as “Haw-Haw” Langley; for on occasion Langley laughed, and his laughter was an indescribable sound that lay somewhere between the braying of a mule and the cawing of a crow. But Haw-Haw Langley was usually silent, and he would sit for hours without words, twisting his head and making little pecking motions as his eyes fastened on face after face. All the bitterness of the mountain-desert was in Haw-Haw Langley; if his body looked like a buzzard, his soul was the soul of the vulture itself, and therefore he had followed the courses of Jerry Strann up and down the range. He stuffed his gorge with the fragments of his leader’s food; he fed his soul with the dangers which Jerry Strann met and conquered.


    In the barroom Haw-Haw Langley had stood turning his sharp little eyes from Jerry Strann to Dan Barry, and from Dan Barry back to Strann; and when the shot was fired something like a grin twisted his thin lips; and when the spot of red glowed on the breast of the staggering man, the eyes of Haw-Haw blazed as if with the reflection of a devouring fire. Afterwards he lingered for a few minutes making no effort to aid the fallen man, but when he had satisfied himself with the extent of the injury, and when he had noted the froth of bloody bubbles which stained the lips of Strann, Haw-Haw Langley turned and stalked from the room. His eyes were points of light and his soul was crammed to repletion with ill-tidings.


    At the hitching rack he stepped into the saddle of a diminutive horse, whirled it into the street with a staggering jerk of the reins, and buried the spurs deep in the cow-pony’s flanks. The poor brute snorted and flirted its heels in the air, but Langley wrapped his long legs around the barrel of his mount and goaded it again.


    His smile, which began with the crack of Barry’s gun in O’Brien’s place, did not die out until he was many a mile away, headed far up through the mountains; but as he put peak after peak behind him and as the white light of the day diminished and puffs of blue shadow drowned the valleys, the grin disappeared from Haw-Haw’s face. He became keenly intent on his course until, having reached the very summit of a tall hill, he came to a halt and peered down before him.


    It was nearly dusk by this time and the eyes of an ordinary man could not distinguish a tree from a rock at any great distance; but it seemed that Haw-Haw was gifted with eyes extraordinary—the buzzard at the top of its sky-towering circles does not see the brown carcass far below with more certainty than Haw-Haw sensed his direction. He waited only a few seconds before he rolled the rowel once more along the scored flanks of his mustang and then plunged down the slope at a reckless gallop.


    His destination was a hut, or rather a lean-to, that pressed against the side of the mountain, a crazy structure with a single length of stove pipe leaning awry from the roof. And at the door of this house Haw-Haw Langley drew rein and stepped to the ground. The interior of the hut was dark, but Haw-Haw stole with the caution of a wild Indian to the entrance and reconnoitered the interior, probing every shadowy corner with his glittering eyes. For several long moments he continued this examination, and even when he was satisfied that there was no one in the place he did not enter, but moved back several paces from the door and swept the sides of the mountains with an uneasy eye. He made out, a short distance from the door, a picketed horse which now reared up its head from the miserable scattering of grass on which it fed and stared at the stranger. The animal must have bulked at least twice as large as the mount which had brought Langley to the mountain-side. And it was muscled even out of proportion to its bulk. The head was so tremendously broad that it gave an almost square appearance, the neck, short and thick, the forelegs disproportionately small but very sturdy; and the whole animal was built on a slope towards the hind quarters which seemed to equal in massiveness all the rest of the body. One would have said that the horse was a freak meant by nature for the climbing of hills. And to glance at it no man could suppose that those ponderous limbs might be moved to a gallop. However, Haw-Haw Langley well knew the powers of the ugly beast, and he even made a detour and walked about the horse to view it more closely.


    Now he again surveyed the darkening landscape and then turned once more to the house. This time he entered with the boldness of a possessor approaching his hearth. He lighted a match and with this ignited a lantern hanging from the wall to the right of the door. The furnishings of the dwelling were primitive beyond compare. There was no sign of a chair; a huddle of blankets on the bare boards of the floor made the bed; a saddle hung by one stirrup on one side and on the other side leaned the skins of bob-cats, lynx, and coyotes on their stretching and drying boards. Haw-Haw took down the lantern and examined the pelts. The animals had been skinned with the utmost dexterity. As far as he could see the hides had not been marred in a single place by slips of the knife, nor were there any blood stains to attest hurried work, or careless shooting in the first place. The inner surfaces shone with the pure white of old parchment But Haw-Haw gave his chief attention to the legs and the heads of the skins, for these were the places where carelessness or stupidity with the knife were sure to show; but the work was perfect in every respect. Until even the critical Haw-Haw Langley was forced to step back and shake his head in admiration. He continued his survey of the room.


    In one corner stood a rifle and a shot-gun; in another was a pile of provisions—bacon, flour, salt, meal, and little else. Spices and condiments were apparently unknown to this hermit; nor was there even the inevitable coffee, nor any of the molasses or other sweets which the tongue of the desert-mountainer cannot resist. Flour, meat, and water, it seemed, made up the entire fare of the trapper. For cookery there was an unboarded space in the very centre of the floor with a number of rocks grouped around in the hole and blackened with soot. The smoke must rise, therefore, and escape through the small hole in the centre of the roof. The length of stove-pipe which showed on the roof must have been simply the inhabitant’s idea of giving the last delicate touch of civilisation; it was like a tassel to the cap of the Turk.


    As Haw-Haw’s observations reached this point his sharp ear caught the faint whinny of the big horse outside. He started like one caught in a guilty act, and sprang to the lantern. However, with his hands upon it he thought better of it, and he placed the light against the wall; then he turned to the entrance and looked anxiously up the hillside.


    What he saw was a form grotesque beyond belief. It seemed to be some gigantic wild beast—mountain lion or great bear, though of a size beyond credence—which slowly sprawled down the slope walking erect upon its hind feet with its forelegs stretched out horizontal, as if it were warning all who might behold it away. Haw-Haw grew pale and involuntarily reached for his gun as he first beheld this apparition, but instantly he saw the truth. It was a man who carried a burden down the mountain-side. The burden was the carcass of a bear; the man had drawn the forelegs over his shoulders—his jutting elbows making what had seemed the outstretched arms—and above the head of the burden-bearer rose the great head of the bear. As the man came closer the animal’s head flopped to one side and a red tongue lolled from its mouth. Haw-Haw Langley moved back step by step through the cabin until his shoulders struck the opposite wall, and at the same time Mac Strann entered the room. He had no ear for his visitor’s hail, but cast his burden to the floor. It dropped with a shock that shook the house from the rattling stove-pipe to the crackling boards. For a moment Mac Strann regarded his prey. Then he stooped and drew open the great jaws. The mouth within was not so red as the bloody hands of Mac Strann; and the big, white fangs, for some reason, did not seem terrible in comparison with the hunter. Having completed his survey he turned slowly upon Haw-Haw Langley and lowered his eyebrows to stare.


    So doing, the light for the first time struck full upon his face. Haw-Haw Langley bit his thin lips and his eyes widened almost to the normal.


    For the ugliness of Mac Strann was that most terrible species of ugliness—not disfigured features but a discord which pervaded the man and came from within him—like a sound. Feature by feature his face was not ugly. The mouth was very large, to be sure, and the jaw too heavily square, and the nose needed somewhat greater length and less width for real comeliness. The eyes were truly fine, being very large and black, though when Mac Strann lowered his bush of brows his eyes were practically reduced to gleams of light in the consequent shadow. There was a sharp angle in his forehead, the lines of it meeting in the centre and shelving up and down. One felt, unpleasantly, that there were heavy muscles overlaying that forehead. One felt that to the touch it would be a pad of flesh, and it gave to Mac Strann, more than any other feature, a peculiar impression of resistless physical power.


    In the catalogue of his features, indeed, there was nothing severely objectionable; but out of it came a feeling of too much strength! A glance at his body reinsured the first thought. It was not normal. His shirt bulged tightly at the shoulders with muscles. He was not tall—inches shorter than his brother Jerry, for instance—but the bulk of his body was incredible. His torso was a veritable barrel that bulged out both in the chest and the back. And even the tremendous thighs of Mac Strann were perceptibly bowed out by the weight which they had to carry. And there was about his management of his arms a peculiar awkwardness which only the very strongest of men exhibit—as if they were burdened by the weight of their mere dangling hands.


    This giant, having placed his eyes in shadow, peered for a long moment at Haw-Haw Langley, but very soon his glance began to waver. It flashed towards the wall—it came back and rested upon Langley again. He was like a dog, restless under a steady stare. And as Haw-Haw Langley noted this a glitter of joy came in his beady eyes.


    “You’re Jerry’s man,” said Mac Strann at length.


    There was about his voice the same fleshy quality that was in his face; it came literally from his stomach, and it made a peculiar rustling sound such as comes after one has eaten sticky sweet things. People could listen to the voice of Mac Strann and forget that he was speaking words. The articulation ran together in a sort of glutinous mass.


    “I’m a friend of Jerry’s,” said the other. “I’m Langley.”


    The big man stretched out his hand. The hair grew black, down to the knuckles; the blood of the bear still streaked it; it was large enough to be an organism with independent life. But when Langley, with some misgiving, trusted his own bony fingers within that grasp, it was only as if something fleshy, soft, and bloodless had closed over them. When his hand was released he rubbed it covertly against his trowser leg—to remove dirt—restore the circulation. He did not know why.


    “Who’s bothering Jerry?” asked Mac Strann. “And where is he?”


    He went to the wall without waiting for an answer and took down the saddle. Now the cowpuncher’s saddle is a heavy mass of leather and steel, and the saddle of Mac Strann was far larger than the ordinary. Yet he took down the saddle as one might remove a card from a rack. Haw-Haw Langley moved towards the door, to give himself a free space for exit.


    “Jerry’s hurt,” he said, and he watched.


    There was a ripple of pain on the face of Mac Strann.


    “Hoss kicked him—fall on him?” he asked.


    “It weren’t a hoss.”


    “Huh? A cow?”


    “It weren’t no cow. It weren’t no animal.”


    Mac Strann faced full upon Langley. When he spoke it seemed as if it were difficult for him to manage his lips. They lifted an appreciable space before there was any sound.


    “What was it?”


    “A man.”


    Langley edged back towards the door.


    “What with?”


    “A gun.”


    And Langley saw the danger that was coming even before Mac Strann moved. He gave a shrill yelp of terror and whirled and sprang for the open. But Mac Strann sprang after him and reached. His whole body seemed to stretch like an elastic thing, and his arm grew longer. The hand fastened on the back of Langley, plucked him up, and jammed him against the wall. Haw-Haw crumpled to the floor.


    He gasped: “It weren’t me, Mac. For Gawd’s sake, it weren’t me!”


    His face was a study. There was abject terror in it, and yet there was also a sort of grisly joy, and his eyes feasted on the silent agony of Mac Strann.


    “Where?” asked Mac Strann.


    “Mac,” pleaded the vulture who cringed on the floor, “gimme your word you ain’t goin’ to hold it agin me.”


    “Tell me,” said the other, and he framed the face of the vulture between his large hands. If he pressed the heels of those hands together bones would snap, and Haw-Haw Langley knew it. And yet nothing but a wild delight could have set that glitter in his little eyes, just as nothing but a palsy of terror could have set his limbs twitching so.


    “Who shot him from behind?” demanded the giant.


    “It wasn’t from behind,” croaked the bearer of ill-tidings. “It was from the front.”


    “While he wasn’t looking?”


    “No. He was beat to the draw.”


    “You’re lyin’ to me,” said Mac Strann slowly.


    “So help me God!” cried Langley.


    “Who done it?”


    “A little feller. He ain’t half as big as me. He’s got a voice like Kitty Jackson, the school-marm; and he’s got eyes like a starved pup. It was him that done it.”


    The eyes of Mac Strann grew vaguely meditative.


    “Nope,” he mused, in answer to his own thoughts, “I won’t use no rope. I’ll use my hands. Where’d the bullet land?”


    A fresh agony of trembling shook Langley, and a fresh sparkle came in his glance.


    “Betwixt his ribs, Mac. And right on through. And it come out his back!”


    But there was not an answering tremor in Mac Strann. He let his hands fall away from the face of the vulture and he caught up the saddle. Langley straightened himself. He peered anxiously at Strann, as if he feared to miss something.


    “I dunno whether he’s livin’ right now, or not,” suggested Haw-Haw.


    But Mac Strann was already striding through the door.


    


    Sweat was pouring from the lather-flecked bodies of their horses when they drew rein, at last, at the goal of their long, fierce ride; and Haw-Haw slunk behind the broad form of Mac Strann when the latter strode into the hotel. Then the two started for the room in which, they were told, lay Jerry Strann.


    “There it is,” whispered Haw-Haw, as they reached the head of the stairs. “The door’s open. If he was dead the door would be closed, most like.”


    They stood in the hall and looked in upon a strange picture, for flat in the bed lay Jerry Strann, his face very white and oddly thin, and over him leaned the man who had shot him down.


    They heard Dan Barry’s soft, gentle voice query: “How you feelin’ now, partner?”


    He leaned close beside the other, his fingers upon the wrist of Jerry.


    “A pile better,” muttered Jerry Strann. “Seems like I got more’n a fightin’ chance to pull through now.”


    “Jest you keep lyin’ here quiet,” advised Dan Barry, “and don’t stir around none. Don’t start no worryin’. You’re goin’ to live’s long as you don’t lose no more blood. Keep your thoughts quiet. They ain’t no cause for you to do nothin’ but jest keep your eyes closed, and breathe, and think of yaller sunshine, and green grass in the spring, and the wind lazyin’ the clouds along across the sky. That’s all you got to think about. Jest keep quiet, partner.”


    “It’s easy to do it now you’re with me. Seems like they’s a pile of strength runnin’ into me from the tips of your fingers, my frien’. And—I was some fool to start that fight with you, Barry.”


    “Jest forget all that,” murmured the other. “And keep your voice down. I’ve forgot it; you forget it. It ain’t never happened.”


    “What’s it mean?” frowned Mac Strann, whispering to Haw-Haw.


    The eyes of the latter glittered like beads.


    “That’s him that shot Jerry,” said Haw-Haw. “Him!”


    “Hell!” snarled Mac Strann, and went through the door.


    At the first sound of his heavy footfall, the head of Barry raised and turned in a light, swift movement. The next instant he was on his feet. A moment before his face had been as gentle as that of a mother leaning over a sick child; but one glimpse of the threat in the contorted brows of Mac Strann set a gleam in his own eyes, an answer as distinct as the click of metal against metal. Not a word had been said, but Jerry, who had lain with his eyes closed, seemed to sense a change in the atmosphere of peace which had enwrapped him the moment before. His eyes flashed open; and he saw his burly brother.


    But Mac Strann had no eye for any saving Dan Barry.


    “Are you the creepin’, sneakin’ snake that done—this?”


    “You got me figured right,” answered Dan coldly.


    “Then, by God——” began the roaring voice of Mac, but Jerry Strann stirred wildly on the bed.


    “Mac!” he called, “Mac!” His voice went suddenly horribly thick, a bubbling, liquid sound. “For God’s sake, Mac!”


    He had reared himself up on one elbow, his arm stretched out to his brother. And a foam of crimson stood on his lips.


    “Mac, don’t pull no gun! It was me that was in wrong!”


    And then he fell back in the bed, and into the arms of Mac, who was beside him, moaning: “Buck up, Jerry. Talk to me, boy!”


    “Mac, you’ve finished the job,” came the husky whisper.


    Mac Strann raised his head, and his terrible eyes fixed upon Dan Barry. And there was no pity in the face of the other. The first threat had wiped every vestige of human tenderness out of his eyes, and now, with something like a sneer on his lips, and with a glimmer of yellow light in his eyes, he was backing towards the door, and noiselessly as a shadow he slipped out and was gone.

  

  
    
      Finesse

    

    “A man talks because he’s drunk or lonesome; a girl talks because that’s her way of takin’ exercise.”


    This was a maxim of Buck Daniels, and Buck Daniels knew a great deal about women, as many a school marm and many a rancher’s daughter of the mountain-desert could testify.


    Also Buck Daniels said of women: “It ain’t what you say to ’em so much as the tune you put it to.”


    Now he sat this day in O’Brien’s hotel dining-room. It was the lazy and idle hour between three and four in the afternoon, and since the men of the mountain-desert eat promptly at six, twelve, and six, there was not a soul in the room when he entered. Nor was there a hint of eating utensils on the tables. Nevertheless Buck Daniels was not dismayed. He selected a corner-table by instinct and smote upon the surface with the flat of his hand. It made a report like the spat of a forty-five; heavy footsteps approached, a door flung open, and a cross-eyed slattern stood in the opening. At the sight of Buck Daniels sitting with his hands on his hips and his sombrero pushed back to a good-natured distance on his head the lady puffed with rage.


    “What in hell d’you think this is?” bellowed this gentle creature, and the tone echoed heavily back from all four walls. “You’re three hours late and you get no chuck here. On your way, stranger!”


    Buck Daniels elevated himself slowly from the chair and stood at his full height. With a motion fully as deliberate he removed his sombrero and bowed to such a depth that the brim of the hat brushed the floor.


    “Lady,” he said humbly, “I was thinkin’ that some gent run this here eatin’ place. Which if you’ll excuse me half a minute I’ll ramble outside and sluice off some of the dust. If I’d known you was here I wouldn’t of thought of comin’ in here like this.”


    The lady with the defective eyes glared fiercely at him. Her judgment wavered two ways. Her first inclination was to hold that the fellow was jibing at her covertly, and she followed her original impulse far enough to clasp a neighboring sugar-bowl in a large, capable hand. A second and more merciful thought entered her brain and stole slowly through it, like a faint echo in a great cave.


    “You don’t have to make yourself pretty to talk to me,” she said thoughtfully. “But if you’re here for chow you’re too late.”


    “Ma’am,” said Buck Daniels instantly, “when I come in here I was hungry enough to eat nails; but I’ll forget about chuck if you’ll sit down an’ chin with me a while.”


    The large hand of the cross-eyed lady stole out once more and rested upon the sugar-bowl.


    “D’you mind sayin’ that over agin?” she queried.


    “Lonesomeness is worse’n hunger,” said Buck Daniels, and he met her gaze steadily with his black eyes.


    The hand released the sugar-bowl once more; something resembling colour stole into the brown cheeks of the maiden.


    She said, relentingly: “Maybe you been off by yourse’f mining, stranger?”


    Buck Daniels drew a long breath.


    “Mines?” he said, and then laughed bitterly. “If that was all I been doin’—” he began darkly—and then stopped.


    The waitress started.


    “Maybe this here is my last chance to get chuck for days an’ days. Well, let it go. If I stayed here with you I’d be talkin’ too much!”


    He turned slowly towards the door. His step was very slow indeed.


    “Wait a minute,” called the maiden. “There ain’t any call for that play. If you’re in wrong somewhere—well, stranger, just take that chair and I’ll have some ham-and in front of you inside of a minute.”


    She had slammed through the door before Buck turned, and he sat down, smiling pleasantly to himself. Half of a mirror decorated the wall beside his table, and into this Buck peered. His black locks were sadly disarrayed, and he combed them into some semblance of order with his fingers. He had hardly finished this task when the door was kicked open with such force that it whacked against the wall, and the waitress appeared with an armful of steaming food. Before Buck’s widening eyes she swiftly set forth an array of bread, butter in chunks, crisp French-fried potatoes, a large slab of ham on one plate and several fried eggs on another, and above all there was a mighty pewter cup of coffee blacker than the heart of night. Yearning seized upon Buck Daniels, but policy was stronger than hunger in his subtle mind. He rose again; he drew forth the chair opposite his own.


    “Ma’am,” said Buck Daniels, “ain’t you going to favor me by sittin’ down?”


    The lady blinked her unfocused eyes.


    “Ain’t I what?” she was finally able to ask.


    “I know,” said Buck Daniels swiftly, “that you’re terrible busy; which you ain’t got time to waste on a stranger like me.”


    She turned upon Buck those uncertain and wistful eyes. It was a generous face. Mouth, cheekbones, and jaw were of vast proportions, while the forehead, eyes, and nose were as remarkably diminutive. Her glance lowered to the floor; she shrugged her wide shoulders and began to wipe the vestiges of dishwater from her freckled hands.


    “You men are terrible foolish,” she said. “There ain’t no tellin’ what you mean by what you say.”


    And she sank slowly into the chair. It gave voice in sharp protest at her weight. Buck Daniels retreated to the opposite side of the table and took his place.


    “Ma’am,” he began, “don’t I look honest?” So saying, he slid half a dozen eggs and a section of bacon from the platter to his plate.


    “I dunno,” said the maiden, with one eye upon him and the other plunging into the future. “There ain’t no trusting men. Take ’em by the lot and they’re awful forgetful.”


    “If you knowed me better,” said Buck sadly, disposing of a slab of bread spread thick with the pale butter and following this with a pile of fried potatoes astutely balanced on his knife. “If you knowed me better, ma’am, you wouldn’t have no suspicions.”


    “What might it be that you been doin’?” asked the girl.


    Buck Daniels paused in his attack on the food and stared at her.


    He quoted deftly from a magazine which had once fallen in his way: “Some day maybe I can tell you. There’s something about your eyes that tells me you’d understand.”


    At the mention of her eyes the waitress blinked and stiffened in her chair, while a huge, red fist balled itself in readiness for action. But the expression of Buck Daniels was as blandly open as the smile of infancy. The lady relaxed and an unmistakable blush tinged even her nose with colour.


    “It ain’t after my nature to be askin’ questions,” she announced. “You don’t have to tell me no more’n you want to.”


    “Thanks,” said Buck instantly. “I knew you was that kind. It ain’t hard,” he went on smoothly, “to tell a lady when you see one. I can tell you this much to start with. I’m lookin’ for a quiet town where I can settle down permanent. And as far as I can see, Brownsville looks sort of quiet to me.”


    So saying, he disposed of the rest of his food by an act akin to legerdemain, and then fastened a keen eye upon the lady. She was in the midst of a struggle of some sort. But she could not keep the truth from her tongue.


    “Take it by and large,” she said at length, “Brownsville is as peaceable as most; but just now, stranger, it’s all set for a big bust.” She turned heavily in her chair and glanced about the room. Then she faced Daniels once more and cupped her hands about her mouth. “Stranger,” she said in a stage whisper, “Mac Strann is in town!”


    The eyes of Buck Daniels wandered.


    “Don’t you know him?” she asked.


    “Nope.”


    “Never heard of him?”


    “Nope.”


    “Well,” sighed the waitress, “you’ve had some luck in your life. Take a cross between a bulldog and a mustang and a mountain-lion—that’s Mac Strann. He’s in town, and he’s here for killin’.”


    “You don’t say, ma’am. And why don’t they lock him up?”


    “Because he ain’t done nothin’ yet to be locked up about. That’s the way with him. And when he does a thing he always makes the man he’s after pull his gun first. Smart? I’ll say he’s just like an Indian, that Mac Strann!”


    “But who’s he after?”


    “The feller that plugged his brother, Jerry.”


    “Kind of looks like he had reason for a killing, then.”


    “Nope. Jerry had it comin’ to him. He was always raising trouble, Jerry was. And this time, he pulled his gun first. Everybody seen him.”


    “He run into a gunman?”


    “Gunman?” she laughed heartily. “Partner, if it wasn’t for something funny about his eyes, I wouldn’t be no more afraid of that gunman than I am of a tabby-cat. And me a weak woman. The quietest lookin’ sort that ever come to Brownsville. But there’s something queer about him. He knows that Mac Strann is here in town. He knows that Mac Strann is waiting for Jerry to die. He knows that when Jerry dies Mac will be out for a killin’. And this here stranger is just sittin’ around and waitin’ to be killed! Can you beat that?”


    But Buck Daniels had grown strangely excited.


    “What did you say there was about his eyes?” he asked sharply.


    She grew suddenly suspicious.


    “D’ you know him?”


    “No. But you was talkin’ about his eyes?”


    “I dunno what it is. I ain’t the only one that’s seen it. There ain’t no word you can put to it. It’s just there. That’s all.”


    The voice of Buck Daniels fell to a whisper.


    “It’s sort of fire,” he suggested. “Ain’t it a kind of light behind his eyes?”


    But the waitress stared at him in amazement.


    “Fire?” she gasped. “A light behind his eyes? M’frien’, are you tryin’ to string me?”


    “What’s his name?”


    “I dunno.”


    “Ma’am,” said Daniels, rising hastily. “Here’s a dollar if you’ll take me to him.”


    “You don’t need no guide,” she replied. “Listen to that, will you?”


    And as he hearkened obediently Buck Daniels heard a strain of whistling, needle-sharp with distance.


    “That’s him,” nodded the woman. “He’s always goin’ about whistling to himself. Kind of a nut, he is.”


    “It’s him!” cried Buck Daniels. “It’s him!”


    And with this ungrammatical burst of joy he bolted from the room.

  

  
    
      The three

    

    The whistling came from behind the hotel, and although it ended as soon as he reached the veranda of the building, Buck Daniels hurried to the rear of the place. There were the long, low sheds of the barn, and behind these, he knew, must be the corrals. He raced around the corner of the shed and there came to a halt, for he saw a thing that turned his blood to ice.


    One of those rare rains of the mountain-desert had recently fallen and the corrals behind the barn were carpeted with a short, thick grass. In the small corral nearest him he beheld, rolling on that carpet of grass, a great wolf—or a dog as large and as rough-coated as a wolf, and a man; and they were engaged in a desperate and silent struggle for mastery. Their movements were so lightning fast that Buck Daniels could not make out distinct forms from the tangle. But he saw the great white teeth of the wolf flash in the sun one instant, and the next the man had whirled on top. It was Dan and Bart at play.


    No outcry from Dan; no growl from the wolf. Buck felt the old chill which never left him when he saw the fierce game of the wolf and the wolf-man. All this passed in the twinkling of an eye, and then Dan, by a prodigious effort, had thrown the great beast away from him, so that Bart fell upon its back. Dan leaped with outstretched arms upon the fallen animal, and buried his clutching hands in the throat of the beast.


    Yet still there was a thrill to add to these, for now a black horse appeared in the picture, a miracle of slender, shimmering grace—and he rushed with flattened ears upon the two twisting, writhing, prostrate figures. His teeth were bared—he was more like a prodigious dog than a horse. And those teeth closed on the back of the man’s neck—or did they merely pinch his shirt?—and then Dan was dragged bodily away from the wolf and thrown through the air by a flirt of the stallion’s head.


    Horrible! Buck Daniels shuddered and then he grinned shamefacedly in apology to himself.


    “The three of ’em!” he grunted, and stepped closer to the fence to watch.


    The instant the man was torn away by the intercession of the horse, the wolf regained its feet and rushed upon him; but Dan had landed from his fall upon his feet, with catlike agility, and now he dodged the rush of the wolf and the arrowy spring of the creature, and sprang in his turn towards the stallion.


    The black met this attack by rearing, his ears flattened, his teeth bared, his eyes terrible to behold. As the man raced close the stallion struck with lightning hoofs, but the blow failed of its mark—by the breadth of a hair. And the assailant, swerving like a will-o’-the-wisp, darted to the side of the animal and leaped upon its back. At the same instant the wolf left the ground with terribly gaping mouth in a spring for the rider; but Dan flattened himself along the shining back of his mount and the wolf catapulted harmlessly past.


    After this failure the wolf-dog seemed to desire no further active part in the struggle, but took up a position to one side, and there, with lolling tongue and red-stained eyes, watched the battle continue. The stallion, to be sure, kept up the conflict with a whole-hearted energy. Never had Buck Daniels in a long and varied career seen such wild pitching. The black leaped here and there, doubling about with the sinuous speed of a snake, springing high in the air one instant, and landing the next on stiff legs; dropping to the ground the next second, and rolling to crush the rider; up again like a leaf jerked up by a gale of wind, and so the fierce struggle continued, with the wild rider slapping the neck of the horse as if he would encourage it to more terrible efforts, and drumming its round barrel with vindictive heels. His hair blew black; his face flushed; and in his eyes there was the joy of the sailor, long land-bound, who climbs at last the tallest mast and feels it pitch beneath him and catches the sharp tang of the travelled wind.


    The struggle ceased as if in obedience to an inaudible command. From the full frenzy of motion horse and man were suddenly moveless. Then Dan slipped from his seat and stood before his mount. At once the ears of the stallion, which had been flat back, pricked sharply forward; the eyes of the animal grew luminous and soft as the eyes of a woman, and he dropped the black velvet of his muzzle beneath the master’s chin. As for Dan Barry, he rewarded this outburst of affection with no touch of his hand; but his lips moved, and he seemed to be whispering a secret to his horse. The wolf in the meantime had viewed this scene with growing unrest, and now it trotted up and placed itself at the side of the man. Receiving no attention in this position, it caught the arm of the man between its great fangs and drew his hands down. The stallion, angered by this interruption, raised a delicate forefoot to strike, and was received with a terrific snarl—the first sound of the entire scene.


    “Bart,” said the man, and his voice was not raised or harsh, but came as softly as running water, “if you ain’t going to be a gentleman, I got to teach you manners. Get up on Satan’s back and lie down till I tell you to get off.”


    The wolf received this command with a snarl even more blood-curdling than before, but he obeyed, slinking sidewise a reluctant pace or two, and then springing to the back of the stallion with a single bound. There he crouched, still snarling softly until his master raised a significant forefinger. At that he lowered his head and maintained a fiercely observant silence.


    “Dan!” called Buck Daniels.


    The other whirled.


    “Speakin’ of pets,” observed Buck Daniels, “I heard tell once about a gent that had a tame lion. Which you got the outbeatingest pair I ever see, Dan. Gentle, ain’t they, like a stampede of cows!”


    But Barry left this remark unanswered. He ran to the tall fence, placed his hand on the top rail, and vaulted lightly over it. Then he clasped the hand of the larger man, and his face lighted.


    “Buck,” he said, “I been sort of lonesome. It feels pretty good to see you agin.”


    “Oh man,” answered Buck Daniels, “speakin’ of bein’ lonesome—” He checked himself. “How about steppin’ inside and havin’ a talk?”


    The other started forward agreeably, but stopped almost at once.


    “Heel!” he called, without turning his head.


    Black Bart left the back of the stallion in a long bound that carried him half way to the fence. His next leap brought him over the rail and beside his master. Buck Daniels moved back a step involuntarily.


    “Bart,” he said, “d’you know me?”


    He stretched out his hand; and was received with a sudden baring of the fangs.


    “Nice dog!” said Buck sarcastically. “Regular house-pet, ain’t he?”


    The other apparently missed the entire point of this remark. He said in his gentle, serious way: “He used to be real wild, Buck. But now he don’t mind people. He let the cook feed him a chunk o’ meat the other day; and you remember he don’t usually touch stuff that other men have handled.”


    “Yep,” grunted Buck, “it’s sure disgustin’ to have a dog as tame as that. I’d bet he ain’t killed another dog for a whole day, maybe!”


    And still Barry saw no irony in this.


    He answered, as gravely as before: “No, it was the day before yesterday. Somebody come to town and got drunk. He had two dogs, and sicked ’em on Bart.”


    Buck Daniels controlled an incipient shudder.


    “Both dead?”


    “I was inside the house,” said Dan sadly, “and it took me a couple of seconds to get outside. Of course by that time Bart had cut their throats.”


    “Of course. Didn’t the drunk guy try to pot Bart?”


    “Yes, he got out his gun; but, Mr. O’Brien, the bartender, persuaded him out of it. I was glad there wasn’t no trouble.”


    “My God!” exclaimed Buck Daniels. And then: “Well, let’s go inside. We’ll take your man-eater along, if you want to.”


    A shadow came in the eyes of Barry.


    “Can’t we talk jest as well out here?”


    “What’s the matter with findin’ some chairs?”


    “Because I don’t like to get inside walls. You know how four walls seem like so many pairs of eyes standin’ around you?”


    “No,” said Buck bluntly, “I don’t know nothin’ of the kind. What d’you mean?”


    “I dunno,” answered Barry, depressed. “It jest seems that way. Ain’t you noticed how sort of close it is in a house? Hard to breathe? Like you had on a shirt too small for you.”


    “We’ll stay out here, then.”


    The other nodded, smiled, and made a gesture to the dog behind him. Black Bart crouched on the ground, and Dan Barry sat down cross-legged, his shoulders leaning against the shaggy pelt of Bart. Daniels followed the example with less grace. He was thinking very hard and fast, and he rolled a Durham cigarette to fill the interlude.


    “I s’pose you’re bustin’ to find out the news about the folks,” he said dryly, at last.


    The other sat with his hands loosely clasped in his lap. His wide eyes looked far away, and there was about his lips that looseness, that lack of compression, which one sees so often in children. He might have sat, in that posture, for the statue of thoughtlessness.


    “What folks?” he asked at last.


    Buck Daniels had lighted a match, but now he sat staring blank until the match burned down to his fingers. With an oath he tossed the remnant away and lighted another. He had drawn down several long breaths of smoke to the bottom of his lungs before he could speak again.


    “Some people you used to know; I suppose you’ve forgotten all about ’em, eh?” His eyes narrowed; there was a spark of something akin to dread in them. “Kate Cumberland?” he queried.


    A light came in the face of Dan Barry.


    “Kate Cumberland?” he repeated. “How is she, Buck? Lately, I been thinkin’ about her every day.”


    A trembling took the body and the voice of Daniels; his errand, after all, might meet some success.


    “Kate?” he repeated. “Oh, ay, she’s well enough. But Joe Cumberland ain’t.”


    “No?”


    “He’s dyin’, Dan.”


    And Dan replied calmly. “He’s kind of old, I s’pose.”


    “Old?” said Buck, with a sort of horror. “Yes, he’s old, right enough. D’you know why he’s dying? It’s because you went away the way you done, Dan. That’s what’s killin’ him.”


    Something of thought came in the face of Barry.


    “Maybe I understand,” he said slowly. “If I was to lose Satan, or Bart—” here the great dog whined at the mention of his name, and Barry dropped a slender hand across the scarred forehead of his servant. “If I was to lose ’em, I’d sort of mourn for ’em, maybe.”


    Buck Daniels set his teeth.


    “I don’t suppose it seems possible,” he said, “that a man could miss another man the way you could miss your—dog, eh? But it is! Joe Cumberland is dying for you, Dan, as sure as if you’d put a bullet in his bowels.”


    The other hesitated and then frowned and made a gesture of vague dismissal.


    “Don’t you figure on doin’ nothing about it?” asked Buck softly.


    “What could I do?”


    “My God A’mighty, ain’t you got no human feelin’s?”


    “I dunno what you mean,” said the soft voice.


    “This! Can’t you git on your hoss and ride back with me to Cumberland Ranch? Stay with the old man till he gets back on his feet. Ain’t that easy to do? Is your time so damned valuable you can’t spare a few days for that?”


    “But I am goin’ back,” answered Dan, in a rather hurt voice. “They ain’t no need for cussin’ me, Buck. I been thinkin’ of Kate, every day, almost.”


    “Since when?”


    “I dunno.” Dan stirred uneasily. He looked up, and far above Buck, following the direction of Dan’s eyes, saw a pattern of wild geese. “I been sort of driftin’ North towards the Cumberland Ranch and Kate,” went on Dan. He sighed: “I been thinkin’ of her eyes, which is blue, Buck, and her hair, and the soft sound of her voice. They been hangin’ in my ears, stayin’ behind my eyes, lately, and I been driftin’ up that way steady.”


    “Why, man,” cried Buck, “then what’s there to keep you here? Jump on your hoss, and we’ll head North in ten minutes.”


    “I will!” said Dan, full as eagerly. “We’ll start full speed.”


    “Come on, then.”


    “Wait a minute!” said Dan, his voice growing suddenly cold. “I been forgettin’ something.”


    Buck Daniels turned and found his companion strangely changed. There was a set expression of coldness about his face, and a chill glitter in his eyes.


    “I got to wait here for something.”


    “What’s that?”


    “They’s a man in town that may want to see me.”


    “Mac Strann! I’ve heard about him. Dan, are you goin’ to let Joe Cumberland die because you want to stay here and fight it out with a dirty cutthroat?”


    “I don’t want to fight,” protested Barry. “No, there ain’t nothin’ I like less than fightin’!”


    Buck Daniels cursed softly and continuously to himself.


    “Dan,” he said, “can you sit there and lie like that to me? Ain’t I seen you in action? Don’t I remember the way you trailed Jim Silent? Don’t I remember how we all got down and prayed you to keep away from Jim? Don’t I remember how you threw everything to hell so’s you could get your hands on Jim? My God A’mighty, man, didn’t I see your face when you had your fingers in Silent’s throat?”


    An expression of unutterable revulsion rippled over the face of Dan Barry.


    “Stop!” he commanded softly, and raised his slender hand. “Don’t keep on talkin’ about it. It makes me sick—all through. Oh, Buck, they’s a tingle in the tips of my fingers still from the time I had ’em in his throat. And it makes me feel unclean—the sort of uncleanness that won’t wash out with no kind of soap and water. Buck, I’d most rather die myself than fight a man!”


    A vast amazement overspread the countenance of Buck Daniels as he listened to this outburst; it was as if he had heard a healthy man proclaim that he had no desire for bread and meat. Something rose to his lips, but he swallowed it.


    “Then it looks kind of simple to me,” he said. “You hate fightin’. This gent Mac Strann likes it; he lives on it; he don’t do nothing but wait from day to day hungerin’ for a scrap. What’s the out? Jest this! You hop on your hoss and ride out with me. Young Jerry Strann kicks out—Mac Strann starts lookin’ for you—he hears that you’ve beat it—he goes off and forgets about you. Ain’t that simple?”


    The old uneasiness returned to the far-seeing eyes of Dan Barry.


    “I dunno,” he said, “maybe—”


    Then he paused again.


    “Have you got anything to say agin it?” urged Buck, arguing desperately.


    “I dunno,” repeated Barry, confused, “except that I keep thinking what a terrible disappointment it’ll be to this Mac Strann when his brother dies and I ain’t around.”


    Buck Daniels stared, blinked, and then burst into unmelodious laughter. Satan trotted across the corral and raised his head above the fence, whinnying softly. Barry turned his head and smiled up to the horse.


    Then he said: “Seems like if Jerry Strann dies I owe somebody something. Who? Mac Strann, I reckon. I sort of got to stay and give him his chance.”


    “I hope to God,” burst out Daniels, smashing his hands together, “that Mac Strann beats you to a pulp! That’s what I hope!”


    The eyes of Dan Barry widened.


    “Why d’you hope that?” he asked gently.


    It brought Daniels again to speechlessness.


    “Is it possible?” he growled to himself. “Are you a human bein’ and yet you think more of your hoss and your damned wolf-dog than you do of the life of a man? Dan, I’m askin’ you straight, is that a square thing to do?”


    The fragile hands went out to him, palm up.


    “Don’t you see, Buck? I don’t want to be this way. I jest can’t help it!”


    “Then the Lord help poor old Joe Cumberland—him that took you in out of the desert—him that raised you from the time you was a kid—him that nursed you like you was his own baby—him that loved you more’n he loved Kate—him that’s lyin’ back there now with fire in his eyes, waitin’, waitin’, waitin’, for you to come back. Dan, if you was to see him you’d go down on your knees and ask him to forgive you!”


    “I s’pose I would,” murmured Barry thoughtfully.


    “Dan, you’re goin’ to go with me!”


    “I don’t somehow think it’s my time for movin’, Buck.”


    “Is that all you got to say to me?”


    “I guess maybe it is, Buck.”


    “If I was to beg you to come for old-time’s sake, and all we been through together, you and me, wouldn’t it make no difference to you?”


    The large, gentle eyes focused far beyond Buck Daniels, somewhere on a point in the pale, hazy blue of the spring sky.


    “I’m kind of tired of talkin’, Buck,” he said at length.


    And Buck Daniels rose and walked slowly away, with his head fallen. Behind him the stallion neighed suddenly and loud, and it was so much like a blast of defiant triumph that Buck whirled and shook his clenched fist at Satan.

  

  
    
      Music for Old Nick

    

    A thought is like a spur. It lifts the head of a man as the spur makes the horse toss his; and it quickens the pace with a subtle addition of strength. Such a thought came to Buck Daniels as he stepped again on the veranda of the hotel. It could not have been an altogether pleasant inspiration, for it drained the colour from his face and made him clench his broad hands; and next he loosened his revolver in its holster. A thought of fighting—of some desperate chance he had once taken, perhaps.


    But also it was a thought which needed considerable thought. He slumped into a wicker chair at one end of the porch and sat with his chin resting on his chest while he smoked cigarette after cigarette and tossed the butts idly over the rail. More than once he pressed his hand against his lips as though there were sudden pains there. The colour did not come back to his face; it continued as bloodless as ever, but there was a ponderable light in his eyes, and his jaws became more and more firmly set. It was not a pleasant face to watch at that moment, for he seemed to sit with a growing resolve.


    Long moments passed before he moved a muscle, but then he heard, far away, thin, and clear, whistling from behind the hotel. It was no recognisable tune. It was rather a strange improvisation, with singable fragments here and there, and then wild, free runs and trills. It was as if some bird of exquisite singing powers should be taken in a rapture of song, so that it whistled snatches here and there of its usual melody, but all between were great, whole-throated rhapsodies. As the sound of this whistling came to him, Buck raised his head suddenly. And finally, still listening, he rose to his feet and turned into the dining-room.


    There he found the waitress he had met before, and he asked her for the name of the doctor who took care of the wounded Jerry Strann.


    “There ain’t no doc,” said the waitress. “It’s Fatty Matthews, the deputy marshal, who takes care of that Strann—bad luck to him! Fatty’s in the barroom now. But what’s the matter? You seem like you was hearin’ something?”


    “I am,” replied Daniels enigmatically. “I’m hearin’ something that would be music for the ears of Old Nick.”


    And he turned on his heel and strode for the barroom. There he found Fatty in the very act of disposing of a stiff three-fingers of red-eye. Daniels stepped to the bar, poured his own drink, and then stood toying with the glass. For though the effect of red-eye may be pleasant enough, it has an essence which appalls the stoutest heart and singes the most leathery throat; it is to full-grown men what castor oil is to a child. Why men drink it is a mystery whose secret is known only to the profound soul of the mountain-desert. But while Daniels fingered his glass he kept an eye upon the other man at the bar.


    It was unquestionably the one he sought. The excess flesh of the deputy marshal would have brought his nickname to the mind of an imbecile. However, Fatty was humming softly to himself, and it is not the habit of men who treat very sick patients to sing.


    “I’ll hit it agin,” said Fatty. “I need it.”


    “Have a bad time of it to-day?” asked O’Brien sympathetically.


    “Bad time to-day? Yep, an’ every day is the same. I tell you, O’Brien, it takes a pile of nerve to stand around that room expectin’ Jerry to pass out any minute, and the eyes of that devil Mac Strann followin’ you every step you make. D’you know, if Jerry dies I figure Mac to go at my throat like a bulldog.”


    “You’re wrong, Fatty,” replied O’Brien. “That ain’t his way about it. He takes his time killin’ a man. Waits till he can get him in a public place and make him start the picture. That’s Mac Strann! Remember Fitzpatrick? Mac Strann followed Fitz nigh onto two months, but Fitz knew what was up and he never would make a move. He knowed that if he made a wrong pass it would be his last. So he took everything and let it pass by. But finally it got on his nerves. One time—it was right here in my barroom, Fatty—”


    “The hell you say!”


    “Yep, that was before your time around these parts. But Fitz had a couple of jolts of red-eye under his vest and felt pretty strong. Mac Strann happened in and first thing you know they was at it. Well, Fitz was a big man. I ain’t small, but I had to look up when I talked to Fitz. Scotch-Irish, and they got fightin’ bred into their bone. Mac Strann passed him a look and Fitz come back with a word. Soon as he got started he couldn’t stop. Wasn’t a pretty thing to watch, either. You could see in Fitz’s face that he knew he was done for before he started, but he wouldn’t let up. The booze had him going and he was too proud to back down. Pretty soon he started cussing Mac Strann.


    “Well, by that time everybody had cleared out of the saloon, because they knowed that them sort of words meant bullets comin’. But Mac Strann jest stood there watchin’, and grinnin’ in his ugly way—damn his soul black!—and never sayin’ a word back. By God, Fatty, he looked sort of hungry. When he grinned, his upper lip went up kind of slow and you could see his big teeth. I expected to see him make a move to sink ’em in the throat of Fitz. But he didn’t. Nope, he didn’t make a move, and all the time Fitz ravin’ and gettin’ worse and worse. Finally Fitz made the move. Yep, he pulled his gun and had it damned near clean on Mac Strann before that devil would stir. But when he did, it was jest a flash of light. Both them guns went off, but Mac’s bullet hit Fitz’s hand and knocked the gun out of it—so of course his shot went wild. But Fitz could see his own blood, and you know what that does to the Scotch-Irish? Makes some people quit cold to see their own blood. I remember a kid at school that was a whale at fightin’ till his nose got to bleedin’, or something, and then he’d quit cold. But you take a Scotch-Irishman and it works just the other way. Show him his own colour and he goes plumb crazy.


    “That’s what happened to Fitz. When he saw the blood on his hand he made a dive at Mac Strann. After that it wasn’t the sort of thing that makes a good story. Mac Strann got him around the ribs and I heard the bones crack. God! And him still squeezin’, and Fitz beatin’ away at Mac’s face with his bleedin’ hand.


    “Will you b’lieve that I stood here and was sort of froze? Yes, Fatty, I couldn’t make a move. And I was sort of sick and hollow inside the same way I went one time when I was a kid and seen a big bull horn a yearlin’.


    “Then I heard the breath of Fitz comin’ hoarse, with a rattle in it—and I heard Mac Strann whining like a dog that’s tasted blood and is starvin’ for more. A thing to make your hair go up on end, like they say in the story-books.


    “Then Fitz—he was plumb mad—tried to bite Mac Strann. And then Mac let go of him and set his hands on the throat of Fitz. It happened like a flash—I’m here to swear that I could hear the bones crunch. And then Fitz’s mouth sagged open and his eyes rolled up to the ceiling, and Mac Strann threw him down on the floor. Just like that! Damn him! And then he stood over poor dead Fitz and kicked him in those busted ribs and turned over to the bar and says to me: ‘Gimme!’


    “Like a damned beast! He wanted to drink right there with his dead man beside him. And what was worse, I had to give him the bottle. There was a sort of haze in front of my eyes. I wanted to pump that devil full of lead, but I knowed it was plain suicide to try it.


    “So there he stood and ups with a glass that was brimmin’ full, and downs it at a swallow—gurglin’—like a hog! Fatty, how long will it be before there’s an end to Mac Strann?”


    But Fatty Matthews shrugged his thick shoulders and poured himself another drink.


    “There ain’t a hope for Jerry Strann?” cut in Buck Daniels.


    “Not one in a million,” coughed Fatty, disposing of another formidable potion.


    “And when Jerry dies, Mac starts for this Barry?”


    “Who’s been tellin’ you?” queried O’Brien dryly. “Maybe you been readin’ minds, stranger?”


    Buck Daniels regarded the bartender with a mild and steadfast interest. He was smiling with the utmost good-humour, but there was that about him which made big O’Brien flush and look down to his array of glasses behind the bar.


    “I been wondering,” went on Daniels, “if Mac Strann mightn’t come out with Barry about the way Jerry did. Ain’t it possible?”


    “No,” replied Fatty Matthews with calm decision. “It ain’t possible. Well, I’m due back in my bear cage. Y’ought to look in on me, O’Brien, and see the mountain-lion dyin’ and the grizzly lookin’ on.”


    “Will it last long?” queried O’Brien.


    “Somewhere’s about this evening.”


    Here Daniels started violently and closed his hand hard around his whiskey glass which he had not yet raised towards his lips.


    “Are you sure of that, marshal?” he asked. “If Jerry’s held on this long ain’t there a chance that he’ll hold on longer? Can you date him up for to-night as sure as that?”


    “I can,” said the deputy marshal. “It ain’t hard when you seen as many go west as I’ve seen. It ain’t harder than it is to tell when the sand will be out of an hour glass. When they begin going down the last hill it ain’t hard to tell when they’ll reach the bottom.”


    “Ain’t you had anybody to spell you, Fatty?” broke in O’Brien.


    “Yep. I got Haw-Haw Langley up there. But he ain’t much help. Just sits around with his hands folded. Kind of looks like Haw-Haw wanted Jerry to pass out.”


    And Matthews went humming through the swinging door.

  

  
    
      Old Gary Peters

    

    For some moments after this Buck Daniels remained at the bar with his hand clenched around his glass and his eyes fixed before him in the peculiar second-sighted manner which had marked him when he sat so long on the veranda.


    “Funny thing,” began O’Brien, to make conversation, “how many fellers go west at sunset. Seems like they let go all holts as soon as the dark comes. Hey?”


    “How long before sunset now?” asked Buck Daniels sharply.


    “Maybe a couple of hours.”


    “A couple of hours,” repeated Daniels, and ground his knuckles across his forehead. “A couple of hours!”


    He raised his glass with a jerky motion and downed the contents; the chaser stood disregarded before him and O’Brien regarded his patron with an eye of admiration.


    “You long for these parts?” he asked.


    “No, I’m strange to this range. Riding up north pretty soon, if I can get someone to tell me the lay of the land. D’you know it?”


    “Never been further north than Brownsville.”


    “Couldn’t name me someone that’s travelled about, I s’pose?”


    “Old Gary Peters knows every rock within three day’s riding. He keeps the blacksmith shop across the way.”


    “So? Thanks; I’ll look him up.”


    Buck Daniels found the blacksmith seated on a box before his place of business; it was a slack time for Gary Peters and he consoled himself for idleness by chewing the stem of an unlighted corn-cob, whose bowl was upside down. His head was pulled down and forward as if by the weight of his prodigious sandy moustache, and he regarded a vague horizon with misty eyes.


    “Seen you comin’ out of O’Brien’s,” said the blacksmith, as Buck took possession of a nearby box. “What’s the news?”


    “Ain’t any news,” responded Buck dejectedly. “Too much talk; no news.”


    “That’s right,” nodded Gary Peters. “O’Brien is the out-talkingest man I ever see. Ain’t nobody on Brownsville can get his tongue around so many words as O’Brien.”


    So saying, he blew through his pipe, picked up a stick of soft pine, and began to whittle it to a point.


    “In my part of the country,” went on Buck Daniels, “they don’t lay much by a man that talks a pile.”


    Here the blacksmith turned his head slowly, regarded his companion for an instant, and then resumed his whittling.


    “But,” said Daniels, with a sigh, “if I could find a man that knowed the country north of Brownsville and had a hobble on his tongue I could give him a night’s work that’d be worth while.”


    Gary Peters removed his pipe from his mouth and blew out his dropping moustaches. He turned one wistful glance upon his idle forge; he turned a sadder eye upon his companion.


    “I could name you a silent man or two in Brownsville,” he said, “but there ain’t only one man that knows the country right.”


    “That so? And who might he be?”


    “Me.”


    “You?” echoed Daniels in surprise. He turned and considered Gary as if for the first time. “Maybe you know the lay of the land up as far as Hawkin’s Arroyo?”


    “Me? Son, I know every cactus clear to Bald Eagle.”


    “H-m-m!” muttered Daniels. “I s’pose maybe you could name some of the outfits from here on a line with Bald Eagle—say you put ’em ten miles apart?”


    “Nothin’ easier. I could find ’em blindfold. First due out they’s McCauley’s. Then lay a bit west of north and you hit the Circle K Bar—that’s about twelve mile from McCauley’s. Hit ’er up dead north again, by east, and you come eight miles to Three Roads. Go on to—”


    “Partner,” cut in Daniels, “I could do business with you.”


    “Maybe you could.”


    “My name’s Daniels.”


    “I’m Gary Peters. H’ware you?”


    They shook hands.


    “Peters,” said Buck Daniels, “you look square, and I need you in square game; but there ain’t any questions that go with it. Twenty iron men for one day’s riding and one day’s silence.”


    “M’frien’,” murmured Peters. “In my day I’ve gone three months without speakin’ to anything in boots; and I wasn’t hired for it, neither.”


    “You know them people up the line,” said Daniels. “Do they know you?”


    “I’ll tell a man they do! Know Gary Peters?”


    “Partner, this is what I want. I want you to leave Brownsville inside of ten minutes and start riding for Elkhead. I want you to ride, and I want you to ride like hell. Every ten miles, or so, I want you to stop at some place where you can get a fresh hoss. Get your fresh hoss and leave the one you’ve got off, and tell them to have the hoss you leave ready for me any time to-night. It’ll take you clear till to-morrow night to reach Elkhead, even with relayin’ your hosses?”


    “Round about that, if I ride like hell. What do I take with me?”


    “Nothing. Nothing but the coin I give you to hire someone at every stop to have that hoss you’ve left ready for me. Better still, if you can have ’em, get a fresh hoss. Would they trust you with hosses that way, Gary?”


    “Gimme the coin and where they won’t trust me I’ll pay cash.”


    “I can do it. It’ll about bust me, but I can do it.”


    “You going to try for a record between Brownsville and Elkhead, eh? Got a bet up, eh?”


    “The biggest bet you ever heard of,” said Daniels grimly. “You can tell the boys along the road that I’m tryin’ for time. Have you got a fast hoss to start with?”


    “Got a red mare that ain’t much for runnin’ cattle, but she’s greased lightnin’ for a short bust.”


    “Then get her out. Saddle her up, and be on your way. Here’s my stake—I’ll keep back one twenty for accidents. First gimme a list of the places you’ll stop for the relays.”


    He produced an old envelope and a stub of soft pencil with which he jotted down Gary Peters’ directions.


    “And every second,” said Buck Daniels in parting, “that you can cut off your own time will be a second cut off’n mine. Because I’m liable to be on your heels when you ride into Elkhead.”


    Gary Peters lifted his eyebrows and then restored his pipe. He spoke through his teeth.


    “You ain’t got a piece of money to bet on that, partner?” he queried softly.


    “Ten extra if you get to Elkhead before me.”


    “They’s limits to hoss-flesh,” remarked Peters. “What time you ridin’ against?”


    “Against a cross between a bullet and a nor’easter, Gary. I’m going back to drink to your luck.”


    A promise which Buck Daniels fulfilled, for he had need of even borrowed strength. He drank steadily until a rattle of hoofs down the street entered the saloon, and then someone came in to say that Gary Peters had started out of town to “beat all hell, on his red mare.”


    After that, Buck started out to find Dan Barry. His quarry was not in the barn nor in the corral behind the barn. There stood Satan and Black Bart, but their owner was not in sight. But a thought came to Buck while he looked, rather mournfully, at the stallion’s promise of limitless speed. “If I can hold him up jest half a minute,” murmured Buck to himself, “jest half a minute till I get a start, I’ve got a rabbit’s chance of livin’ out the night!”


    From the door of the first shed he took a heavy chain with the key in the padlock. This chain he looped about the post and the main timber of the gate, snapped the padlock, and threw the key into the distance. Then he stepped back and surveyed his work with satisfaction. It would be a pretty job to file through that chain, or to knock down those ponderous rails of the fence and make a gap. A smile of satisfaction came on the face of Buck Daniels, then, hitching at his belt, and pulling his sombrero lower over his eyes, he started once more to find Dan Barry.


    He was more in haste now, for the sun was dipping behind the mountains of the west and the long shadows moved along the ground with a perceptible speed. When he reached the street he found a steady drift of people towards O’Brien’s barroom. They came by ones and twos and idled in front of the swinging doors or slyly peeked through them and then whispered one to the other. Buck accosted one of those by the door and asked what was wrong.


    “He’s in there,” said the other, with a broad and excited grin. “He’s in there—waitin’!”


    And when Buck threw the doors wide he saw, at the farther end of the deserted barroom, Dan Barry, seated at a table braiding a small horsehair chain. His hat was pushed far back on his head; he had his back to the door. Certainly he must be quite unaware that all Brownsville was waiting, breathless, for his destruction. Behind the bar stood O’Brien, pale under his bristles, and his eyes never leaving the slender figure at the end of his room; but seeing Buck he called with sudden loudness: “Come in, stranger. Come in and have one on the house. There ain’t nothing but silence around this place and it’s getting on my nerves.”


    Buck Daniels obeyed the invitation at once, and behind him, stepping softly, some of them entering with their hats in their hands and on tiptoe, came a score of the inhabitants of Brownsville. They lined the bar up and down its length; not a word was spoken; but every head turned as at a given signal towards the quiet man at the end of the room.

  

  
    
      The coming of night

    

    It was not yet full dusk, for the shadows were still swinging out from the mountains and a ghost of colour lingered in the west, but midnight lay in the open eyes of Jerry Strann. There had been no struggle, no outcry, no lifting of head or hand. One instant his eyes were closed, and then, indeed, he looked like death; the next instant the eyes open, he smiled, the wind stirred in his bright hair. He had never seemed so happily alive as in the moment of his death. Fatty Matthews held the mirror close to the faintly parted lips, examined it, and then drew slowly back towards the door, his eyes steady upon Mac Strann.


    “Mac,” he said, “it’s come. I got just this to say: whatever you do, for God’s sake stay inside the law!”


    And he slipped through the door and was gone.


    But Mac Strann did not raise his head or cast a glance after the marshal. He sat turning the limp hand of Jerry back and forth in his own, and his eyes wandered vaguely through the window and down to the roofs of the village.


    Night thickened perceptibly every moment, yet still while the eastern slope of every roof was jet black, the western slopes were bright, and here and there at the distance the light turned and waned on upper windows. Sleep was coming over the world, and eternal sleep had come for Jerry Strann.


    It did not seem possible.


    Some night at sea, when clouds hurtled before the wind across the sky and when the waves leaped up mast-high; when some good ship staggered with the storm, when hundreds were shrieking and yelling in fear or defiance of death; there would have been a death-scene for Jerry Strann.


    Or in the battle, when hundreds rush to the attack with one man in front like the edge before the knife—there would have been a death-scene for Jerry Strann. Or while he rode singing, a bolt of lightning that slew and obliterated at once—such would have been a death for Jerry Strann.


    It was not possible that he could die like this, with a smile. There was something incompleted. The fury of the death-struggle which had been omitted must take place, and the full rage of wrath and destruction must be vented. Can a bomb explode and make no sound and do no injury?


    Yet Jerry Strann was dead and all the world lived on. Someone cantered his horse down the street and called gayly to an acquaintance, and afterwards the dust rose, invisible, and blew through the open window and stung the nostrils of Mac Strann. A child cried, faintly, in the distance, and then was hushed by the voice of the mother, making a sound like a cackling hen. This was all!


    There should have been wailing and weeping and cursing and praying, for handsome Jerry Strann was dead. Or there might have been utter and dreadful silence and waiting for the stroke of vengeance, for the brightest eye was misted and the strongest hand was unnerved and the voice that had made them tremble was gone.


    But there was neither silence nor weeping. Someone in a nearby kitchen rattled her pans and then cursed a dog away from her back-door. Not that any of the sounds were loud. The sounds of living are rarely loud, but they run in an endless river—a monotone broken by ugly ripples of noise to testify that men still sleep or waken, hunger or feed. Another ripple had gone down to the sea of darkness, yet all the ripples behind it chased on their way heedlessly and babbled neither louder nor softer.


    There should have been some giant voice to peal over the sleeping village and warn them of the coming vengeance—for Jerry Strann was dead!


    The tall, gaunt figure of Haw-Haw Langley came on tiptoe from behind, beheld the dead face, and grinned; a nervous convulsion sent a long ripple through his body, and his Adam’s-apple rose and fell. Next he stole sideways, inch by inch, so gradual was his cautious progress, until he could catch a glimpse of Mac Strann’s face. It was like the open face of a child; there was in it no expression except wonder.


    At length a hoarse voice issued from between the grinning lips of Haw-Haw.


    “Ain’t you goin’ to close the eyes, Mac?”


    At this the great head of Mac Strann rolled back and he raised his glance to Haw-Haw, who banished the grin from his mouth by a vicious effort.


    “Ain’t he got to see his way?” asked Mac Strann, and lowered his glance once more to the dead man. As for Haw-Haw Langley, he made a long, gliding step back towards the door, and his beady eyes opened in terror; yet a deadly fascination drew him back again beside the bed.


    Mac Strann said: “Kind of looks like Jerry was ridin’ the home trail, Haw-Haw. See the way he’s smilin’?”


    The vulture stroked his lean cheeks and seemed once more to swallow his silent mirth.


    “And his hands,” said Mac Strann, “is just like life, except that they’s gettin’ sort of chilly. He don’t look changed, none, does he, Haw-Haw? Except that he’s seein’ something off there—away off there. Looks like he was all wrapped up in it, eh?” He leaned closer, his voice fell to a murmur that was almost soft. “Jerry, what you seein’?”


    Haw-Haw Langley gasped in inaudible terror and retreated again towards the door.


    Mac Strann laid his giant hand on the shoulder of Jerry. He asked in a raised voice: “Don’t you hear me, lad?” Sudden terror caught hold of him. He plunged to his knees beside the bed, and the floor quaked and groaned under the shock. “Jerry, what’s the matter? Are you mad at me? Ain’t you going to speak to me? Are you forgettin’ me, Jerry?”


    He caught the dead face between his hands and turned it strongly towards his own. Then for a moment his eyes plumbed the shadows into which they looked. He stumbled back to his feet and said apologetically to Haw-Haw at the door: “I kind of forgot he wasn’t livin’, for a minute.” He stared fixedly at the gaunt cowpuncher. “Speakin’ man to man, Haw-Haw, d’you think Jerry will forget me?”


    The terror was still white upon the face of Haw-Haw, but something stronger than fear kept him in the room and even drew him a slow step towards Mac Strann; and his eyes moved from the face of the dead man to the face of the living and seemed to draw sustenance from both. He moistened his lips and was able to speak.


    “Forget you, Mac? Not if you get the man that fixed him.”


    “Would you want me to get him, Jerry?” asked Mac Strann. And he waited for an answer.


    “I dunno,” he muttered, after a moment. “Jerry was always for fightin’, but he wasn’t never for killin’. He never liked the way I done things. And when he was lyin’ here, Haw-Haw, he never said nothin’ about me gettin’ Barry. Did he?”


    Astonishment froze the lips of Haw-Haw. He managed to stammer: “Ain’t you going to get Barry? Ain’t you goin’ to bust him up, Mac?”


    “I dunno,” repeated the big man heavily. “Seems like I’ve got no heart for killing. Seems like they’s enough death in the world.” He pressed his hand against his forehead and closed his eyes. “Seems like they’s something dead in me. They’s an ache that goes ringin’ in my head. They’s a sort of hollow feelin’ inside me. And I keep thinkin’ about times when I was a kid and got hurt and cried.” He drew a deep breath. “Oh, my God, Haw-Haw, I’d give most anything if I could bust out cryin’ now!”


    While Mac Strann stood with his eyes closed, speaking his words slowly, syllable by syllable, like the tolling of a bell, Haw-Haw Langley stood with parted lips—like the spirit of famine drinking deep; joy unutterable was glittering in his eyes.


    “If Jerry’d wanted me to get this Barry, he’d of said so,” repeated Mac Strann. “But he didn’t.” He turned towards the dead face. “Look at Jerry now. He ain’t thinkin’ about killin’s. Nope, he’s thinkin’ about some quiet place for sleep. I know the place. They’s a spring that come out in a holler between two mountains; and the wind blows up the valley all the year; and they’s a tree that stands over the spring. That’s where I’ll put him. He loved the sound of runnin’ water; and the wind’ll be on his face; and the tree’ll sort of mark the place. Jerry, lad, would ye like that?”


    Now, while Mac Strann talked, inspiration came to Haw-Haw Langley, and he stretched out his gaunt arms to it and gathered it in to his heart.


    “Mac,” he said, “don’t you see no reason why Jerry wouldn’t ask you to go after Barry?”


    “Eh?” queried Mac Strann, turning.


    But as he turned, Haw-Haw Langley glided towards him, and behind him, as if he found it easier to talk when the face of Mac was turned away. And while he talked his hands reached out towards Mac Strann like one who is begging for alms.


    “Mac, don’t you remember that Barry beat Jerry to the draw?”


    “What’s that to do with it?”


    “But he beat him bad to the draw. I seen it. Barry waited for Jerry. Understand?”


    “What of that?”


    “Mac, you’re blind! Jerry knowed you’d be throwing yourself away if you went up agin Barry.”


    At this Mac Strann whirled with a suddenness surprising for one of his bulk. Haw-Haw Langley flattened his gaunt frame against the wall.


    “Mac!” he pleaded, “I didn’t say you’d be throwin’ yourself away. It was Jerry’s idea.”


    “Did Jerry tell you that?” he asked.


    “So help me God!”


    “Did Jerry want me to get Barry?”


    “Why wouldn’t he?” persisted the vulture, twisting his bony hands together in an agony of alarm and suspense. “Ain’t it nacheral, Mac?”


    Mac Strann wavered where he stood.


    “Somehow,” he argued to himself, “it don’t seem like killin’ is right, here.”


    The long hand of Langley touched his shoulder.


    He whispered rapidly: “You remember last night when you was out of the room for a minute? Jerry turned his head to me—jest the way he’s lyin’ now—and I says: ‘Jerry, is there anything I can do for you?’”


    Mac Strann reached up and his big fingers closed over those of Haw-Haw.


    “Haw-Haw,” he muttered, “you was his frien’. I know that.”


    Haw-Haw gathered assurance.


    He said: “Jerry answers to me: ‘Haw-Haw, old pal, there ain’t nothin’ you can do for me. I’m goin’ West. But after I’m gone, keep Mac away from Barry.’


    “I says: ‘Why, Jerry?”


    “‘Because Barry’ll kill him, sure,’ says Jerry.


    “‘I’ll do what I can to keep him away from Barry,’ says I, ‘but don’t you want nothin’ done to the man what killed you?’


    “‘Oh, Haw-Haw,’ says Jerry, ‘I ain’t goin’ to rest easy, I ain’t goin’ to sleep in heaven—until I know Barry’s been sent to hell. But for God’s sake don’t let Mac know what I want, or he’d be sure to go after Barry and get what I got.’”


    Mac Strann crushed the hand of Haw-Haw in a terrible grip.


    “Partner,” he said, “d’you swear this is straight?”


    “So help me God!” repeated the perjurer.


    “Then,” said Mac Strann, “I got to leave the buryin’ to other men what I’ll hire. Me—I’ve got business on hand. Where did Barry run to?”


    “He ain’t run,” cried Haw-Haw, choking with a strange emotion. “The fool—the damned fool!—is waiting right down here in O’Brien’s bar for you to come. He’s darin’ you to come!”


    Mac Strann made no answer. He cast a single glance at the peaceful face of Jerry, and then started for the door. Haw-Haw waited until the door closed; then he wound his arms about his body, writhed in an ecstasy of silent laughter, and followed with long, shambling strides.

  

  
    
      Buck makes his get-away

    

    Straight from the room of the dead man, Fatty Matthews had hurried down to the bar, and there he stepped into the silence and found the battery of eyes all turned upon that calm figure at the end of the room. Upon this man he trotted, breathing hard, and his fat sides jostled up and down as he ran. According to Brownsville, there were only two things that could make Fatty run: a gun or the sight of a drink. But all maxims err. When he reached Barry he struck him on the shoulder with a heavy hand. That is, he struck at the shoulder, but as if the shadow of the falling hand carried a warning before it, at the same time that it dropped Barry swerved around in his chair. Not a hurried movement, but in some mysterious manner his shoulder was not in the way of the plump fist. It struck, instead, upon the back of the chair, and the marshal cursed bitterly.


    “Stranger,” he said hotly, “I got one thing to say: Jerry Strann has just died upstairs. In ten seconds Mac Strann will be down here lookin’ for you!”


    He stepped back, humming desperately to cover his wheezing, but Barry continued to braid the horsehair with deft fingers.


    “I got a double knot that’s kind of new,” he said. “Want to watch me tie it?”


    The deputy sheriff turned on the crowd.


    “Boys,” he exclaimed, waving his arms, “he’s crazy. You heard what he said. You know I’ve give him fair warning. If we got to dig his grave in Brownsville, is it my fault? It ain’t!” He stepped to the bar and pounded upon it. “O’Brien, for God’s sake, a drink!”


    It was a welcome suggestion to the entire nervous crowd, but while the glasses spun across the bar Buck Daniels walked slowly down the length of the barroom towards Barry. His face was a study which few men could have solved; unless there had been someone present who had seen a man walk to his execution. Beside Dan Barry he stopped and watched the agile hands at work. There was a change in the position of Barry now, for he had taken the chair facing the door and the entire crowd; Buck Daniels stood opposite. The horsehair plied back and forth. And Daniels noted the hands, lean, tapering like the fingers of a girl of sixteen. They were perfectly steady; they were the hands of one who had struggled, in life, with no greater foe than ennui.


    “Dan,” said Buck, and there was a quiver of excitement in his voice, like the tremor of a piano string long after it has been struck. “Dan, I been thinking about something and now I’m ready to tell you what it is.”


    Barry looked up in slow surprise.


    Now the face of Buck Daniels held what men have called a “deadly pallor,” that pallor which comes over one who is cornered and about to fight for his life. He leaned closer, resting one hand upon the edge of the table, so that his face was close to Dan Barry.


    “Barry,” he said, “I’m askin’ you for the last time: Will you get your hoss and ride back to Kate Cumberland with me?”


    Dan Barry smiled his gentle, apologetic smile.


    “I don’t no ways see how I can, Buck.”


    “Then,” said Buck through his teeth, “of all the lyin’ hounds in the world you’re the lyin’est and meanest and lowest. Which they ain’t words to tell you what I think of you. Take this instead!”


    And the hand which rested on the table darted up and smote Dan Barry on the cheek, a tingling blow. With the same motion which started his hand for the blow, Buck Daniels turned on his heel and stepped a pace or two towards the centre of the room.


    There was not a man in the room who had not heard the last words of Buck Daniels, and not a man who had not seen the blow. Everyone of them had seen, or heard accurately described, how the slender stranger beat Jerry Strann to the draw and shot him down in that same place. Such a moan came from them as when many men catch their breath with pain, and with a simultaneous movement those who were in line with Buck Daniels and Barry leaped back against the bar on one side and against the wall on the other. Their eyes, fascinated, held on the face of Barry, and they saw the pale outline which the fingers of Daniels had left on the cheek of the other. But if horror was the first thing they felt, amazement was the next. For Dan Barry sat bolt erect in his chair, staring in an astonishment too great for words. His right hand hung poised and moveless just above the butt of his gun; his whole posture was that of one in the midst of an action, suspended there, frozen to stone. They waited for that poised hand to drop, for the slender fingers to clutch the butt of the gun, for the convulsive jerk that would bring out the gleaming barrel, the explosion, the spurt of smoke, and Buck Daniels lurching forward to his face on the floor.


    But that hand did not move; and Buck Daniels? Standing there with his back to the suspended death behind him, he drew out Durham and brown papers, without haste, rolled a cigarette, and reached to a hip pocket.


    At that move Dan Barry started. His hand darted down and fastened on his gun, and he leaned forward in his chair with the yellow glimmering light flaring up in his eyes. But the hand of Buck Daniels came out from his hip bearing a match. He raised his leg, scratched the match, there was a blue spurt of flame, and Buck calmly lighted his cigarette and started towards the door, sauntering.


    The instant the swinging doors closed Barry started from his chair with a strange cry—none of them had ever heard the like from human lips—for there was grief in it, and above all there was a deadly eagerness. So a hungry man might cry out at the sight of food. Down the length of the barroom he darted and was drawing his gun as he whipped through the doors. A common rush followed him, and those who reached the open first saw Buck Daniels leaning far forward in his saddle and spurring desperately into the gloom of the night. Instantly he was only a twinkling figure in the shadows, and the beat of the hoofs rattled back at them. Dan Barry stood with his gun poised high for a second or more. Then he turned, dropped the gun into the holster, and with the same strange, unearthly cry of eagerness, he raced off in the direction of the barns.


    There were some who followed him even then, and this is what they reported to incredulous ears when they returned. Barry ran straight for the left hand corral and wrenched at the gate, which appeared to be secured by a lock and chain. Seeing that it would not give way he ran around to the barn, and came out again carrying a saddle and bridle. These he tossed over the high fence into the corral. Then he picked up a loose scantling and with it pried and wrenched off the top bar of the fence in one section and vaulted into the enclosure.


    The black stallion had whinnied once or twice during this time and the great black, shaggy dog had come snarling and whining about the feet of his master. Now the stranger tossed on the saddle and cinched it with amazing speed, sprang onto his mount, and urged it across to the other side of the corral. Up to that moment no one in the little crowd of watchers had suspected the intention of the rider. For the fence, even after the removal of the top bar, was nearly six feet in height. But when Barry took his horse to the far side of the corral and then swung him about facing the derailed section, it was plain that he meant to attempt to jump at that place. Even then, as O’Brien explained later, and many a time, the thing was so impossible that he could not believe his eyes. There was a dreamlike element to the whole event. And like a phantom in a vision he saw the black horse start into a sharp gallop; saw the great dog sail across the fence first; saw the horse and rider shoot into the air against the stars; heard the click of hoofs against the top rail; heard the thud of hoofs on the near side of the fence, and then the horseman flashed about the corner of the barn and in an instant his hoofs were beating a far distant tattoo.


    As for the watchers, they returned in a dead silence to the barroom and they had hardly entered when Mac Strann stalked through the doors behind them; he went straight to O’Brien.


    “Somewhere about,” he said in his thick, deep voice, “they’s a man named Dan Barry. Where is he?”


    And O’Brien answered: “Mac, he was sittin’ down there at that table until two minutes ago, but where he is now I ain’t any idea.”


    The tall, skeleton form of Haw-Haw Langley materialised behind Mac Strann, and his face was contorted with anger.


    “If he was here two minutes ago,” he said, “he ain’t more than two minutes away.”


    “Which way?” asked Mac Strann.


    “North,” answered a score of voices.


    O’Brien stepped up to Mac Strann. He said: “Mac, we know what you got in your mind. We know what you’ve lost, and there ain’t any of us that ain’t sorry for Jerry—and for you. But, Mac, I can give you the best advice you ever heard in your life: Keep off’n the trail of Barry!”


    Haw-Haw Langley added at the ear of Mac Strann: “That was Jerry’s advice when he lay dyin’. An’ it’s my advice, too. Mac, Barry ain’t a safe man to foller!”


    “Haw-Haw,” answered Mac Strann, “Will you gimme a hand saddlin’ my hoss? I got an appointment, an’ I’m two minutes late already.”

  

  
    
      Doctor Byrne analyses

    

    In the room which had been assigned to his use Doctor Randall Byrne sat down to an unfinished letter and began to write.


    “Dinner has interrupted me, my dear Loughburne. I have dined opposite Miss Cumberland—only the two of us at a great table—with a wide silence around us—and the Chinese cook padding to and fro from the kitchen. Have I told you of that room? No, I believe that I have made no more than casual mention of my environment here, for reasons which are patent. But to-night I wished that you might look in upon the scene. Along the walls hang a rope with which Mr. Cumberland won a roping and tieing contest in his youth—a feat upon which he prides himself highly; at another place hang the six-shooters of a notorious desperado, taken from his dead body; there is the sombrero of a Mexican guerilla chief beside the picture of a prize bull, and an oil painting of Mr. Cumberland at middle age adjoins an immense calendar on which is portrayed the head of a girl in bright colours—a creature with amazing quantities of straw-coloured hair. The table itself is of such size that it is said all the guests at a round-up—a festival of note in these barbaric regions—can be easily seated around it. On one side of this table I sat—and on the other side sat the girl, as far away as if an entire room had separated us.
 
 “Before going down to the meal I had laid aside my glasses, for I have observed that spectacles, though often beneficial to the sight, are not always equally commendable in the opinion of women; and it should assuredly be one’s endeavour to become agreeable to those about us.
 
 “Be it noted at this point, my dear Loughburne, that I have observed peculiar properties in the eyes of Miss Cumberland. Those of all other humans and animals that have fallen under my observance were remarkable only for their use in seeing, whereas the eyes of Miss Cumberland seem peculiarly designed to be seen. This quality I attribute to the following properties of the said eyes. First, they are in size well beyond the ordinary. Secondly, they are of a colour restful to behold. It is, indeed, the colour of the deep, blue evening sky into which one may stare for an incalculable distance.
 
 “As I have said, then, I noted a glow in these eyes, though they were so immediately lowered that I could not be sure. I felt, however, an extraordinary warmth beneath my collar, the suffusion of blood passing swiftly towards my forehead. I inquired if she had smiled and for what reason; whereat she immediately assured me that she had not, and smiled while making the assurance.
 
 “I was now possessed of an unusual agitation, augmented by the manner in which Miss Cumberland looked at me out of twinkling but not unkindly eyes. What could have caused this perturbation I leave to your scientific keenness in analysis.
 
 “I discovered an amazing desire to sing, which indecorous impulse I, of course, immediately inhibited and transferred the energy into conversation.
 
 “‘The weather,’ said I. ‘has been uncommonly delightful to-day.’
 
 “I observed that Miss Cumberland greeted this sentence with another smile.
 
 “Presently she remarked: ‘It has seemed a bit windy to me.’
 
 “I recalled that it is polite to agree with ladies and instantly subjoined with the greatest presence of mind: ‘Quite right! A most abominably stormy day!’
 
 “At this I was astonished to be greeted by another burst of laughter, even more pronounced than the others.
 
 “‘Doctor Byrne,’ she said, ‘you are absolutely unique.’
 
 “‘It is a point,’ I said earnestly, ‘which I shall immediately set about to change.’
 
 “At this she raised both hands in a gesture of protest, so that I could observe her eyes shining behind the slender, brown fingers—observe, Loughburne, that white skin is falsely considered a thing of beauty in women—and she remarked, still laughing: ‘Indeed, you must not change!’
 
 “I replied with an adroit change of front: ‘Certainly not.’
 
 “For some mysterious reason the girl was again convulsed and broke off her laughter to cry in a voice of music which still tingles through me: ‘Doctor Byrne, you are delightful!’
 
 “I should gladly have heard her say more upon this point, but it being one which I could not gracefully dispute with her, and being unwilling that she should lapse into one of her usual silences, I ventured to change the subject from myself to her.
 
 “‘Miss Cumberland,’ I said, ‘I remark with much pleasure that the anxiety which has recently depressed you seems now in some measure lessened. I presume Mr. Daniels will be successful in his journey, though what the return of Mr. Daniels accompanied by Mr. Barry can accomplish, is, I confess, beyond my computation. Yet you are happier in the prospect of Mr. Barry’s return?’
 
 “I asked this question with a falling heart, though I remain ignorant of the cause to which I can attribute my sudden depression. Still more mysterious was the delight which I felt when the girl shook her head slowly and answered: ‘Even if he comes, it will mean nothing.’
 
 “I said: ‘Then let us intercept him and send him back!’
 
 “She cried out, as if I had hurt her: ‘No, no, no!’ and twisted her fingers together in pain. She added at once: ‘What of poor Dad?’
 
 “‘Your father,’ I confessed, ‘had for the moment slipped my mind.’
 
 “It seemed to me, however, that it was not wholly on her father’s account that she was grieved. She wished Mr. Barry to return, and yet she dreaded his coming. It was most mysterious. However, I had started Miss Cumberland thinking. She stopped eating and began to stare before her. Presently she said: ‘It is strange that we don’t hear from Buck. What can have held him so long?’
 
 “I regretted extremely that I had introduced the topic and cast about in my mind for another, but could not find one. I then expressed regret that I had revived her worries, but received in reply a smile in which there was no life: the very colour had died out from her cheeks. And she sat during the rest of the meal without speaking a word.
 
 “Afterwards I went in with her to see Mr. Cumberland. His condition was not materially changed. The marvel of it grows upon me more and more. It is a freak which defies medical science. There lies a man at the point of dissolution. His body has died of old age, and yet the life principle remains. He does not eat—at least, the nourishment he takes is wholely negligible. But he still has energy. To be sure, he rarely moves about and his body remains practically inert. But we must never forget that the mind is a muscle and calls for continual rebuilding. And the mind of Mr. Cumberland is never inactive. It works ceaselessly. It will not permit him to sleep. For three days, now, as far as I can tell, he has not closed his eyes. It might be assumed that he is in a state of trance, but by a series of careful experiments, I have ascertained that he is constantly thinking in the most vigourous fashion.
 
 “What does it mean? There is in the man a flame-like quality; something is burning in him every instant. But on what does the flame feed? I know that material cannot be created and that energy means dissolution of matter: but why does not the life of Joseph Cumberland dissolve?
 
 “The subject possesses me. I dare not ponder it too steadily or my brain begins to whirl. I make no progress towards any reasonable solution. I only feel that I am living in the presence of an astounding mystery.
 
 “Strange thoughts possess me. What is the fire that burns but does not consume Joe Cumberland? What is the thing in the wandering Dan Barry which Kate Cumberland fears and yet waits for? Why was it that Daniels trembled with dread when he started out to find a man who, by his own profession, he holds to be his best friend?
 
 “You see how the mystery assumes shape? It is before me. It is in my hand. And yet I cannot grasp its elements.
 
 “The story of a man, a horse, and a dog. What is the story?
 
 “To-day I wandered about the great corrals and came to one which was bounded by a fence of extraordinary height. It was a small corral, but all the posts were of great size, and the rails were as large as ordinary posts. I inquired what strange beasts could be kept in such a pen, and the man-of-all-work of whom I asked replied: ‘That’s Satan’s corral.’
 
 “I guessed at some odd story. ‘The devil?’ I cried, ‘Do they fence the devil in a corral?’
 
 “‘Oh, ay,’ said the fellow, ‘he’s a devil, right enough. If we’d let him run with the other hosses he’d have cut ’em to ribbons. That’s what kind of a devil he is!’
 
 “A story of a man, a horse, and a dog. I think I have seen the great chain which bound the dog. Was that the place where they kept the horse?
 
 “And, if so, what bonds are used for the man? And what sort of man can he be? One of gigantic size, no doubt, to mate his horse and his dog. A fierce and intractable nature, for otherwise Kate Cumberland could not dread him. And yet a man of singular values, for all this place seems to wait for his return. I catch the fire of expectancy. It eats into my flesh. Dreams haunt me night and day. What will be the end?
 
 “Now I am going down to see Mr. Cumberland again. I know what I shall see—the flickering of the fire behind his eyes. The lightning glances, the gentle, rare voice, the wasted face; and by him will be Kate Cumberland; and they both will seem to be listening, listening—for what?
 
 “No more to-night. But, Loughburne, you should be here; I feel that the like of this has never been upon the earth.
 
 “Byrne.”

  

  
    
      Suspense

    

    He found them as he had expected, the girl beside the couch, and the old man prone upon it, wrapped to the chin in a gaudy Navajo blanket. But to-night his eyes were closed, a most unusual thing, and Byrne could look more closely at the aged face. For on occasions when the eyes were wide, it was like looking into the throat of a searchlight to stare at the features—all was blurred. He discovered now wrinkled and purple-stained lids under the deep shadow of the brows—and eyes were so sunken that there seemed to be no pupils there. Over the cheek bones the skin was drawn so tightly that it shone, and the cheeks fell away into cadaverous hollows. But the lips, beneath the shag of grey beard, were tightly compressed. No, this was not sleep. It carried, as Byrne gazed, a connotation of swifter, fiercer thinking, than if the gaunt old man had stalked the floor and poured forth a tirade of words.


    The girl came to meet the doctor. She said: “Will you use a narcotic?”


    “Why?” asked Byrne. “He seems more quiet than usual.”


    “Look more closely,” she whispered.


    And when he obeyed, he saw that the whole body of Joe Cumberland quivered like an aspen, continually. So the finger of the duellist trembles on the trigger of his gun before he receives the signal to fire—a suspense more terrible than the actual face of death.


    “A narcotic?” she pleaded. “Something to give him just one moment of full relaxation?”


    “I can’t do it,” said Byrne. “If his heart were a shade stronger, I should. But as it is, the only thing that sustains him is the force of his will-power. Do you want me to unnerve the very strength which keeps him alive?”


    She shuddered.


    “Do you mean that if he sleeps it will be—death?”


    “I have told you before,” said the doctor, “that there are phases of this case which I do not understand. I predict nothing with certainty. But I very much fear that if your father falls into a complete slumber he will never waken from it. Once let his brain cease functioning and I fear that the heart will follow suit.”


    They stood on the farther side of the room and spoke in the softest of whispers, but now the deep, calm voice of the old man broke in: “Doc, they ain’t no use of worryin’. They ain’t no use of medicine. All I need is quiet.”


    “Do you want to be alone?” asked the girl.


    “No, not so long as you don’t make no noise. I can ‘most hear something, but your whisperin’ shuts it off.”


    They obeyed him, with a glance at each other. And soon they caught the far off beat of a horse in a rapid gallop.


    “Is it that?” cried Kate, leaning forward and touching her father’s hand. “Is that horse what you hear?”


    “No, no!” he answered impatiently. “That ain’t what I hear. It ain’t no hoss that I hear!”


    The hoof-beats grew louder—stopped before the house—steps sounded loud and rattling on the veranda—a door squeaked and slammed—and Buck Daniels stood before them. His hat was jammed down so far that his eyes were almost buried in the shadow of the brim; the bandana at his throat was twisted so that the knot lay over his right shoulder; he carried a heavy quirt in a hand that trembled so that the long lash seemed alive; a thousand bits of foam had dried upon his vest and stained it; the rowels of his spurs were caked and enmeshed with horsehair; dust covered his face and sweat furrowed it, and a keen scent of horse-sweat passed from him through the room. For a moment he stood at the door, bracing himself with legs spread wide apart, and stared wildly about—then he reeled drunkenly across the room and fell into a chair, sprawling at full length.


    No one else moved. Joe Cumberland had turned his head; Kate stood with her hand at her throat; the doctor had placed his hand behind his head, and there it stayed.


    “Gimme smoke—quick!” said Buck Daniels. “Run out of Durham a thousan’ years ago!”


    Kate ran into the next room and returned instantly with papers and a fresh sack of tobacco. On these materials Buck seized frantically, but his big fingers were shaking in a palsy, and the papers tore, one after another, as soon as he started to roll his smoke. “God!” he cried, in a burst of childish desperation, and collapsed again in the chair.


    But Kate Cumberland picked up the papers and tobacco which he had dashed to the floor and rolled a cigarette with deft fingers. She placed it between his lips and held the match by which he lighted it. Once, twice, and again, he drew great breaths of smoke into his lungs, and then he could open his eyes and look at them. They were not easy eyes to meet.


    “You’re hungry, Buck,” she said. “I can see it at a glance. I’ll have something for you in an instant.”


    He stopped her with a gesture.


    “I done it!” said Buck Daniels. “He’s comin’!”


    The doctor flashed his glance upon Kate Cumberland, for when she heard the words she turned pale and her eyes and her lips framed a mute question; but Joe Cumberland drew in a long breath and smiled.


    “I knowed it!” he said softly.


    The wind whistled somewhere in the house and it brought Buck Daniels leaping to his feet and into the centre of the room.


    “He’s here!” he yelled. “God help me, where’ll I go now! He’s here!”


    He had drawn his revolver and stood staring desperately about him as if he sought for a refuge in the solid wall. Almost instantly he recovered himself, however, and dropped the gun back into the holster.


    “No, not yet,” he said, more to himself than the others. “It ain’t possible, even for Dan.”


    Kate Cumberland rallied herself, though her face was still white. She stepped to Buck and took both his hands.


    “You’ve been working yourself to death,” she said gently. “Buck, you’re hysterical. What have you to fear from Dan? Isn’t he your friend? Hasn’t he proved it a thousand times?”


    Her words threw him into a fresh frenzy.


    “If he gets me, it’s blood on your head, Kate. It was for you I done it.”


    “No, no, Buck. For Dan’s sake alone. Isn’t that enough?”


    “For his sake?” Buck threw back his head and laughed—a crazy laughter. “He could rot in hell for all of me. He could foller his wild geese around the world. Kate, it was for you!”


    “Hush!” she pleaded. “Buck, dear!”


    “Do I care who knows it? Not I! I got an hour—half an hour to live; and while I live the whole damned world can know I love you, Kate, from your spurs to the blue of your eyes. For your sake I brung him, and for your sake I’ll fight him, damn him, in spite—”


    The wind wailed again, far off, and Buck Daniels cowered back against the wall. He had drawn Kate with him, and he now kept her before him, towards the door.


    He began to whisper, swiftly, with a horrible tremble in his voice: “Stand between me, Kate. Stand between me and him. Talk for me, Kate. Will you talk for me?” He drew himself up and caught a long, shuddering breath. “What have I been doin’? What have I been ravin’ about?”


    He looked about as if he saw the others for the first time.


    “Sit here, Buck,” said Kate, with perfect quiet. “Give me your hat. There’s nothing to fear. Now tell us.”


    “A whole day and a whole night,” he said, “I been riding with the fear of him behind me. Kate, I ain’t myself, and if I been sayin’ things—”


    “No matter. Only tell me how you made him follow you.”


    Buck Daniels swept his knuckles across his forehead, as though to rub out a horrible memory.


    “Kate,” he said in a voice which was hardly more than a whisper, “why did he follow Jim Silent?”


    The doctor slipped into a chair opposite Buck Daniels and watched him with unbelieving eyes. When he had last seen Buck the man had seemed an army in himself; but now a shivering, unmanned coward sat before him. Byrne glanced at Kate Cumberland for explanation of the mysterious change. She, also, was transformed with horror, and she stared at Buck Daniels as at one already among the dead.


    “Buck, you didn’t—strike him?”


    Buck Daniels nodded jerkily.


    “I’ll try to tell you straight from the beginning. I found Dan in Brownsville. I begged him to come back with me, but he wouldn’t stir. This was why: A gunman had come to the town lookin’ for trouble, and when he run acrost Dan he found plenty of it. No, don’t look like that, Kate; it was self-defense, pure and simple—they didn’t even arrest Dan for it. But this dyin’ man’s brother, Mac Strann, come down from the hills and sat beside Jerry Strann waitin’ for him to go west before he started out to clean up on Dan. Yesterday evenin’ Jerry was near dead and everybody in Brownsville was waitin’ to see what would happen, because Dan wouldn’t budge till Mac Strann had had his chance to get back at him. So I sent a feller ahead to fix a relay of hosses to Elkhead, because I made up my mind I was going to make Dan Barry chase me out of that town. I walked into the saloon where Dan was sittin’—braidin’ a little horsehair strand—my God, Kate, think of him sittin’ there doin’ that with a hundred fellers standin’ about waitin’ for him to kill or be killed! I went up to him. I picked a fight, and then I slapped him—in the face.”


    The sweat started on Daniels’ forehead at the thought.


    “But you’re still alive” cried Kate Cumberland. “Had you handled his gun first?”


    “No. As soon as I hit him I turned my back to him and took a couple of steps away from him.”


    “Oh, Buck, Buck!” she cried, her face lighting. “You knew he wouldn’t shoot you in the back!”


    “I didn’t know nothin’. I couldn’t even think—and my body was numb as a dead man’s all below the hips. There I stood like I was chained to the floor—you know how it is in a nightmare when something chases you and you can’t run? That was the way with me.”


    “Buck! And he was sitting behind you—while you stood there?”


    “Ay, sitting there with my death sittin’ on his trigger finger. But I knowed that if I showed the white feather, if I let him see me shake, he’d be out of his chair and on top of me. No gun—he don’t need nothin’ but his hands—and what was in front of my eyes was a death like—like Jim Silent’s!”


    He squinted his eyes close and groaned. Once more he roused himself.


    “But I couldn’t move a foot without my knees bucklin’, so I takes out my makin’s and rolls a cigarette. And while I was doin’ it I was prayin’ that my strength would come back to me before he come back to himself—and started!”


    “It was surprise that held him, Buck. To think of you striking him—you who have saved his life and fought for him like a blood-brother. Oh, Buck, of all the men in the world you’re the bravest and the noblest!”


    “They ain’t nothin’ in that brand of talk,” growled Buck, reddening. “Anyway, at last I started for the door. It wasn’t farther away than from here to the wall. Outside was my hoss, and a chance for livin’. But that door was a thousand years away, and a thousand times while I walked towards it I felt Dan’s gun click and bang behind me and felt the lead go tearin’ through me. And I didn’t dare to hurry, because I knew that might wake Dan up. So finally I got to the doors and just as they was swingin’ to behind me, I heard a sort of a moan behind me—”


    “From Dan!” whispered the white-faced girl. “I know—a sort of a stifled cry when he’s angered! Oh, Buck.”


    “My first step took me ten yards from that door,” reminisced Buck Daniels, “and my next step landed me in the saddle, and I dug them spurs clean into the insides of Long Bess. She started like a watch-spring uncoilin’, and as she spurts down the streets I leans clean over to her mane and looks back and there I seen Dan standin’ in the door with his gun in his hand and the wind blowin’ his hair. But he didn’t shoot, because the next second I was swallowed up in the dark and couldn’t see him no more.”


    “But it was no use!” cried the girl. “With Black Bart to trail you and with Satan to carry him, he overtook you—and then—”


    “He didn’t,” said Buck Daniels. “I’d fixed things so’s he couldn’t get started with Satan for some time. And before he could have Satan on my trail I’d jut put a long stretch behind me because Long Bess was racin’ every step. The lay of the land was with me. It was pretty level, and on level goin’ Long Bess is almost as fast as Satan; but on rocky goin’ Satan is like a goat—nothin’ stops him! And I was ridin’ Long Bess like to bust her heart, straight towards McCauley’s. We wasn’t more’n a mile away when I thought—the wind was behind me, you see—that I heard a sort of far off whistling down the wind! My God!”


    He could not go on for a moment, and Kate Cumberland sat with parted lips, twisting her fingers together and then tearing them apart once more.


    “Well, that mile was the worst in my life. I thought maybe the man I’d sent on ahead hadn’t been able to leave me a relay at McCauley’s, and if he hadn’t I knew I’d die somewhere in the hills beyond. And they looked as black as dead men, and all sort of grinnin’ down at me.


    “But when I got to McCauley’s, there stood a hoss right in front of the house. It didn’t take me two second to make the saddle-change. And then I was off agin!”


    A sigh of relief came from Byrne and Kate.


    “That hoss was a beauty. Not long-legged like Bess, nor half so fast, but he was jest right for the hills. Climbed like a goat and didn’t let up. Up and up we goes. The wind blows the clouds away when we gets to the top of the climb and I looks down into the valley all white in the moonlight. And across the valley I seen two little shadows slidin’, smooth and steady. It was Dan and Satan and Black Bart!”


    “Buck!”


    “My heart, it stood plumb still! I gives my hoss the spurs and we went down the next slope. And I don’t remember nothin’ except that we got to the Circle K Bar after a million years, ‘most, and when we got there the piebald flops on the ground—near dead. But I made the change and started off agin, and that next hoss was even better than the piebald—a sure goer! When he started I could tell by his gait what he was, and I looked up at the sky—”


    He stopped, embarrassed.


    “And thanked God, Buck?”


    “Kate, I ain’t ashamed if maybe I did. But since then I ain’t seen or heard Dan, but all the time I rode I was expecting to hear his whistle behind me, close up.”


    All the life died from her face.


    “No, Buck, if he’d a followed all the way he would have caught you in spite of your relay. No, I understand what happened. After a while he remembered that Mac Strann was waiting for him back in Brownsville. And he left your trail to be taken up later and went back to Brownsville. You didn’t see him follow you after you left the Circle X Bar?”


    “No. I didn’t dare look back. But somehow I knew he was comin’.”


    She shook her head.


    “He won’t come, Buck. He’ll go back to meet Mac Strann—and then—” She ran to the chair of Buck swiftly and caught his hands: “What sort of a man is Mac Strann?”


    But Buck smiled strangely up into her face.


    “Does it make any difference,” he said, “to Dan?”


    She went slowly back to her place.


    “No,” she admitted, “no difference.”


    “If you came by relays for twenty-four hours,” said the doctor, numbering his points upon accurate fingertips, “it is humanly impossible that this man could have followed you very closely. It will probably take him another day to arrive.”


    But here his glance fell upon old Joe Cumberland, and found the cattleman smiling faintly to himself.


    Buck Daniels was considering the last remark seriously.


    “No,” he said, “it ain’t possible. Besides, what Kate says may be true. She ought to know—she says he’ll wait for Mac Strann. I didn’t think of that; I thought I was savin’ Dan from another—well, what a damn fool I been!”


    He unknotted his bandana and with it mopped his face to a semblance of cleanliness.


    “It was the ridin’ that done it,” he explained, shame-faced. “You put a man on a hoss for a certain time, and after a while he gets so he can’t think. He’s sort of nutty. That was the way with me when I come in.”


    “Open the window on the veranda,” said Joe Cumberland. “I want to feel the wind.”


    The doctor obeyed the instruction, and again he noted that same quiet, contented smile on the lips of the old man. For some reason it made him ill at ease to see it.


    “He won’t get here for eight or ten hours,” went on Buck Daniels, easing himself into a more comfortable position, and raising his head a little higher. “Ten hours more, even if he does come. That’ll give me a chance to rest up; right now I’m kind of shaky.”


    “A condition, you will observe, in which Mr. Barry will also be when he arrives,” remarked the doctor.


    “Shaky?” grinned Buck Daniels. “M’frien’, you don’t know that bird!” He sat up, clenching his fist. “And if Dan does come, he can’t affo’d to press me too far! I’ll take so much, and then—”


    He struck his fist on the arm of the chair.


    “Buck!” cried Kate Cumberland. “Are you mad? Have you lost your reason? Would you face him?”


    Buck Daniels winced, but he then shook his head doggedly.


    “He had his chance down in Brownsville,” he said. “And he didn’t take it. Why? Because my back was turned? Well, he could of got in front of me if he’d been terrible anxious. I’ve seen Dan in action; he’s seen me in action! Maybe he’s seen too much. They’ve been stranger things than that, in this world!” He hitched his belt so that the butt of his revolver came farther forward. But now Kate Cumberland advised: “Buck, you’re tired out; you don’t know what you’re saying. Better go up to bed.”


    He flushed a ruddy bronze.


    “D’you think I’m jest talkin’ words, Kate, to hear myself talk?”


    “Listen!” broke in Joe Cumberland, and raised a bony forefinger for silence.


    


    And the doctor noted a great change in the old man. There was no longer a tremor in his body. There was only a calm and smiling expectation—a certainty. A tinge of colour was in his withered face for the first time since Byrne had come to the ranch, and now the cattleman raised his finger with such an air of calm authority that at once every voice in the room was stilled.


    “D’ye hear?”


    They did not. They heard only the faint rushing of the air through the window. The flame danced in the chimney of the lamp and changed the faces in phantastic alteration. One and all, they turned and faced the window. Still there was not a sound audible, but the doctor felt as if the noise were approaching. He knew it as surely as if he could see some far-off object moving near and nearer. And he knew, as clearly, that the others in the room felt the same thing. He turned his glance from the window towards Kate Cumberland. Her face was upturned. There was about it a transparent pallor; the eyes were large and darkly ringed; the lips parted into the saddest and the most patient of smiles; and the slender fingers were interwoven and pressed against the base of her throat.


    For the first time he saw how the fire that was so manifest in the old man had been consuming her, also. It left no mark of the coming of death upon her. But it had burned her pure and left her transparent as crystal. Pity swelled in the throat of Byrne as he realised the anguish of her long waiting. Fear mingled with his pity. He felt that something was coming which would seize on her as the wind seizes on the dead leaf, whirling her off into an infinity of storm and darkness into which he could not follow a single pace.


    He turned back towards the window. The rush of air played steadily, and then in pulses, upon his face. Then even the wind ceased; as if it, too, were waiting. Not a sound. But silence has a greater voice than discord or music. It seemed to Byrne that he could tell how fast each heart was beating.


    The old man had closed his eyes again. And yet the rigid forefinger remained raised, and the faint smile touched at the corners of his mouth. Buck Daniels sat lunging forward in his chair, his knees supporting his elbows, and scowled up at the window with a sort of sullen terror.


    Then Byrne heard it—so small a voice that at first he thought it was only a part of the silence. It grew and grew—in a sudden burst it was clear to every ear—the honking of the wild geese!


    And Byrne knew the picture they made. He could see them far up in the sky—a dim triangle of winter grey—moving with the beat of lightning wings each in an arrowy flight north, and north, and north. Creatures for sport all the world over; here alone, in all the earth, in the heart of this mountain-desert, they were in some mysterious wise messengers. Once more the far discord showered down upon them, died as they rose, perhaps, to a higher level, and was heard no more.

  

  
    
      The coming

    

    Then a padding step, light, lighter than the sound of the softest thought. It was passing near; the faint breeze blew the sound to them, around them, behind them. Each man felt as if some creature were stalking him, unseen. Next—it appeared by magic against the blue black of the night—the head of a great wolf, quite black, shaggy, with sharply pointed ears. And the eyes stared at them, green eyes with lights that swirled as the flame jumped in the throat of the lamp. For a long moment the horror lasted. Then the head, as it had come, disappeared, and the light, light foot fall, faded away.


    Buck Daniels had risen, now. The sound of his whisper made them start.


    “I’m going up—to my room—and lock the door—for God’s sake—keep—him away!”


    And so he stole soundlessly away, and then they heard the creaks which announced his progress up the stairs.


    Not Buck Daniels alone. In the deadly silence Kate rose to her feet; and the old man, the invalid—he with the dead body and the living brain, rose from his couch and stood as erect as a soldier on parade. The doctor was conscious of repeating to himself, hurriedly, a formula something like this: “The thing which is coming is human; it cannot be more than human; as long as it is human it is nothing to fear; the laws of truth are irrevocably fixed; the laws of science will not change.” Yet in spite of this formula he was deadly cold, as if a wind were blowing through his naked soul. It was not fear. It was something beyond fear, and he would not have been otherwhere for any reward. All his mind remained poised, expectant, as the astronomer waits for the new star which his calculations have predicted to enter the field of his telescope.


    He caught the sound of another horse coming, far different even to his unpracticed ear from the beat of hoofs which announced the coming of Buck Daniels. The rhythm of their fall was slower, as if the stride of the animal were much longer. He pictured a mighty creature with a vast mane blown back against the chest of a giant rider. There was a murmur from Kate: “Dan, my dear, my dear!”


    Then he heard a padding footfall, hardly louder than the light, light step of the wolf. The knob of the door turned slowly, without a sound; it opened, and a man stepped in. He was not larger than the doctor—a slender fellow, almost dapper in his dress, with hardly a sign of travel about him, except that the brim of his sombrero was folded back from his face as if from continual pressure of wind. These things Randall Byrne noted vaguely; what he was sharply aware of were the eyes of the man. He had the feeling that he had seen them before; he remembered the yellow light that had swirled in the eyes of the wolf at the window.


    The newcomer flashed a glance about the room, yet for all its speed it seemed to linger an instant on each face, and when it crossed the stare of Byrne the doctor shrank.


    “Where is Buck?” asked the man. “I’ve come for him!”


    As if in answer, the great, shaggy dog slipped through the entrance past his master and glided across the room. As he passed, Kate held out a hand to him. She called softly: “Bart!” but she was greeted with a silent baring of fangs; and she caught her hand back against her breast, with the tears springing in her eyes. On the other side of the room the black dog paused and looked back to his master, while Byrne realised with a shudder that the door before which it stood was the door through which Buck Daniels had disappeared. Straight to that door Barry stepped, and Byrne realised, with an eerie emotion, that the footfalls made no sound.


    Before he reached the door, however, the girl started forward and sprang before him. With her outstretched arms she barred the way. Her skirt brushed almost in the face of the dog, and the beast shrank away not in fear, but crouching in readiness to leap. The sharp ears twitched back; a murderous snarl rolled up from between the wicked teeth. Yet she did not cast a single glance at him; she faced the greater danger.


    She was saying: “Whatever Buck did, it wasn’t done to hurt you, Dan; it was done for your own sake. And for Dad’s sake. You shan’t pass here!”


    From his position, the doctor could not see the face of Dan Barry, but he guessed at it through the expression of Kate. Such terror and horror were in her eyes as though she were facing a death’s head inches away. Then he saw the slender hand of Barry rise and move towards the girl, slowly, tremblingly, as though one fierce impulse urged him to thrust her to one side and as though another held back his arm. The doctor could not watch the girl longer; fear and pity were wringing him as he lowered his glance to the floor.


    Then he heard her cry: “Have you forgotten me, like Bart? Like Bart, have you forgotten me, Dan?”


    His hand fell to his side and he glided back from her; but now Byrne could see that the eyes of Barry were looking past the girl, as though he stared through the solid wood of the door and found his prey beyond it. The stranger slipped towards the door by which he had entered, with the great dog slinking at his heels. Kate Cumberland leaned heavily against the wall, her arm thrown across her face, but there was no consciousness of her in the face of Barry. Yet at the very door he paused and straightened; Byrne saw that he was staring towards Joe Cumberland; and the old man reached a bony hand out.


    “Oh, lad,” he said softly, “I been waitin’ for you years an’ years, seems like!”


    Barry crossed the room as noiselessly, as swiftly, as a flying shadow.


    “Sit down!” he commanded, and Byrne caught a faint ring in the voice, like the shiver of metal striking steel.


    Joe Cumberland obeyed without a word, and then lay back at full length upon the couch—a palsy had seized on him, and the hand which rested on the shoulder of Dan Barry was shaking. By the couch came the tall dog, and crouched, staring up in the master’s face; then the younger man turned his face towards Byrne and the girl. Those thin-cut nostrils expanded, the lips compressed, and Byrne dared not look into the flare of the eyes.


    “Who done this?” asked Barry, and still the shiver of cold metal rang in his voice. “Who’s done this?”


    “Steady, lad,” said Joe Cumberland faintly. “They ain’t no call for fightin’. Steady, Dan, boy. An’ don’t leave me!”


    Byrne caught a signal from Kate and followed her obediently from the room.


    “Let them be alone,” she said.


    “Impossible!” protested the doctor. “Your father is lapsed into a most dangerous condition. The physical inertia which has held him for so long is now broken and I look for a dangerous mental and nervous collapse to accompany it. A sedative is now imperative!”


    He laid his hand on the knob of the door to return, but the girl blocked his way.


    “Don’t go in,” she commanded feebly. “I can’t explain to you. All I can say is that Dad was the one who found Dan Barry and there’s something between them that none of us understand. But I know that he can help Dad. I know Dad is in no danger while Dan is with him.”


    “A pleasant superstition,” nodded the doctor, “but medicine, my dear Miss Cumberland, does not take account of such things.”


    “Doctor Byrne,” she said, rallying a failing strength for the argument, “I insist. Don’t ask me to explain.”


    “In that case,” he answered coldly, “I cannot assume responsibility for what may happen.”


    She made a gesture of surrender, weakly.


    “Look back in on them now,” she said. “If you don’t find father quiet, you may go in to him.”


    Doctor Byrne obeyed, opening the door softly. He saw Joe Cumberland prone, of course, upon the couch. One hand lay as usual across his breast, but the other was at his side, clasped in the hands of Dan Barry. The old cattleman slept. Yes, there was no doubt that for the first time in many days he slumbered soundly. The lean, narrow chest rose and fell with deep, slow breaths; the eyes were closed, and there was no twitching of muscles to betray ragged nerves or a mind that dreamed fiercely while the body slept. Far over the sleeping man leaned the stranger, as if he were peering closely into the closed eyes of Joe Cumberland. There was a tenseness of watching and waiting in his attitude, like the runner on the mark, or like the burden-bearer lifting a great weight, and Byrne gathered, in some mysterious manner, the impression that Barry sent through his hands and into the body of Cumberland a continual stream of nervous strength—an electric thing. Nonsense, of course. And it was nonsense, also, to think that the huge dog which lay staring up into the face of the master understood all this affair much better than the practiced mind of the physician. Yet the illusion held with Randall Byrne in spite of all his scepticism.


    He was certain that he had made not the slightest sound in opening the door, but presently the head of the watcher turned slowly, and Byrne was looking into those same yellow, terrible eyes. At the same instant the sick man moaned faintly. The doctor closed the door as softly as he had opened it and turned a drawn face upon Kate Cumberland.


    “I don’t understand; it isn’t possible!” he whispered.


    “No one understands,” said the girl, and smiled mirthlessly. “Don’t try to, Doctor Byrne. Go to bed, and sleep. If you can. Good night.”


    “But you,” said Byrne, following her, “are almost as ill as your father. Is there nothing I can do for you?”


    “You?” she asked, surprised. “No, nothing.”


    “But there’s not the slightest colour in your face. And you are trembling, Miss Cumberland!”


    She did not seem to hear him.


    “Will he stay?” she asked of herself. “Will he leave before the morning?”


    “I shall see that he stays,” said the doctor. “I will stay here outside the door and see that he does not leave, if you wish.”


    Once more she smiled in that baffling manner.


    “Could you keep the wind from blowing, Doctor Byrne? If I thought that he could be kept—” she stopped. “He has forgotten us. He has forgotten all of us except Dad. And if Dad cannot keep him, nothing will keep him. It’s useless for you to wait here. Good night again, Doctor Byrne.”


    He watched her up the stairs. By the dim light he saw her hand catching at the balustrade as if she were drawing herself up, step by step. When she reached the landing and turned half towards him, he saw that her head was fallen.


    “Not a glance, not a thought for me,” murmured the doctor. “But if the stranger does leave—” Instead of finishing the muttered sentences, he drew a chair back against the wall and sat down with folded hands to wait.

  

  
    
      Mac Strann decides to keep the law

    

    It was hours later that night when Haw-Haw Langley and Mac Strann sat their horses on the hill to the south. Before them, on the nearest rise of ground, a clump of tall trees and the sharp triangle of a roof split the sky, while down towards the right spread a wide huddle of sheds and barns.


    “That’s where the trail ends,” said Mac Strann, and started his horse down the slope. Haw-Haw Langley urged his little mount hurriedly alongside the squat bulk of his companion. He looked like the skeleton reality, and Mac Strann the blunt, deformed shadow.


    “You ain’t going into the house lookin’ for him, Mac?” he asked, and he lowered his voice to a sharp whisper in spite of the distance. “Maybe there’s a pile of men in that house. It’s got room for a whole army. You ain’t going in there by yourself, Mac?”


    “Haw-Haw,” explained the big man quietly, “I ain’t going after Barry. I’m going to make him come after me.”


    Haw-Haw considered this explanation for a dazed moment. It was far too mysterious for his comprehension.


    “What you goin’ to do?” he asked again.


    “Would you know that black hoss agin if you seen him?” asked Mac Strann.


    “In a thousand.”


    “That hoss has had a long ride; and Barry has put him in one of them barns, they ain’t no doubt. Most like, the dog is with the hoss.”


    “It looks a considerable lot like a wolf,” muttered Langley. “I wouldn’t choose meetin’ up with that dog in the dark. Besides, what good is it goin’ to do you to find the dog?”


    “If you hurt a man’s dog,” explained Mac Strann calmly, “you’re hurting the man, ain’t you? I’m going to hurt this man’s dog; afterwards the dog’ll bring the man to me. They ain’t no doubt of that. I ain’t goin’ to kill the dog. I’m goin’ to jest nick him so’s he’ll get well and then hit my trail.”


    “What sense is they in that?”


    “If Barry comes to me, ain’t he the one that’s breakin’ the law? If I kill him then, won’t it be in self-defense? I ain’t no law-breaker, Haw-Haw. It ain’t any good bein’ a law-breaker. Them lawyers can talk a man right into a grave. They’s worse nor poison. I’d rather be caught in a bear trap a hundred miles from my shack than have a lawyer fasten onto my leg right in the middle of Brownsville. No, Haw-Haw, I ain’t going to break any law. But I’m going to fix the wolf so’s he’ll know me; and when he gets well he’ll hit my trail, and when he hits my trail he’ll have Barry with him. And when Barry sees me, then—” he raised his arms above him in the dark. “Then!” breathed Mac Strann, “Jerry can start sleepin’ sound for the first time!”


    Haw-Haw Langley wrapped his long arms about himself.


    “An’ I’ll be there to watch. I’ll be there to see fair play, don’t you never doubt it, Mac. Why didn’t I never go with you before? Why, Jerry never done anything to touch this! But be careful, Mac. Don’t make no slip up to-night. If they’s trouble—I ain’t a fighting man, Mac. I ain’t no ways built for it.”


    “Shut your mouth,” said Mac Strann bluntly. “I need quiet now.”


    For they were now close to the house. Mac Strann brought his horse to a jog trot and cast a semi-circle skirting the house and bringing him behind the barns. Here he retreated to a little jutting point of land from behind which the house was invisible, and there dismounted.


    Haw-Haw Langley followed example reluctantly. He complained: “I ain’t never heard before of a man leavin’ his hoss behind him! It ain’t right and it ain’t policy.”


    His leader, however, paid no attention to this grumbling. He skirted back behind the barns, walking with a speed which extended even the long legs of Haw-Haw Langley. Most of the stock was turned out in the corrals. Now and then a horse stamped, or a bull snorted from the fenced enclosures, but from the barns they heard not a sound. Now Mac Strann paused. They had reached the largest of the barns, a long, low structure.


    “This here,” said Mac Strann, “is where that hoss must be. They wouldn’t run a hoss like that with others. They’d keep him in a big stall by himself. We’ll try this one, Haw-Haw.”


    But Haw-Haw drew back at the door. The interior was black as the hollow of a throat as soon as Mac Strann rolled back the sliding door, and Haw-Haw imagined evil eyes glaring and twinkling at him along the edges of the darkness.


    “The wolf!” he cautioned, grasping the shoulder of his companion. “You ain’t goin’ to walk onto that wolf, Mac?”


    The latter struck down Haw-Haw’s hand.


    “A wolf makes a noise before it jumps,” he whispered, “and that warnin’ is all the light I need.”


    Now their eyes grew somewhat accustomed to the dark and Haw-Haw could make out, vaguely, the posts of the stalls to his right. He could not tell whether or not some animal might be lying down between the posts, but Mac Strann, pausing at every stall, seemed to satisfy himself at a glance. Right down the length of the barn they passed until they reached a wall at the farther end.


    “He ain’t here,” sighed Haw-Haw, with relief. “Mac, if I was you, I’d wait till they was light before I went huntin’ that wolf.”


    “He ought to be here,” growled Mac Strann, and lighted a match. The flame spurted in a blinding flash from the head of the match and then settled down into a steady yellow glow. By that brief glow Mac Strann looked up and down the wall. The match burned out against the calloused tips of his fingers.


    “That wall,” mused Strann, “ain’t made out of the same timber as the side of the barn. That wall is whole years newer. Haw-Haw, that ain’t the end of the barn. They’s a holler space beyond it.” He lighted another match, and then cursed softly in delight. “Look!” he commanded.


    At the farther side of the wall was the glitter of metal—the latch of a door opening in the wooden wall. Mac Strann set it ajar and Haw-Haw peered in over the big man’s shoulder. He saw first a vague and formless glimmer. Then he made out a black horse lying down in the centre of a box stall. The animal plunged at once to its feet, and crowding as far as possible away against the wall, turned its head and stared at them with flashing eyes.


    “It’s him!” whispered Haw-Haw. “It’s Barry’s black. They ain’t another hoss like him on the range. An’ the wolf—thank God!—ain’t with him.”


    But Mac Strann closed the door of the stall, frowning thoughtfully, and thought on the face of Strann was a convulsion of pain. He dropped the second match to his feet, where it ignited a wisp of straw that sent up a puff of light.


    “Ah-h!” drawled Mac Strann. “The wolf ain’t here, but we’ll soon have him here. And the thing that brings him here will get rid of the black hoss.”


    “Are you goin’ to steal the hoss?”


    “Steal him? He couldn’t carry me two mile, a skinny hoss like that. But if Barry ever gets away agin on that hoss I ain’t never goin’ to catch him. That hoss has got to die.”


    Haw-Haw Langley caught his breath with a harsh gurgle. For men of the mountain-desert sometimes fall very low indeed, but in their lowest moments it is easier for him to kill a man than a horse. There is the story, for instance, of the cattleman who saw the bull-fight in Juarez, and when the bull gored the first horse the cowpuncher rose in the crowd and sent a bullet through the picador to square the deal. So Haw-Haw sighed.


    “Mac,” he whispered, “has it got to be done? Ain’t there any other way? I’ve seen that hoss. When the sun hits him it sets him on fire, he’s that sleek. And his legs is like drawn-iron, they’re that fine. And he’s got a head that’s finer than a man’s head, Mac.”


    “I’ve seen him close enough,” answered Mac Strann grimly. “An’ I’ve follered him for a day and a half, damn near. S’pose Barry finds out I’m on his trail; s’pose he won’t foller the wolf when the wolf tries to lead him to me. S’pose he gets on this hoss and cuts away? Can I foller the wind, Haw-Haw? This hoss has got to die!”


    From the manger he threw out several armfuls of hay, wrenched down from behind the manger several light boards, and tossed them on the hay. He lighted a match and was approaching the small flame to the pile of inflammables when Haw-Haw Langley cried softly: “Hark, Mac!”


    The big man instantly extinguished the match. For a moment they could distinguish nothing, but then they heard the sharp, high chorus of the wild geese flying north. Haw-Haw Langley snickered apologetically.


    “That was what I heard a minute ago!” he said. “And it sounded like voices comin’.”


    A snarl of contempt came from Mac Strann; then he scratched another match and at once the flame licked up the side of the hay and cast a long arm up the wooden wall.


    “Out of this, quick!” commanded Mac Strann, and they started hastily down the barn towards the door. The fire behind them, after the puff of flame from the hay, had died away to a ghastly and irregular glow with the crackle of the slowly catching wood. It gave small light to guide them—only enough, indeed, to deceive the eye. The posts of the stalls grew into vast, shadowy images; the irregularities of the floor became high places and pits alternately. But when they were halfway to the door, Haw-Haw Langley saw a form too grim to be a shadow, blocking their path. It was merely a blacker shape among the shades, but Haw-Haw was aware of the two shining eyes, and stopped short in his tracks.


    “The wolf!” he whispered to Mac Strann. “Mac, what’re we goin’ to do?”


    The other had not time to answer, for the shadow at the door of the barn now leaped towards them, silently, without growl or yelp or snarl. As if to guide the battle, the kindling wood behind them now ignited and sent up a yellow burst of light. By it Haw-Haw Langley saw the great beast clearly, and he leaped back behind the sheltering form of Mac Strann. As for Mac, he did not move or flinch from the attack. His revolver was in his hand, levelled, and following the swift course of Black Bart.

  

  
    
      Patience

    

    There is one patience greater than the endurance of the cat at the hole of the mouse or the wolf which waits for the moose to drop, and that is the patience of the thinking man; the measure of the Hindoo’s moveless contemplation of Nirvana is not in hours but in weeks or even in months. Randall Byrne sat at his sentinel post with his hands folded and his grave eyes steadily fixed before him, and for hour after hour he did not move. Though the wind rose, now and again, and whistled through the upper chambers or mourned down the empty halls, Randall Byrne did not stir so much as an eyelash in observance. Two things held him fascinated. One was the girl who had passed up yonder stairs so wearily without a single backward glance at him; the other was the silent battle which went on in the adjoining room. Now and then his imagination wandered away to secondary pictures. He would see Barry meeting Buck Daniels, at last, and striking him down as remorselessly as the hound strikes the hare; or he would see him riding back towards Elkhead and catch a bright, sad vision of Kate Cumberland waving a careless adieu to him, and then hear her singing carelessly as she turned away. Such pictures as these, however, came up but rarely in the mind of Byrne. Mostly he thought of the stranger leaning over the body of old Joe Cumberland, reviving him, restoring him with electric energy, paying back, as it were, some ancient debt. And he thought of the girl as she had turned at the landing place of the stairs, her head fallen; and he thought of her lying in her bed, with her arm under the mass of bright hair, trying to sleep, very tired, but remorsely held awake by that same power which was bringing Joe Cumberland back from the verge of death.


    It was all impossible. This thing could not be. It was really as bad as the yarn of the Frankenstein monster. He considered how it would seem in print, backed by his most solemn asseverations, and then he saw the faces of the men who associated with him, pale thoughtful faces striving to conceal their smiles and their contempt. But always he came back, like the desperate hare doubling on his course, upon the picture of Kate Cumberland there at the turning of the stairs, and that bent, bright head which confessed defeat. The man had forgotten her. It made Byrne open his eyes in incredulity even to imagine such a thing. The man had forgotten her! She was no more to him than some withered hag he might ride past on the road.


    His ear, subconsciously attentive to everything around him, caught a faint sound from the next room. It was a regular noise. It had the rhythm of a quick footfall, but in its nature it was more like the sound of a heavily beating pulse. Randall Byrne sat up in his chair. A faint creaking attested that it was, indeed, a footfall traversing the room to and fro, steadily.


    The stranger, then, no longer leaned over the couch of the old cattleman. He was walking up and down the floor with that characteristic, softly padding step. Of what did he think as he walked? It carried Byrne automatically out into the darkest night, with a wind in his face, and the rhythm of a long striding horse carrying him on to a destination unknown.


    Here he heard a soft scratching, repeated, at the door. When it came again he rose and opened the door—at once the tall, shaggy dog slipped through the opening and glided past him. It startled Byrne oddly to see the animal stealing away, as if Barry himself had been leaving. He called to the beast, but he was met by a silent baring of white fangs that stopped him in his tracks. The great dog was gone without a sound, and Byrne closed the door again without casting a look inside. He was stupidly, foolishly afraid to look within.


    After that the silence had a more vital meaning. No pictures crowded his brain. He was simply keyed to a high point of expectancy, and therefore, when the door was opened silently, he sprang up as if in acknowledgment of an alarm and faced Barry. The latter closed the door behind him and glided after the big dog. He had almost crossed the big room when Byrne was able to speak.


    “Mr. Barry!” he called.


    The man hesitated.


    “Mr. Barry,” he repeated.


    And Dan Barry turned. It was something like the act of the wolf the moment before—a swift movement, a flash of the eyes in something like defiance.


    “Mr. Barry, are you leaving us?”


    “I’m going outside.”


    “Are you coming back?”


    “I dunno.”


    A great joy swelled in the throat of Doctor Byrne. He felt like shouting in triumph; yet he remembered once more how the girl had gone up the stairs, wearily, with fallen head. He decided that he would do what he could to keep the stranger with them, and though Randall Byrne lived to be a hundred he would never do a finer thing than what he attempted then. He stepped across the room and stood before Barry, blocking the way.


    “Sir,” he said gravely, “if you go now, you will work a great sorrow in this house.”


    A glint of anger rose in the eyes of Barry.


    “Joe Cumberland is sleepin’ soun’,” he answered. “He’ll be a pile rested when he wakes up. He don’t need me no more.”


    “He’s not the only one who needs you,” said Byrne. “His daughter has been waiting impatiently for your coming, sir.”


    The sharp glance of Barry wavered away.


    “I’d kind of like to stay,” he murmured, “but I got to go.”


    A dull voice called from the next room.


    “It’s Joe Cumberland,” said Byrne. “You see, he is not sleeping!”


    The brow of Barry clouded, and he turned gloomily back.


    “Maybe I better stay,” he agreed.


    Yet before he made a step Byrne heard a far-away honking of the wild geese, that musical discord carrying for uncounted miles through the windy air. The sound worked like magic on Barry. He whirled back.


    “I got to go,” he repeated.


    And yet Byrne blocked the way. It required more courage to do that than to do anything he had ever attempted in his life. The sweat poured out from under his armpits as the stranger stepped near; the blood rushed from his face as he stared into the eyes of Barry—eyes which now held an uncanny glimmer of yellow light.


    “Sir,” said Byrne huskily, “you must not go! Listen! Old Cumberland is calling to you again! Does that mean nothing? If you have some errand out in the night, let me go for you.”


    “Partner,” said the soft voice of Barry, “stand aside. I got no time, I’m wanted!”


    Every muscle of Randall Byrne’s body was set to repulse the stranger in any effort to pass through that door, and yet, mysteriously, against his will, he found himself standing to one side, and saw the other slip through the open door.


    “Dan! Are ye there?” called a louder voice from the room beyond.


    There was no help for it. He, himself, must go back and face Joe Cumberland. With a lie, no doubt. He would say that Dan had stepped out for a moment and would be back again. That might put Cumberland safely to sleep. In the morning, to be sure, he would find out the deception—but let every day bury its dead. Here was enough trouble for one night. He went slowly, but steadily enough, towards the door of what had now become a fatal room to the doctor. In that room he had seen his dearest doctrines cremated. Out of that room he had come bearing the ashes of his hopes in his hands. Now he must go back once more to try to fill, with science, a gap of which science could never take cognizance.


    He lingered another instant with his hand on the door; then he cast it wide bravely enough and stepped in. Joe Cumberland was sitting up on the edge of his couch. There was colour in the old man’s face. It almost seemed, to the incredulous eyes of Byrne, that the face was filled out a trifle. Certainly the fire of the old cattleman’s glance was less unearthly.


    “Where’s Dan?” he called. “Where’d he go?”


    It was no longer the deep, controlled voice of the stoic; it was the almost whining complaint of vital weakness.


    “Is there anything I can do for you?” parried Byrne. “Anything you need or wish?”


    “Him!” answered the old man explosively. “Damn it, I need Dan! Where is he? He was here. I felt him here while I was sleepin’. Where is he?”


    “He has stepped out for an instant,” answered Byrne smoothly. “He will be back shortly.”


    “He—has—stepped—out?” echoed the old man slowly. Then he rose to the full of his gaunt height. His white hair, his triangle of beard and pointed moustache gave him a detached, a mediaeval significance; a portrait by Van Dyck had stepped from its frame.


    “Doc, you’re lyin’ to me! Where has he gone?”


    A sudden, almost hysterical burst of emotion swept Doctor Byrne.


    “Gone to heaven or hell!” he cried with startling violence. “Gone to follow the wind and the wild geese—God knows where!”


    Like a period to his sentence, a gun barked outside, there was a howl of demoniac pain and rage, and then a scream that would tingle in the ear of Doctor Randall Byrne till his dying day.

  

  
    
      How Mac Strann kept the law

    

    For when the dog sprang, Mac Strann fired, and the wolf was jerked up in the midst of his leap by the tearing impact of the bullet. It was easy for Strann to dodge the beast, and the great black body hurtled past him and struck heavily on the floor of the barn. It missed Mac Strann, indeed, but it fell at the very feet of Haw-Haw Langley, and a splash of blood flirted across his face. He was too terrified to shriek, but fell back against the wall of the barn, gasping. There he saw Black Bart struggle to regain his feet, vainly, for both of the animal’s forelegs seemed paralyzed. Now the yellow light of the fire rose brightly, and by it Haw-Haw marked the terrible eyes and the lolling, slavering tongue of the great beast, and the fangs like ivory daggers. It could not regain its feet, but it thrust itself forward by convulsive efforts of the hind legs towards Mac Strann.


    Haw-Haw Langley stared for a single instant in white-faced fear, but when he realised that Black Bart was helpless as a toothless old dog, the tall cowpuncher twisted his lean fingers with a silent joy. Once more Bart pushed himself towards Mac Strann, and then Haw-Haw Langley stepped forward, and with all the force of his long leg smashed his heavy riding boot into the face of the dog. Black Bart toppled back against the base of the manger, struggled vainly to regain his poise, and it was then that he pointed his nose up, and wailed like a lost soul, wailed with the fury of impotent hate. Mac Strann caught Haw-Haw by the arm and dragged him back towards the door.


    “I don’t want to kill the dog,” he repeated. “Get out of here, Haw-Haw. Barry’ll be comin’ any minute.”


    He could have used no sharper spur to urge on the laggard. Haw-Haw Langley raced out of the barn a full stride before Mac Strann. They hurried together to the little rise of ground behind which they had left their horses, and as they ran the scream which had curdled the blood of Randall Byrne rang through the night. In a thousand years he could never have guessed from what that yell issued; his nearest surmise would have been a score of men screaming in unison under the torture. But Mac Strann and Haw-Haw Langley knew the sound well enough.


    When they mounted their saddles they could look over the top of the little hill and observe everything easily without being seen, for the hill-top commanded a range of the corrals and a view of the fronts of the barns and sheds which opened upon the fenced enclosures. The largest and longest of these buildings was now plainly visible, for a long arm of fire reached above the roof on one side of the low shed and by this growing light the other barns, the glimmering-eyed horses and cattle of the corrals, the trees about the house, the house itself, were in turn visible, though vaguely, and at times, as the flame lapsed, all were lost in a flood of swift darkness. Once more that unhuman shriek echoed from hill to hill and from building to building. It was Satan in his box stall. The flames were eating through the partition, and the stallion was mad with fear.


    Lights flashed, here and there, in the big ranch house; and from the bunk-house on the farther side of the corrals rose a volley of curses and yells of dismay. The cattle began milling blindly, bellowing and stamping, and the horses ranged at a mad gallop back and forth across their corrals, wild-eyed with terror. It was like the tumult of a battle, and sharper than a trumpet a new sound cut through the din—it was a short, high whistle, twice repeated. An answer came from the burning barn—the long, strong neighing of the stallion.


    “D’ye hear?” muttered Mac Strann. “It’s the hoss talkin’ to his master!”


    “And there he comes!” said Haw-Haw Langley. “Runnin’ like the wind!”


    The flame, picked up by the gale, tore for itself a wider breathing space through the roof and sent up an audibly roaring column of blinding red. By that light, Mac Strann, following Haw-Haw’s directing arm, saw a lithe figure vault over the fence on the farther side of the corral and dart forward among the milling cattle.


    Now, when cattle begin to mill it takes a brave man on a brave, well-trained horse to trust his chances in the midst of that ocean of tossing horns. But this man ventured it on foot. Mac Strann could follow him easily, for the man’s hat was off, and the firelight glittered on his black hair. That glimmering head darted here and there among the circling cattle. Now it was lost, swamped, to all appearances, under a score of trampling hooves. Again it reappeared on the further side. Mac Strann could see the runner in a comparatively open space, racing like a trained sprinter, and he headed straight towards a wall of tossing horns. They were long-horns, and one sway of those lowered heads could drive the hard, sharp point through and through the body of a man. Yet straight at this impassable wall the stranger rushed, like a warrior in his Berserker madness leaping naked upon a hedge of spears. At the verge of the danger the man sprang high into the air. Two leaps, from back to back among the herd, and he was across the thicket of danger, down once more on the ground, and dodging past the outskirts of the bellowing cows. Over the nearer fence he vaulted and disappeared into the smoke which vomited from the mouth of the burning barn.


    “God A’mighty,” groaned Haw-Haw Langley, “can he get the hoss out?”


    “It ain’t possible,” answered Mac Strann. “All hosses goes mad when they gets in a fire—even when they sees a fire. Look at them fools over yonder in the corral.”


    Indeed, in the horse-corral a score of frantic animals were attempting to leap the high rails in the direction of the burning barn. Their stamping and snorting came volleying up the hill to the watchers.


    “All hosses goes mad,” concluded Mac Strann, “an’ Barry’ll get tramped under the feet of his own hoss even if he gets to the stall—which he won’t. Look there!”


    Out of the rush of fire and smoke at the door of the barn Dan Barry stumbled, blindly, and fell back upon the ground. Haw-Haw Langley began to twist his cold hands together in an ecstasy.


    “The hoss is gone and the wolf is gone, and Barry is beat!” he chuckled to himself. “Mac, I wouldn’t of missed this for a ten days’ ride. It’s worth it. But see the gal and that new gent, Mac!”


    


    For when the clamour arose outside the house, Buck Daniels had run to the window. For many reasons he had not taken off his clothes this night, but had lain down on the bed and folded his hands behind his head to wait. With the first outcry he was at the window and there he saw the flames curling above the roof of the barn, and next, by that wild light, how Dan Barry raced through the dangerous corral, and then he heard the shrill neighing of Satan, and saw Dan disappear in the smoking door of the barn.


    Fear drew Buck Daniels one way but a fine impulse drew him another. He turned away from the window with a curse; he turned back to it with a curse, and then, muttering: “He went through hell for me; and him and me together, we’ll go through hell again!” he ran from the room and thundered down the crazy stairs.


    As he left the house he found Kate Cumberland, and they went on together, running without a word to each other. Only, when he came beside her, she stopped short and flashed one glance at him. By that glance he knew that she understood why he was there, and that she accepted his sacrifice.


    They hurried around the outer edge of the corrals, and as they approached the flaming barn from one side the men from the bunk-house rushed up from the other. It was Buck Daniels who reached Dan as the latter stumbled back from the door of the barn, surrounded by a following cloud of smoke, and fell stumbling to the ground. And Buck raised him.


    The girl was instantly beside them.


    She had thrown on a white dressing gown when she rose from bed. It was girded high across her breast, and over it showered her bright hair, flashing like liquid gold in growing light. She, now, received the semi-conscious burden of Dan Barry, and Buck Daniels stepped forward, close to the smoke. He began to shout directions which the two watchers behind the hill could not hear, though they saw his long arms point and gesticulate and they could see his speaking lips. But wild confusion was on the crowd of cowpunchers. They ran here and there. One or two brought buckets of water and tossed the contents uselessly into the swirling, red-stained hell of smoke. But most of them ran here and there, accomplishing nothing.


    “An’ all this come from one little match, Mac,” cried Haw-Haw ecstatically at the ear of Mac Strann. “All what we’re seein’! Look at the gal, Mac! She’s out of her wits! She’s foolin’ about Barry, doin’ no good.”


    A gust of smoke and fire must have met Barry face to face when he entered the barn, for he seemed now as helpless as if he were under a strong narcotic influence. He leaned heavily back into the arms of the girl, his head rolling wildly from side to side. Then, clearer than before, dominating all the confusion of noise, and with a ringing, trumpet note of courage in it, the black stallion neighed again from his burning stall. It had a magic effect upon Barry. He stood up and tore himself from the arms of the girl. They saw her gesture and cry to the surrounding men for help, and a dozen hands were stretched out to keep the madman from running again into the fire. They might better have attempted to hold a wild horse with their naked hands. He slipped and broke through their grips, and a second later had leaped into the inferno of smoke, running bent close to the ground where the pure air, if there were any, was sure to be.


    “The gal’s sick!” said Haw-Haw Langley. “Look, Mac!”


    And he began to laugh in that braying voice which had given him his nickname. Yet even in his laughter his eyes were brightly observant; not a single detail of misery or grief was lost upon him; he drank it in; he fed his famine-stricken soul upon it. Kate Cumberland had buried her face in her arms; Buck Daniels, attempting to rush in after Dan Barry, had been caught beneath the arms by Doctor Byrne and another and was now borne struggling back.


    From the very heart of the burning barn the sharp single whistle burst and over the rolling smoke and spring fire rose the answering neigh. A human voice could not have spoken more intelligibly: “I wait in trust!”


    After that neigh and whistle, a quiet fell over the group at the barn door. There was nothing to do. There was not enough wind to blow the flames from this barn to one of the neighbouring sheds; all they could do was to stand still and watch the progress of the conflagration.


    The deep, thick voice of Mac Strann broke in: “Start prayin’, Haw-Haw, that the hoss don’t kill Barry when he gets to him. Start prayin’ that Barry is left for me to finish.”


    He must have meant his singular request more as a figure of speech than a real demand, but an hysteria was upon Haw-Haw Langley. He stretched up his vast, gaunt arms to the dim spot of red in the central heavens above the fire, and Haw-Haw prayed for the first and last time in his life.


    “O Lord, gimme this one favour. Bring Barry safe out of the barn. Bring him out even if you got to bring the damned hoss with him. Bring him out and save him for Mac Strann to meet. And, God A’mighty, let me be around somewhere’s when they meet!”


    This strange exhibition Mac Strann watched with a glowering eye.


    “But it ain’t possible,” he said positively. “I been in fires. Barry can’t live through the fire; an’ if he does, the hoss will finish him. It ain’t possible for him to come out!”


    From half the roof of the shed flames now poured, but presently a great shower of sparks rose at the farther end of the barn, and then Haw-Haw heard the sound of a beating and crashing.


    “Hey!” he screamed, “Barry’s reached the black hoss and the black hoss is beating him into the floor!”


    “You fool!” answered Mac Strann calmly, “Barry has got a beam or something and he’s smashing down the burning partition of the box stall. That’s what he’s doing; listen!”


    High over the fire, once again rose the neighing of the black horse, a sound of unspeakable triumph.


    “You’re right,” groaned Haw-Haw, downcast. “He’s reached the hoss!”


    He had hardly finished speaking when Mac Strann said: “Anyway, he’ll never get out. This end wall of the barn is fallin’ in.”


    Indeed, the outer wall of the barn, nearest the door, was wavering in a great section and slowly tottering in. Another moment or two it would crash to the floor and block the way of Dan Barry, coming out, with a flaming ruin. Next the watchers saw a struggle among the group which watched. Three men were struggling with Buck Daniels, but presently he wrenched his arms free, struck down two men before him with swinging blows of his fists, and leaped into the smoke.


    “He’s gone nutty, like a crazy hoss with the sight of the fire,” said Mac Strann quietly.


    “He ain’t! He ain’t!” cried Haw-Haw Langley, wild with excitement. “He’s holdin’ back the burnin’ wall to keep the way clear, damn him!”


    Indeed, the tottering wall, not having leaned to a great angle, was now pushed back by some power from the inside of the barn and kept erect. Though now and again it swayed in, as though the strength which held it was faltering under the strain.


    Now the eyes of the watchers were called to the other end of the barn by a tremendous crashing. The entire section of that part of the roof fell in, and a shower of sparks leaped up into the heart of the sky, lighting the distant hills and drawing them near like watchers of the horror of the night.


    “That’s the end,” said Mac Strann. “Haw-Haw, they wasn’t any good in your prayer.”


    “I ain’t a professional prayin’ man,” answered Haw-Haw defensively, “but I done my best. If—” He was cut short by a chorused cry from the watchers near the door of the barn, and then, through the vomited smoke and the fire, leaped the unsaddled body of Satan bearing on his back the crouched figure of Dan Barry, and in the arms of Barry, limp, his head hanging down loosely, was the body of the great black dog, Bart.


    A fearful picture. The smoke swept following around the black stallion, and a great tongue of flame licked hungrily after the trio. But the stallion stood with head erect, and ears flattened, pawing the ground. With that cloud of destruction blowing him he stood like the charger which the last survivor might ride through the ruin of the universe in the Twilight of the Gods.


    At the same instant, another smoke-clad figure lunged from the door of the barn, his hands outstretched as though he felt and fumbled his way through utter darkness. It was Buck Daniels, and as he cleared the door the section of tottering wall which he had upheld to keep the way clear for the Three, wavered, sagged, and then sank in thunder to the floor, and the whole barn lay a flame-tossed mass of ruin.


    The watchers had scattered before the plunge of Satan, but he came to a sliding halt, as if his rider had borne heavily back upon the reins. Barry slipped from the stallion’s back with the wounded dog, and kneeled above the limp figure.


    “It ain’t the end,” growled Mac Strann, “that hoss will go runnin’ back into the fire. It ain’t hoss nature to keep from goin’ mad at the sight of a fire!”


    In answer to him, the black stallion whirled, raised his head high, and, with flaunting mane and tail, neighed a ringing defiance at the rising flames. Then he turned back and nuzzled the shoulder of his master, who was working with swift hands over the body of Black Bart.


    “Anyway,” snarled Haw-Haw Langley, “the damned wolf is dead.”


    “I dunno,” said Mac Strann. “Maybe—maybe not. They’s quite a pile that we dunno.”


    “If you want to get rid of the hoss,” urged Haw-Haw, writhing in the glee of a new inspiration, “now’s the time for it, Mac. Get out your gun and pot the black. Before the crowd can get after us, we’ll be miles away. They ain’t a saddled hoss in sight. Well, if you don’t want to do it, I will!” And he whipped out his gun.


    But Mac Strann reached across and dragged the muzzle down.


    “We done all we’re goin’ to do to-night. Seems like God’s been listenin’ pretty close, around here!”


    He turned his horse, and Haw-Haw, reluctantly, followed suit. Still, as they trotted slowly away from the burning barn, Haw-Haw kept his glance fixed behind him until a final roaring crash and a bellying cloud of fire that smote the zenith announced the end of the barn. Then Haw-Haw turned his face to his companion.


    “Now what?” he demanded.


    “We go to Elkhead and sit down and wait,” answered Mac Strann. “If the dog gets well he’ll bring Barry to us. Then all I’ve got to do is defend myself.”


    Haw-Haw Langley twisted up his face and laughed, silently, to the red-stained sky.

  

  
    
      Doctor Byrne looks into the past

    

    The black head of Barry, the brown head of Randall Byrne, the golden head of Kate Cumberland, were all bowed around the limp body of Black Bart. Buck Daniels, still gasping for breath, stood reeling nearby.


    “Let me attempt to resuscitate the animal,” offered the doctor.


    He was met by a blank look from Barry. The hair of the man was scorched, his skin was blistered and burned. Only his hands remained uninjured, and these continued to move over the body of the great dog. Kate Cumberland was on her knees over the brute.


    “Is it fatal, Dan?” she asked. “Is there no hope for Bart?”


    There was no answer from Barry, and she attempted to raise the fallen, lifeless head of the animal; but instantly a strong arm darted out and brushed her hands away. Those hands fell idly at her sides and her head went back as though she had been struck across the face. She found herself looking up into the angry eyes of Randall Byrne. He reached down and raised her to her feet; there was no colour in her face, no life in her limbs.


    “There’s nothing more to be done here, apparently,” said the doctor coldly. “Suppose we take your father and go back to the house.”


    She made neither assent nor dissent. Dan Barry had finished a swift, deft bandage and stopped the bleeding of the dog’s wounds. Now he raised his head and his glance slipped rapidly over the faces of the doctor and the girl and rested on Buck Daniels. There was no flash of kindly thanks, no word of recognition. His right hand raised to his cheek, and rested there, and in his eyes came that flare of yellow hate. Buck Daniels shrank back until he was lost in the crowd. Then he turned and stumbled back towards the house.


    Instantly, Barry began to work at expanding and depressing the lungs of the huge animal as he might have worked to bring a man back to life.


    “Watch him!” whispered the doctor to Kate Cumberland. “He is closer to that dog—that wolf, it looks like—than he has ever been to any human being!”


    She would not answer, but she turned her head quickly away from the man and his beast.


    “Are you afraid to watch?” challenged Byrne, for his anger at Barry’s blunt refusals still made his blood hot. “When your father lay at death’s door was he half so anxious as he is now? Did he work so hard, by half? See how his eyes are fixed on the muzzle of the beast as if he were studying a human face!”


    “No, no!” breathed the girl.


    “I tell you, look!” commanded the doctor. “For there’s the solution of the mystery. No mystery at all. Barry is simply a man who is closer akin to the brute forces in nature. See! By the eternal heavens, he’s dragging that beast—that dumb beast—back from the door of death!”


    Barry had ceased his rapid manipulations, and turned the big dog back upon its side. Now the eyes of Black Bart opened, and winked shut again. Now the master kneeled at the head of the beast and took the scarred, shaggy head between his hands.


    “Bart!” he commanded.


    Not a stir in the long, black body. The stallion edged a pace closer, dropped his velvet muzzle, and whinnied softly at the very ear of the dog. Still, there was not an answering quiver.


    “Bart!” called the man again, and there was a ring of wild grief—of fear—in his cry.


    “Do you hear?” said Byrne savagely, at the ear of the girl. “Did you ever use such a tone with a human being? Ever?”


    “Take me away!” she murmured. “I’m sick—sick at heart. Take me away!”


    Indeed, she was scarcely sure of her poise, and tottered where she stood. Doctor Byrne slipped his arm about her and led her away, supporting half her weight. They went slowly, by small, soft steps, towards the house, and before they reached it, he knew that she was weeping. But if there was sadness in Byrne, there was also a great joy. He was afire, for there is a flamelike quality in hope. Loss of blood and the stifling smoke, rather than a mortal injury or the touch of fire, had brought Black Bart close to death, but now that his breathing was restored, and almost normal, he gained rapidly. One instant he lingered on the border between life and death; the next, the brute’s eyes opened and glittered with dim recognition up towards Dan, and he licked the hand which supported his head. At Dan’s direction, a blanket was brought, and after Dan had lifted Black Bart upon it, four men raised the corners of the blanket and carried the burden towards the house. One of the cowpunchers went ahead bearing the light. This was the sight which Doctor Byrne and Kate Cumberland saw from the veranda of the ranch-house as they turned and looked back before going in.


    “A funeral procession,” suggested the doctor.


    “No,” she answered positively. “If Black Bart were dead, Dan wouldn’t allow any hands save his own to touch the body. No, Black Bart is alive! Yet, it’s impossible.”


    The word “impossible,” however, was gradually dropping from the vocabulary of Randall Byrne. True, the wolf-dog had seemed dead past recovery and across the eyes of Byrne came a vision of the dead rising from their graves. Yet he merely shook his head and said nothing.


    “Ah!” she broke in. “Look!”


    The procession drew nearer, heading towards the back of the big house, and now they saw that Dan Barry walked beside the body of Black Bart, a smile on his lifted face. They disappeared behind the back of the house.


    Byrne heard the girl murmuring, more to herself than to him: “Once he was like that all the time.”


    “Like what?” he asked bluntly.


    She paused, and then her hand dropped lightly on his arm. He could not see more than a vague outline of her in the night, only the dull glimmer of her face as she turned her head, and the faint whiteness of her hand.


    “Let’s say good-night,” she answered, at length. “Our little worlds have toppled about our heads to-night—all your theories, it seems, and, God knows, all that I have hoped. Why should we stay here and make ourselves miserable by talk?”


    “But because we have failed,” he said steadily, “is that a reason we should creep off and brood over our failure in silence? No, let’s talk it out, man to man.”


    “You have a fine courage,” said the girl. “But what is there we can say?”


    He answered: “For my part, I am not so miserable as you think. For I feel as if this night had driven us closer together, you see; and I’ve caught a perspective on everything that has happened here.”


    “Tell me what you know.”


    “Only what I think I know. It may be painful to hear.”


    “I’m very used to pain.”


    “Well, a moment ago, when Barry was walking beside his dog, smiling, you murmured that he once was like that always. It gave me light. So I’d say that there was a time when Dan Barry lived here with you and your father. Am I right?”


    “Yes, for years and years.”


    “And in those times he was not greatly different from other men. Not on the surface.”


    “No.”


    “You came to be very fond of him.”


    “We were to marry,” answered Kate Cumberland, and Byrne winced.


    He went on: “Then something happened—suddenly—that took him away from you, and you did not see him again until to-night. Am I right?”


    “Yes. I thought you must have heard the story—from the outside. I’ll tell you the truth. My father found Dan Barry wandering across the hills years ago. He was riding home over the range and he heard a strange and beautiful whistling, and when he looked up he saw on the western ridge, walking against the sky, a tattered figure of a boy. He rode up and asked the boy his name. He learned it was Dan Barry—Whistling Dan, he was called. But the boy could not, or would not, tell how he came to be there in the middle of the range without a horse. He merely said that he came from ‘over there,’ and waved his hand to the south and east. That was all. He didn’t seem to be alarmed because he was alone, and yet he apparently knew nothing of the country; he was lost in this terrible country where a man could wander for days without finding a house, and yet the boy was whistling as he walked! So Dad took him home and sent out letters all about—to the railroad in particular—to find out if such a boy was missing.


    “He received no answer. In the meantime he gave Dan a room in the house; and I remember how Dan sat at the table the first night—I was a very little girl then—and how I laughed at his strange way of eating. His knife was the only thing he was interested in and he made it serve for knife, fork, and spoon, and he held the meat in his fingers while he cut it. The next morning he was missing. One of Dad’s range riders picked up Dan several miles to the north, walking along, whistling gayly. The next morning he was missing again and was caught still farther away. After that Dad had a terrible scene with him—I don’t know exactly what happened—but Dan promised to run away no more, and ever since then Dad has been closer to Dan than anyone else.


    “So Dan grew up. From the time I could first distinctly remember, he was very gentle and good-natured, but he was different, always. After a while he got Black Bart, you know, and then he went out with a halter and captured Satan. Think of capturing a wild mustang with nothing but a halter! He played around with them so much that I was jealous of them. So I kept with them until Bart and Satan were rather used to me. Bart would even play with me now and then when Dan wasn’t near. And so finally Dan and I were to be married.


    “Dad didn’t like the idea. He was afraid of what Dan might become. And he was right. One day, in a saloon that used to stand on that hill over there, Dan had a fight—his first fight—with a man who had struck him across the mouth for no good reason. That man was Jim Silent. Of course you’ve heard of him?”


    “Never.”


    “He was a famous long-rider—an outlaw with a very black record. At the end of that fight he struck Dan down with a chair and escaped. I went down to Dan when I heard of the fight—Black Bart led me down, to be exact—but Dan would not come back to the house, and he’d have no more to do with anyone until he had found Jim Silent. I can’t tell you everything that happened. Finally he caught Jim Silent and killed him—with his bare hands. Buck Daniels saw it. Then Dan came back to us, but on the first night he began to grow restless. It was last Fall—the wild geese were flying south—and while they were honking in the sky Dan got up, said good-bye, and left us. We have never seen him again until to-night. All we knew was that he had ridden south—after the wild geese.”


    A long silence fell between them, for the doctor was thinking hard.


    “And when he came back,” he said, “Barry did not know you? I mean you were nothing to him?”


    “You were there,” said the girl, faintly.


    “It is perfectly clear,” said Byrne. “If it were a little more commonplace it might be puzzling, but being so extraordinary it clears itself up. Did you really expect the dog, the wolf-dog, Black Bart, to remember you?”


    “I may have expected it.”


    “But you were not surprised, of course!”


    “Naturally not.”


    “Yet you see that Dan Barry—Whistling Dan, you call him—was closer to Black Bart than he was to you?”


    “Why should I see that?”


    “You watched him a moment ago when he was leaning over the dog.”


    He watched her draw her dressing gown closer about her, as though the cold bit more keenly then.


    She said simply: “Yes, I saw.”


    “Don’t you see that he is simply more in tune with the animal world? And it’s really no more reasonable to expect Black Bart to remember you than it is to expect Dan Barry to remember you? It’s quite plain. When you go back to the beginning man was simply an animal, without the higher senses, as we call them. He was simply a brute, living in trees or in caves. Afterwards he grew into the thing we all know. But why not imagine a throw-back into the earlier instincts? Why not imagine the creature devoid of the impulses of mind, the thing which we call man, and see the splendid animal? You saw in Dan Barry simply a biological sport—the freak—the thing which retraces the biological progress and comes close to the primitive. But of course you could not realise this. He seemed a man, and you accepted him as a man. In reality he was no more a man than Black Bart is a man. He had the face and form of a man, but his instincts were as old as the ages. The animal world obeys him. Satan neighs in answer to his whistle. The wolf-dog licks his hand at the point of death. There is the profound difference, always. You try to reconcile him with other men; you give him the attributes of other men. Open your eyes; see the truth: that he is no more akin to man than Black Bart is like a man. And when you give him your affection, Miss Cumberland, you are giving your affection to a wild wolf! Do you believe me?”


    He knew that she was shaken. He could feel it, even without the testimony of his eyes to witness. He went on, speaking with great rapidity, lest she should escape from the influence which he had already gained over her.


    “I felt it when I first saw him—a certain nameless kinship with elemental forces. The wind blew through the open door—it was Dan Barry. The wild geese called from the open sky—for Dan Barry. These are the things which lead him. These the forces which direct him. You have loved him; but is love merely a giving? No, you have seen in him a man, but I see in him merely the animal force.”


    She said after a moment: “Do you hate him—you plead against him so passionately?”


    He answered: “Can you hate a thing which is not human? No, but you can dread it. It escapes from the laws which bind you and which bind me. What standards govern it? How can you hope to win it? Love? What beauty is there in the world to appeal to such a creature except the beauty of the marrow-bone which his teeth have the strength to snap?”


    “Ah, listen!” murmured the girl. “Here is your answer!”


    And Doctor Randall Byrne heard a sound like the muted music of the violin, thin and small and wonderfully penetrating. He could not tell, at first, what it might be. For it was as unlike the violin as it was like the bow and the rosined strings. Then he made out, surely, that it was the whistling of a human being.


    It followed no tune, no reasoned theme. The music was beautiful in its own self. It rose straight up like the sky-lark from the ground, sheer up against the white light of the sky, and there it sang against heaven’s gate. He had never heard harmony like it. He would never again hear such music, so thin and yet so full that it went through and through him, until he felt the strains take a new, imitative life within him. He would have whistled the strains himself, but he could not follow them. They escaped him, they soared above him. They followed no law or rhythm. They flew on wings and left him far below. The girl moved away from him as if led by an invisible hand, and now she stood at the extremity of the porch. He followed her.


    “Do you hear?” she cried, turning to him.


    “What is it?” asked the doctor.


    “It is he! Don’t you understand?”


    “Barry? Yes! But what does the whistling mean; is it for his wolf-dog?”


    “I don’t know,” she answered quickly. “All I understand is that it is beautiful. Where are your theories and explanations now, Doctor Byrne?”.


    “It is beautiful—God knows!—but doesn’t the wolf-dog understand it better than either you or I?”


    She turned and faced Byrne, standing very close, and when she spoke there was something in her voice which was like a light. In spite of the dark he could guess at every varying shade of her expression.


    “To the rest of us,” she murmured, “Dan has nothing but silence, and hardly a glance. Buck saved his life to-night, and yet Dan remembered nothing except the blow which had been struck. And now—now he pours out all the music in his soul for a dumb beast. Listen!”


    He saw her straighten herself and stand taller.


    “Then through the wolf—I’ll conquer through the dumb beast!”


    She whipped past Byrne and disappeared into the house; at the same instant the whistling, in the midst of a faint, high climax, broke, shivered, and was ended. There was only the darkness and the silence around Byrne, and the unsteady wind against his face.

  

  
    
      Were-wolf

    

    Doctor Byrne, pacing the front veranda with his thoughtful head bowed, saw Buck Daniels step out with his quirt dangling in his hand, his cartridge belt buckled about his waist, and a great red silk bandana knotted at his throat.


    He was older by ten years than he had been a few days before, when the doctor first saw him. To be sure, his appearance was not improved by a three days’ growth of beard. It gave his naturally dark skin a dirty cast, but even that rough stubble could not completely shroud the new hollows in Daniels’ cheeks. His long, black, uncombed hair sagged down raggedly across his forehead, hanging almost into his eyes; the eyes themselves were sunk in such formidable cavities that Byrne caught hardly more than two points of light in the shadows. All the devil-may-care insouciance of Buck Daniels was quite, quite gone. In its place was a dogged sullenness, a hang-dog air which one would not care to face of a dark night or in a lonely place. His manner was that of a man whose back is against the wall, who, having fled some keen pursuit, has now come to the end of his tether and prepares for desperate even if hopeless battle. There was that about him which made the doctor hesitate to address the cowpuncher.


    At length he said: “You’re going out for an outing, Mr. Daniels?”


    Buck Daniels started violently at the sound of this voice behind him, and whirled upon the doctor with such a set and contorted expression of fierceness that Byrne jumped back.


    “Good God, man!” cried the doctor. “What’s up with you?”


    “Nothin’,” answered Buck, gradually relaxing from his first show of suspicion. “I’m beating it. That’s all.”


    “Leaving us?”


    “Yes.”


    “Not really!”


    “D’you think I ought to stay?” asked Buck, with something of a sneer.


    The doctor hesitated, frowning in a puzzled way. At length he threw out his hands in a gesture of mute abandonment.


    “My dear fellow,” he said with a faint smile, “I’ve about stopped trying to think.”


    At this Buck Daniels grinned mirthlessly.


    “Now you’re talkin’ sense,” he nodded. “They ain’t no use in thinking.”


    “But why do you leave so suddenly?”


    Buck Daniels shrugged his broad shoulders.


    “I am sure,” went on Byrne, “that Miss Cumberland will miss you.”


    “She will not,” answered the big cowpuncher. “She’s got her hands full with—him.”


    “Exactly. But if it is more than she can do, if she makes no headway with that singular fellow—she may need help—”


    He was interrupted by a slow, long-drawn, deep-throated curse from Buck Daniels.


    “Why in hell should I help her with—him?”


    “There is really no reason,” answered the doctor, alarmed, “except, I suppose, old friendship—”


    “Damn old friendship!” burst out Buck Daniels. “There’s an end to all things and my friendship is worn out—on both sides. It’s done!”


    He turned and scowled at the house.


    “Help her to win him over? I’d rather stick the muzzle of my gun down my throat and pull the trigger. I’d rather see her marry a man about to hang. Well—to hell with this place. I’m through with it. S’long, doc.”


    But Doctor Byrne ran after him and halted him at the foot of the steps down from the veranda.


    “My dear Mr. Daniels,” he urged, touching the arm of Buck. “You really mustn’t leave so suddenly as this. There are a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue.”


    Buck Daniels regarded the professional man with a hint of weariness and disgust.


    “Well,” he said, “I’ll hear the first couple of hundred. Shoot!”


    “First: the motive that sends you away.”


    “Dan Barry.”


    “Ah—ah—fear of what he may do?”


    “Damn the fear. At least, it’s him that makes me go.”


    “It seems an impenetrable mystery,” sighed the doctor. “I saw you the other night step into the smoking hell of that barn and keep the way clear for this man. I knew, before that, how you rode and risked your life to bring Dan Barry back here. Surely those are proofs of friendship!”


    Buck Daniels laughed unpleasantly. He laid a large hand on the shoulder of the doctor and answered: “If them was the only proofs, doc, I wouldn’t feel the way I do. Proofs of friendship? Dan Barry has saved me from the—rope!—and he’s saved me from dyin’ by the gun of Jim Silent. He took me out of a rotten life and made me a man that could look honest men in the face!”


    He paused, swallowing hard, and the doctor’s misty, overworked eyes lighted with some comprehension. He had felt from the first a certain danger in this big fellow, a certain reckless disregard of laws and rules which commonly limit the actions of ordinary men. Now part of the truth was hinted at. Buck Daniels, on a time, had been outside the law, and Barry had drawn him back to the ways of men. That explained some of the singular bond that lay between them.


    “That ain’t all,” went on Buck. “Blood is thick, and I’ve loved him better nor a brother. I’ve gone to hell and back for him. For him I took Kate Cumberland out of the hands of Jim Silent, and I left myself in her place. I took her away and all so’s she could go to him. Damn him! And now on account of him I got to leave this place.”


    His voice rose to a ringing pitch.


    “D’you think it’s easy for me to go? D’you think it ain’t like tearing a finger-nail off’n the flesh for me to go away from Kate? God knows what she means to me! God knows, but if He does, He’s forgotten me!”


    Anguish of spirit set Buck Daniels shaking, and the doctor looked on in amazement. He was like one who reaches in his pocket for a copper coin and brings out a handful of gold-pieces.


    “Kind feelin’s don’t come easy to me,” went on Buck Daniels. “I been raised to fight. I been raised to hard ridin’ and dust in the throat. I been raised on whiskey and hate. And then I met Dan Barry, and his voice was softer’n a girl’s voice, and his eyes didn’t hold no doubt of me. Me that had sneaked in on him at night and was goin’ to kill him in his sleep—because my chief had told me to! That was the Dan Barry what I first knew. He give me his hand and give me the trust of his eyes, and after he left me I sat down and took my head between my hands and my heart was like to bust inside me. It was like the clouds had blowed away from the sun and let it shine on me for the first time in my life. And I swore that if the time come I’d repay him. For every cent he give me I’d pay him back in gold. I’d foller to the end of the world to do what he bid me do.”


    His voice dropped suddenly, choked with emotion.


    “Oh, doc, they was tears come in my eyes; and I felt sort of clean inside, and I wasn’t ashamed of them tears! That was what Dan Barry done for me!


    “And I did pay him back, as much as I could. I met Kate Cumberland and she was to me among girls what Dan Barry was to me among men. I ain’t ashamed of sayin’ it. I loved her till they was a dryness like ashes inside me, but I wouldn’t even lift up my eyes to her, because she belonged to him. I follered her around like a dog. I done her bidding. I asked no questions. What she wanted—that was law to me, and all the law I wanted. All that I done for the sake of Dan Barry. And then I took my life in my hands for him—not once, but day after day.


    “Then he rode off and left her and I stayed behind. D’you think it’s been easy to stay here? Man, man, I’ve had to hear her talkin’ about Dan Barry day after day, and never a word for me. And I had to tell her stories about Dan and what he’d used to do, and she’d sit with her eyes miles away from me, listenin’ an smilin’ and me there hungerin’ for just one look out of her eyes—hungerin’ like a dyin’ dog for water. And then for her and Joe I rode down south and when I met Dan Barry d’you think they was any light in his eyes when he seen me?


    “No, he’d forgotten me the way even a hoss won’t forget his master. Forgot me after a few months—and after all that’d gone between us! Not even Kate—even she was nothin’ to him. But still I kept at it and I brought him back. I had to hurt him to do it, but God knows it wasn’t out of spite that I hit him—God knows!


    “And when I seen Dan go into that burnin’ barn I says to myself: ‘Buck, if nothin’ is done that wall will fall and there’s the end of Dan Barry. There’s the end of him, that ain’t any human use, and when he’s finished after a while maybe Kate will get to know that they’s other men in the world besides Dan.’ I says that to myself, deep and still inside me. And then I looked at Kate standin’ in that white thing with her yaller hair all blowin’ about her face—and I wanted her like a dyin’ man wants heaven! But then I says to myself again: ‘No matter what’s happened, he’s been my friend. He’s been my pal. He’s been my bunkie.’


    “Doc, you ain’t got a way of knowin’ what a partner is out here. Maybe you sit in the desert about a thousand miles from nowhere, and across the little mesquite fire, there’s your pal, the only human thing in sight. Maybe you go months seein’ only him. If you’re sick he takes care of you. If you’re blue he cheers you up. And that’s what Dan Barry was to me. So I stands sayin’ these things to myself, and I says: ‘If I keep that wall from fallin’ Dan’ll know about it, and they won’t be no more of that yaller light in his eyes when he looks at me. That’s what I says to myself, poor fool!


    “And I went into the fire and I fought to keep that wall from fallin’. You know what happened. When I come out, staggerin’ and blind and three parts dead, Dan Barry looks up to me and touches his face where I’d hit him, and the yaller comes up glimmerin’ and blazin’ in his eyes. Then I went back to my room and I fought it out.


    “And here’s where I stand now. If I stay here, if I see that yaller light once more, they won’t be no waitin’. Him and me’ll have to have it out right then. Am I a dog, maybe, that I got to stand around and jump when he calls me?”


    “My dear fellow—my dear Mr. Daniels!” cried the horrified Doctor Byrne. “Surely you’re wrong. He wouldn’t go so far as to make a personal attack upon you!”


    “Wouldn’t he? Bah! Not if he was a man, no. I tell you, he ain’t a man; he’s what the canuks up north call a were-wolf! There ain’t no mercy or kindness in him. The blood of a man means nothin’ to him. The world would be better rid of him. Oh, he can be soft and gentle as a girl. Mostly he is. But cross him once and he forgets all you done for him. Give him a taste of blood and he jumps at your throat. I tell you, I’ve seen him do it!”


    He broke off with a shudder.


    “Doc,” he said, in a lower and solemn voice. “Maybe I’ve said too much. Don’t tell Kate nothin’ about why I’m goin’. Let her go on dreamin’ her fool dream. But now hear what I’m sayin’. If Dan Barry crosses me once more, one of us two dies, and dies damned quick. It may be me, it may be him, but I’ve come to the end of my rope. I’m leavin’ this place till Barry gets a chance to come to his senses and see what I’ve done for him. That’s all. I’m leavin’ this place because they’s a blight on it, and that blight is Dan Barry. I’m leaving this place because—doc—because I can smell the comin’ of bloodshed in it. They’s a death hangin’ over it. If the lightnin’ was to hit and burn it up, house and man, the range would be better for it!”


    And he turned on his heel and strode slowly down towards the corral. Doctor Byrne followed his progress with staring eyes.

  

  
    
      The battle

    

    The chain which fastened Black Bart had been passed around the trunk of a tree that stood behind the ranch house, and there the great dog lay tethered. Doctor Byrne had told Whistling Dan, with some degree of horror, that the open air was in the highest degree dangerous to wounds, but Whistling Dan had returned no answer. So Black Bart lay all day in the soft sand, easing himself from time to time into a new position, and his thoughtful eyes seemed to be concentrated on the desire to grow well. Beside him was the chair in which Dan Barry sat for many an hour of the day and even the night.


    Kate Cumberland watched the animal from the shadow of the house; his eyes were closed, and the long, powerful head lay inert on the sand, yet she knew that the wolf-dog was perfectly aware of her presence. Day after day since he lay there, she had attempted to approach Black Bart, and day after day he had allowed her to come within reaching distance of him, only to drive her back at the last moment by a sudden display of the murderous, long fangs; or by one of those snarls which came out of the black depths of his heart. Now, a dog snarls from not far down in its throat, but the noise of an angered wild beast rolls up out of its very entrails—a passion of hate and defiance. And when she heard that sound, or when she saw the still more terrible silent rage of the beast, Kate Cumberland’s spirit failed, and she would shrink back again to a safe distance.


    She was not easily discouraged. She had that grim resolution which comes to the gambler after he has played at the same table night after night, night after night, and lost, lost, lost, until, playing with the last of his money, he begins to mutter through his set teeth: “The luck must change!” So it was with Kate Cumberland. For in Black Bart she saw the only possible clue to Whistling Dan. There was the stallion, to be sure, but she knew Satan too well. Nothing in the wide world could induce that wild heart to accept more than one master—more than one friend. For Satan there was in the animal world Black Bart, and in the world of men, Dan Barry. These were enough. For all the rest he kept the disdainful speed of his slender legs or the terror of his teeth and trampling hoofs. Even if she could have induced the stallion to eat from her hand she could never have made him willing to trust himself to her guidance. Some such thing she felt that she must accomplish with Black Bart. To the wild beast with the scarred and shaggy head she must become a necessary, an accepted thing.


    One repulse did not dishearten her. Again and again she made the trial. She remembered having read that no animal can resist the thoughtful patience of thinking man, and hour after hour she was there, until a new light in the eye of the wolf-dog warned her that the true master was coming.


    Then she fled, and from a post of vantage in the house she would watch the two. An intimacy surpassing the friendships and devotions of human beings existed between them. She had seen the wolf lie with his great head on the foot of his master and the unchanging eyes fixed on Barry’s face—and so for an hour at a stretch in mute worship. Or she had watched the master go to the great beast to change the dressing—a thing which could not be done too often during the day. She had seen the swift hands remove the bandages and she had seen the cleansing solution applied. She knew what it was; it stung even the unscratched skin, and to a wound it must be torture, but the wolf lay and endured—not even shuddering at the pain.


    It had seemed to her that this was the great test. If she could make the wolf lie like this for her, then, truly, she might feel herself in some measure admitted to that mystic fellowship of the three—the man, the stallion, and the wolf. If she could, with her own unaided hands, remove the bandages and apply that solution, then she could know many things, and she could feel that she was nearer to Whistling Dan than ever before.


    So she had come, time and again, with the basin and the roll of cloth in her arm, and she had approached with infinite patience, step by step, and then inch by inch. Once it had taken a whole hour for her to come within a yard of the beast. And all that time Black Bart had lain with closed eyes. But at the critical instant always there was the silent writhing up of the lips and the gleam of hate—or the terrible snarl while the eyes fastened on her throat. Her heart had stopped in mid-beat; and that day she ran back into the house and threw herself on her bed, and would not come from her room till the following morning.


    Now, as she watched from the shadow of the house, with the basin of antiseptic under her arm, the gambler’s desperation rose stronger and stronger. She came out, at length, and walked steadily towards Black Bart. She had grown almost heedless of fear at this moment, but when she was within a pace, once more the head reared back; the teeth flashed. And the heart of Kate Cumberland, as always, stopped. Yet she did not retreat this time. All the colour left her face, so that her eyes seemed amazingly blue and wide. One foot drew back, tremblingly ready to spring to safety; yet she held her place. She moved—and it was towards Black Bart.


    At that came a snarl that would have made the heart of a lone grizzly quake and leave his new-found nuts. One further pace she made—and the beast plunged up, and braced itself with its one strong fore leg. A devil of yellow-green gleamed in either eye, and past the grinning fangs she saw the hot, red throat, and she saw the flattened ears, the scars on the bony forehead, the muscles that bulged on the base of the jaw. Ay, strength to drive those knife-like teeth through flesh and bone at a single snap. More—she had seen their effect, and the throat of a bull cut at a single slash. And yet—she sank on her knees beside the monster.


    His head was well nigh as high as hers, then; if he attacked there could be no dream of escape for her. Or she might drag herself away from the tearing teeth—a disfigured horror forever. Think not that an iota of all these terrors missed her mind. No, she felt the fangs buried in her throat and heard the snarl of the beast stifled with blood. Yet—she laid her hand on the bandage across the shoulder of Black Bart.


    His head whirled. With those ears flattened, with that long, lean neck, it was like the head of a striking snake. Her sleeve was rolled up to the elbow, and over the bare skin the teeth of the wolf-dog were set. The snarl had grown so deep and hideous that the tremor of it fairly shook her, and she saw that the jaws of the beast slavered with hunger. She knew—a thousand things about Black Bart, and among the rest that he had tasted human blood. And there is a legend which says that once a wild beast has tasted the blood of man he will taste it a second time before he dies. She thought of that—she dared not turn her head lest she should encounter the hellfire of Bart’s eyes. Yet she had passed all ordinary fear. She had reached that exquisite frenzy of terror when it becomes one with courage. The very arm over which the wolf’s teeth were set moved—raised—and with both hands she untied the knot of the bandage.


    The snarling rose to a pitch of maniacal rage; the teeth compressed—if they broke the skin it was the end; the first taste of blood would be enough!—and drew away her arm. If she had started then, all the devil in the creature would be loosed, for her terror taught her that. And by some mysterious power that entered her at that moment she was able to turn her head, slowly, and look deep into those terrible eyes.


    Her arm was released.


    But Black Bart crouched and the snakelike head lowered; he was quivering throughout that steel-muscled body to throw himself at her throat. The finger was on the hair-trigger; it needed a pressure not greater than a bodiless thought. And still she looked into the eyes of the wolf-dog; and her terror had made her strangely light of body and dizzy of mind. Then the change came, suddenly. The yellow-green changed, swirled in the eyes of Black Bart; the eyes themselves wavered, and at last looked away; the snarl dropped to a sullen growl. And Black Bart lay down as he had been before.


    His head was still turned towards her, to be sure. And the teeth were still bared, as with rapid, deft fingers she undid the bandage; and from instant to instant, as the bandage in spite of her care pressed against the wound, the beast shivered and wicked glances flashed up at her face. The safe-blower who finds his “soup” cooling and dares not set it down felt as Kate Cumberland felt then.


    She never knew what kept her hands steady, but steady they were. The cloth was removed, and now she could see the red, angry wound, with the hair shaven away to a little distance on every side. She dipped her cloth into the antiseptic; it stung her fingers! She touched the cloth lightly against the wound; and to her astonishment the wolf-dog relaxed every muscle and let his head fall to the ground; also the growl died into a soft whine, and this in turn ended.


    She had conquered! Ay, when the wound was thoroughly cleansed and when she started to wind the bandage again, she had even the courage to touch Black Bart’s body and make him rise up so that she could pass the cloth freely. At her touch he shuddered, to be sure, as a man might shudder at the touch of an unclean thing, but there was no snarl, and the teeth were not bared.


    As she tied the knot which secured the bandage in its place she was aware that the eyes of Bart, no longer yellow-green, watched her; and she felt some vague movement of the wonder that was passing through the brute mind. Then the head of the wolf-dog jerked up; he was staring at something in the distance, and there was nothing under heaven that Bart would raise his head to look at in this manner except one thing. The fingers of Kate grew stiff, and trembled. Slowly, in a panic, she finished the knot, and then she was aware of someone who had approached without sound and now stood behind her.


    She looked up, at length, before she rose to her feet.


    Thankfulness welled up warm in her heart to find her voice steady and commonplace when she said: “The wound is much better. Bart will be well in a very few days now.”


    Whistling Dan did not answer, and his wondering eyes glanced past her own. She saw that he was staring at a double row of white indentations on her forearm, where the teeth of Black Bart had set. He knew those marks, and she knew he knew. Strength was leaving her, and weakness went through her—water where blood should have been. She dared not stay. In another moment she would be hopelessly in the grip of hysteria.


    So she rose, and passed Dan without a word, and went slowly towards the house. She tried to hurry, indeed, but her legs would not quicken their pace. Yet at length she had reached shelter and no sooner was she past the door of the house than her knees buckled; she had to steady herself with both hands as she dragged herself up the stairs to her room. There, from the window, she looked down and saw Whistling Dan standing as she had left him, staring blankly at the wolf-dog.

  

  
    
      The conquest

    

    There was no star-storming confidence in Kate Cumberland after that first victory. Rather she felt as the general who deploys his skirmishers and drives in the outposts of an enemy. The advantage is his, but it has really only served to give him some intimation of the strength of the enemy. At the supper table this night she found Whistling Dan watching her—not openly, for she could never catch his eye—but subtly, secretly, she knew that he was measuring her, studying her; whether in hostility, amity, or mere wonder, she could not tell. Finally a vast uneasiness overtook her and she turned to the doctor for relief. Doctor Randall Byrne held a singular position in the attention of Kate. Since the night of the fire and her open talk with him, the doctor knew “everything,” and women are troubled in the presence of a man who knows the details of the past.


    The shield behind which they hide in social intercourse is a touch of mystery—or at least a hope of mystery. The doctor, however, was not like other men; he was more similar to a precocious child and she comforted herself in his obvious talent for silence. If he had been alert, strong, self-confident, she might have hated him because he knew so much about her; but when she noted the pale, thoughtful face, the vast forehead outbalancing the other features, and the wistful, uncertain eyes, she felt nothing towards him stronger than pity.


    It is good for a woman to have something which she may pity, a child, an aged parent, or a house-dog. It provides, in a way, the background against which she acts; so Kate, when in doubt, turned to the doctor, as on this night. There was a certain cruelty in it, for when she smiled at him the poor doctor became crimson, and when she talked to him his answers stumbled on his tongue; and when she was silent and merely looked at him that was worst of all, for he became unable to manage knife and fork and would sit crumbling bread and looking frightened. Then he was apt to draw out his glasses and make a move to place them on his nose, but he always caught and checked himself in time—which added to his embarrassment.


    These small maneuvres had not lasted long before the girl became aware that the silent attention of Whistling Dan had passed from her to the doctor—and held steadily upon him. She did not go so far as to call it jealousy, but certainly it was a grave and serious consideration that measured the doctor up and down and back again; and it left her free to examine the two men in contrast. For the first time it struck her that they were much alike in many ways. Physically, for instance, there was the same slenderness, the same delicacy with which the details were finished—the same fragile hands, for instance. The distinction lay in a suggestion of strength and inexhaustible reserve of energy which Dan Barry possessed. The distinction lay still more in their faces. That of Byrne was worn and palled from the long quest and struggle for truth; the body was feeble; the eyes were uncertain; but within there was a powerful machine which could work infallibly from the small to the large and the large to the small. With Whistling Dan there was no suggestion at all of mental care. She could not imagine him worrying over a problem. His knowledge was not even communicable by words; it was more impalpable than the instinct of a woman; and there was about him the wisdom and the coldness of Black Bart himself.


    The supper ended too soon for Kate. She had been rallying Randall Byrne, and as soon as he could graciously leave, the poor fellow rose with a crimson face and left the room; and behind him, sauntering apparently in the most casual manner, went Whistling Dan. As for Kate Cumberland, she could not put all the inferences together—she dared not; but when she lay in her bed that night it was a long time before she could sleep, for there was a voice inside her, singing.


    She chose her time the next day. Dan alternated between Black Bart and old Joe Cumberland during most of the day, and no sooner had he left the wolf-dog in the morning than she went out to Bart.


    As always, Black Bart lay with his head flattened against the sand, dreaming in the sun, and not an eyelid quivered when she approached, yet she understood perfectly that the animal knew every move she made. She would have attempted to dress the wound again, but the memory of the ordeal of yesterday was too terrible. She might break down in the midst of her effort, and the first sign of weakness, she knew, was the only spur which Black Bart needed. So she went, instead, to the chair where Dan often sat for hours near the dog, and there she took her place, folded her hands on her lap, and waited. She had no particular plan in mind, more than that she hoped to familiarize the great brute with the sight of her. Once he had known her well enough, but now he had forgotten all that passed before as completely, no doubt, as Whistling Dan himself had forgotten.


    While she sat there, musing, she remembered a scene that had occurred not many a month before. She had been out walking one fall day, and had gone from the house down past the corrals where a number of cattle newly driven in from the range were penned. They were to be driven off for shipment the next day. A bellowing caught her ear from one of the enclosures and she saw two bulls standing horn to horn, their heads lowered, and their puffing and snorting breaths knocking up the dust while they pawed the sand back in clouds against their flanks. While she watched, they rushed together, bellowing, and for a moment they swayed back and forth. It was an unequal battle, however, for one of the animals was a hardened veteran, scarred from many a battle on the range, while the other was a young three-year old with a body not half so strong as his heart. For a short time he sustained the weight of the larger bull, but eventually his knees buckled, and then dropped heavily against the earth. At that the older bull drew back a little and charged again. This time he avoided the long horns of his rival and made the unprotected flank of the animal his target. If he had charged squarely the horns would have been buried to the head; but striking at an angle only one of them touched the target and delivered a long, ripping blow. With the blood streaming down his side, the wounded bull made off into a group of cows, and when the victor pursued him closely, he at length turned tail and leaped the low fence—for the corral was a new one, hastily built for the occasion. The conqueror raised his head inside the fence and bellowed his triumph, and outside the fence the other commenced pawing up the sand again, switching his tail across his bleeding side, and turning his little red eyes here and there. They fixed, at length, upon Kate Cumberland, and she remembered with a start of horror that she was wearing a bright red blouse. The next instant the bull was charging. She turned in a hopeless flight. Safety was hundreds of yards away in the house; the skirts tangled about her legs; and behind her the dull impacts of the bull’s hoofs swept close and closer. Then she heard a snarl in front, a deep-throated, murderous snarl, and she saw Black Bart racing towards her. He whizzed by her like a black thunderbolt; there was a roar and bellow behind her, and at the same time she stumbled over a fence-board and fell upon her knees. But when she cast a glance of terror behind her she saw the bull lying on its side with lolling tongue and glazing eyes and the fangs of Black Bart were buried in its throat.


    When she reached this point in her musings her glance naturally turned towards the wolf-dog, and she started violently when she saw that Bart was slinking towards her, trailing the helpless leg. The moment he felt her eyes upon him, Bart dropped down, motionless, with a wicked baring of his teeth; his eyes closed, and he seemed, as usual, dreaming in the sun.


    Was the brute stalking her? It was worse, in a way, than the ordeal of the day before, this stealthy, noiseless approach. And in her panic she first thought of springing from her chair and reaching a distance which the chain would keep him from following. Yet it was very strange. Black Bart in his wildest days after Dan brought him to the ranch had never been prone to wantonly attack human beings. Infringe upon his right, come suddenly upon him, and then, indeed, there was a danger to all saving his master. But this daylight stalking was stranger than words could tell.


    She forced her eyes to look straight ahead and sat with a beating heart, waiting. Then, by slow degrees, she let her glance travel cautiously back towards Bart without turning her head. There was no doubt about it! The great wolf-dog was slinking towards her on his belly, still trailing the wounded foreleg. There was something snakelike in that slow approach, so silent and so gradual.


    And yet she waited, moving neither hand nor foot.


    A sort of nightmare paralysis held her, as when we flee from some horror in our dreams and find that our limbs have grown numb. Behind us races the deadly thing, closer and closer; before us is the door of safety—only a step to reach it—and yet we cannot move a foot!


    It was not all pure terror. There was an incredible excitement as well—her will against the will of the dumb brute—which would conquer?


    She heard a faint rustling of the sand beside her and could hardly keep from turning her head again. But she succeeded. Waves of coldness broke on her mind; her whole body would have shuddered had not fear chilled her into motionlessness. All reason told her that it was madness to sit there with the stealthy horror sliding closer; even now it might be too late. If she rose the shaggy form might spring from the ground at her. Perhaps the wolf had treasured up the pain from the day before and now—


    A black form did, indeed, rise from the ground, but slowly. And standing on three legs, Bart stood a moment and stared in the face of the girl. The fear rushed out of her heart; and her face flushed hotly with relief. There was no enmity in the steady stare of the wolf-dog. She could feel that even though she did not look. Something that Whistling Dan had said long before came to her: “Even a hoss and a dog, Kate, can get terrible lonesome.”


    Black Bart moved until he faced her directly. His ears were pricking in eagerness; she heard a snarl, but so low and muffled that there was hardly a threat in it; could it be a plea for attention? She would not look down to the sharp eyes, until a weight fell on her knees—it was the long, scarred head of the wolf! The joy that swelled in her was so great that it pained her like a grief.


    She stretched out her hand, slowly, slowly towards that head. And Black Bart shrank and quivered, and his lips writhed back from the long, deadly teeth, and his snarl grew to a harsher, hoarser threat; still he did not remove his head, and he allowed the hand to touch him between the eyes and stroke the fur back to between the ears. Only one other hand had ever touched that formidable head in such a manner! The teeth no longer showed; the keen, suspicious eyes grew dim with pleasure; the snarl sank to murmur and then died out.


    “Bart!” commanded the girl, sharply.


    The head jerked up, but the questing eyes did not look at her. He glanced over his shoulder to find the danger that had made her voice so hard. And she yearned to take the fierce head in her arms; there were tears she could have wept over it. He was snarling again, prepared already to battle, and for her sake.


    “Bart!” she repeated, more gently. “Lie down!”


    He turned his head slowly back to her and looked with the unspeakable wistfulness of the dumb brutes into her eyes. But there was only one voice in which Bart could speak, and that was the harsh, rattling snarl which would have made a mountain-lion check itself mid-leap and slink back to its lair. In such a voice he answered Kate, and then sank down, gradually. And he lay still.


    So simply, and yet so mysteriously, she was admitted to the partnership. But though one member of that swift, grim trio had accepted her, did it mean that the other two would take her in?


    A weight sank on her feet and when she looked down she saw that Black Bart had lowered his head upon them, and so he lay there with his eyes closed, dreaming in the sun.

  

  
    
      The trail

    

    Bandages and antiseptics and constant care, by themselves, could not have healed Black Bart so swiftly, but nature took a strong hand. The wound closed with miraculous speed. Three days after he had laid his head on the feet of Kate Cumberland, the wolf-dog was hobbling about on three legs and tugging now and again at the restraining chain; and the day after that the bandages were taken off and Whistling Dan decided that Bart might run loose. It was a brief ceremony, but a vital one. Doctor Byrne went out with Barry to watch the loosing of the dog; from the window of Joe Cumberland’s room he and Kate observed what passed. There was little hesitancy in Black Bart. He merely paused to sniff the foot of Randall Byrne, snarl, and then trotted with a limp towards the corrals.


    Here, in a small enclosure with rails much higher than the other corrals, stood Satan, and Black Bart made straight for the stallion. He was seen from afar, and the black horse stood waiting, his head thrown high in the air, his ears pricking forward, the tail flaunting, a picture of expectancy. So under the lower rail Bart slunk and stood under the head of Satan, growling terribly. Of this display of anger the stallion took not the slightest notice, but lowered his beautiful head until his velvet nose touched the cold muzzle of Bart. There was something ludicrous about the greeting—it was such an odd shade close to the human. It was as brief as it was strange, for Black Bart at once whirled and trotted away towards the barns.


    By the time Doctor Byrne and Whistling Dan caught up with him, the wolf-dog was before the heaps and ashes which marked the site of the burned barn. Among these white and grey and black heaps he picked his way, sniffing hastily here and there. In the very centre of the place he sat down suddenly on his haunches, pointed his nose aloft, and wailed with tremendous dreariness.


    “Now,” murmured the doctor to Dan, “that strikes me as a singular manifestation of intelligence in an animal—he has found the site of the very barn where he was hurt—upon my word! Even fire doesn’t affect his memory!”


    Here he observed that the face of Whistling Dan had grown grim. He ran to Bart and crouched beside him, muttering; and Byrne heard.


    “That’s about where you was lyin’,” said Dan, “and you smell your own blood on the ground. Keep tryin’, Bart. They’s something else to find around here.”


    The wolf-dog looked his master full in the face with pricking ears, whined and then started off sniffling busily at the heaps of ashes.


    “The shooting of the dog is quite a mystery,” said Byrne, by way of conversation. “Do you suppose that one of the men from the bunk-house could have shot him?”


    But Dan seemed no longer aware of the doctor’s presence. He slipped here and there with the wolf-dog among the ash-heaps, pausing when Bart paused, talking to the brute continually. Sometimes he pointed out to Bart things which the doctor did not perceive and Bart whined with a terrible, slavering, blood-eagerness.


    The wolf-dog suddenly left the ash-heaps and now darted in swiftly entangled lines here and there among the barns. Dan Barry stood thoughtfully still, but now and then he called a word of encouragement.


    And Black Bart stayed with his work. Now he struck out a wide circle, running always with his nose close to the ground. Again he doubled back sharply to the barn-site, and began again in a new direction. He ran swiftly, sometimes putting his injured leg to the ground with hardly a limp, and again drawing it up and running on three feet. In a moment he passed out of sight behind a slight rise of ground to the left of the ash-heaps, and at some little distance. He did not reappear. Instead, a long, shrill wail came wavering towards the doctor and Dan Barry. It raised the hair on the head of the doctor and sent a chill through his veins; but it sent Whistling Dan racing towards the place behind which Black Bart had disappeared. The doctor hurried after as fast as he might and came upon the wolf-dog making small, swift circles, his nose to the ground, and then crossing to and fro out of the circles. And the face of the master was black while he watched. He ran again to Bart and began talking swiftly.


    “D’you see?” he asked, pointing. “From behind this here hill you could get a pretty good sight of the barn—and you wouldn’t be seen, hardly, from the barn. Someone must have waited here. Look about, Bart, you’ll be findin’ a pile of signs, around here. It means that them that done the shootin’ and the firin’ of the barn stood right here behind this hill-top and watched the barn burn—and was hopin’ that Satan and you wouldn’t ever come out alive. That’s the story.”


    He dropped to his knees and caught Bart as the big dog ran by.


    “Find’em, Bart!” he whispered. “Find’em!”


    And he struck sharply on the scar where the bullet had ploughed its way into Bart’s flesh.


    The answer of Bart was a yelp too sharp and too highly pitched to have come from the throat of any mere dog. Once more he darted out and ran here and there, and Doctor Byrne heard the beast moaning as it ran. Then Bart ceased circling and cut down the slope away from the hill at a sharp trot.


    A cry of inarticulate joy burst from Dan, and then: “You’ve found it! You have it!” and the master ran swiftly after the dog. He followed the latter only for a short distance down the slope and then stood still and whistled. He had to repeat the call before the dog turned and ran back to his master, where he whined eagerly about the man’s feet. There was something uncanny and horrible about it; it was as if the dumb beast was asking for a life, and the life of a man. The doctor turned back and walked thoughtfully to the house.


    At the door he was met by Kate and a burst of eager questions, and he told, simply, all that he had seen.


    “You’ll get the details from Mr. Barry,” he concluded.


    “I know the details,” answered the girl. “He’s found the trail and he knows where it points, now. And he’ll want to be following it before many hours have passed. Doctor Byrne, I need you now—terribly. You must convince Dan that if he leaves us it will be a positive danger to Dad. Can you do that?”


    “At least,” said the doctor, “there will be little deception in that. I will do what I can to persuade him to stay.”


    “Then,” she said hurriedly, “sit here, and I shall sit here. We’ll meet Dan together when he comes in.”


    They had hardly taken their places when Barry entered, the wolf at his heels; at the door he paused to flash a glance at them and then crossed the room. On the farther side he stopped again.


    “I might be tellin’ you,” he said in his soft voice, “that now’s Bart’s well I got to be travellin’ again. I start in the morning.”


    The pleading eyes of Kate raised Byrne to his feet.


    “My dear Mr. Barry!” he called. The other turned again and waited. “Do you mean that you will leave us while Mr. Cumberland is in this critical condition?”


    A shadow crossed the face of Barry.


    “I’d stay if I could,” he answered. “But it ain’t possible!”


    “What takes you away is your affair, sir,” said the doctor. “My concern is Mr. Cumberland. He is in a very precarious condition. The slightest nerve shock may have—fatal—results.”


    Dan Barry sighed.


    “Seemed to me,” he answered, “that he was buckin’ up considerable. Don’t look so thin, doc.”


    “His body may be well enough,” said the doctor calmly, “but his nerves are wrecked. I am afraid to prophesy the consequences if you leave him.”


    It was apparent that a great struggle was going on in Barry. He answered at length: “How long would I have to stay? One rain could wipe out all the sign and make me like a blind man in the desert. Doc, how long would I have to stay?”


    “A few days,” answered Byrne, “may work wonders with him.”


    The other hesitated.


    “I’ll go up and talk with him,” he said, “and what he wants I’ll do.”

  

  
    
      Talk

    

    He was long in getting his answer. The hours dragged on slowly for Kate and the doctor, for if Joe Cumberland could hold Dan it was everything to the girl, and if Barry left at once there might be some root for the hope which was growing stronger and stronger every day in the heart of Randall Byrne. Before evening a not unwelcome diversion broke the suspense somewhat.


    It was the arrival of no less a person than Marshal Jeff Calkins. His shoulders were humped and his short legs bowed from continual riding, and his head was slung far forward on a gaunt neck; so that when he turned his head from one to another in speaking it was with a peculiar pendulum motion. The marshal had a reputation which was strong over three hundred miles and more of a mountain-desert. This was strange, for the marshal was a very talkative man, and talkative men are not popular on the desert; but it had been discovered that on occasion his six-gun could speak as rapidly and much more accurately than his tongue. So Marshal Calkins waxed in favour.


    He set the household at ease upon his arrival by announcing that “they hadn’t nothin’ for him there.” All he wanted was a place to bunk in, some chow, and a feed for the horse. His trail led past the Cumberland Ranch many and many a dreary mile.


    The marshal was a politic man, and he had early in life discovered that the best way to get along with any man was to meet him on his own ground. His opening blast of words at Doctor Byrne was a sample of his art.


    “So you’re a doc, hey? Well, sir, when I was a kid I had a colt that stuck its foreleg in a hole and busted it short and when that colt had to be shot they wasn’t no holdin’ me. No, sir, I could of cleaned up on the whole family. And ever since then I’ve had a hankerin’ to be a doc. Something about the idea of cuttin’ into a man that always sort of tickled me. They’s only one main thing that holds me back—I don’t like the idea of knifin’ a feller when he ain’t got a chance to fight back! That’s me!”


    To this Doctor Randall Byrne bowed, rather dazed, but returned no answer.


    “And how’s your patient, doc?” pursued the irresistible marshal. “How’s old Joe Cumberland? I remember when me and Joe used to trot about the range together. I was sort of a kid then; but think of old Joe bein’ down in bed—sick! Why, I ain’t never been sick a day in my life. Sick? I’d laugh myse’f plumb to death if anybody ever wanted me to go to bed. What’s the matter with him, anyway?”


    “His nerves are a bit shaken about,” responded the doctor. “To which I might add that there is superimposed an arterial condition—”


    “Cut it short, Doc,” cried the marshal goodnaturedly. “I ain’t got a dictionary handy. Nerves bad, eh? Well, I don’t wonder about that. The old man’s had enough trouble lately to make anybody nervous. I wouldn’t like to go through it myself. No, sir! What with that Dan Barry—I ain’t steppin’ on any corns, Kate, am I?”


    She smiled vaguely, but the marshal accepted the smile as a strong dissent.


    “They was a time not so long ago when folks said that you was kind of sweet on Dan. Glad to hear they ain’t nothin’ in it. ‘S a matter of fact—”


    But here Kate interrupted with a raised hand. She said: “I think that was the supper gong. Yes, there it is. We’ll go in now, if you wish.”


    “They’s only one sound in the world that’s better to me than a dinner gong,” said the profuse marshal, as they seated themselves around the big dining table, “and that was the sound of my wife’s voice when she said ‘I will.’ Queer thing, too. Maria ain’t got a very soft voice, most generally speakin’, but when she busted up in front of that preacher and says ‘I will,’ why, God A’mighty—askin’ your pardon, Kate—they was a change come in her voice that was like a bell chimin’ down in her throat—a bell ringin’ away off far, you know, so’s you only kind of guess at it! But comin’ back to you and Dan, Kate—”


    It was in vain she plied the marshal with edibles. His tongue wagged upon roller-bearings and knew no stopping. Moreover, the marshal had spent some portion of his life in a boarding house and had mastered the boarding-house art of talking while he ate.


    “Comin’ back to you and Dan, we was all of us sayin’ that you and Dan kind of had an eye for each other. I s’pose we was all wrong. You see, that was back in the days before Dan busted loose. When he was about the range most usually he was the quietest man I ever sat opposite to barrin’ one—and that was a feller that went west with a bum heart at the chuck table! Ha, ha, ha!” The marshal’s laughter boomed through the big room as he recalled this delightful anecdote. He went on: “But after that Jim Silent play we all changed our minds, some. D’you know, doc, I was in Elkhead the night that Dan got our Lee Haines?”


    “I’ve never heard of the episode,” murmured the doctor.


    “You ain’t? Well, I be damned!—askin’ your pardon, Kate—But you sure ain’t lived in these parts long! Which you wouldn’t think one man could ride into a whole town, go to the jail, knock out two guards that was proved men, take the keys, unlock the irons off’n the man he wanted, saddle a hoss, and ride through a whole town—full of folks that was shootin’ at him. Now, would you think that was possible?”


    “Certainly not.”


    “And it ain’t possible, I’m here to state. But they was something different about Dan Barry. D’you ever notice it, Kate?”


    She was far past speech.


    “No, I guess you never would have noticed it. You was livin’ too close to him all the time to see how different he was from other fellers. Anyway, he done it. They say he got plugged while he was ridin’ through the lines and he bled all the way home, and he got there unconscious. Is that right, Kate?”


    He waited an instant and then accepted the silence as an affirmative.


    “Funny thing about that, too. The place where he come to was Buck Daniels’ house. Well, Buck was one of Jim Silent’s men, and they say Buck had tried to plug Dan before that. But Dan let him go that time, and when Buck seen Dan ride in all covered with blood he remembered that favour and he kept Dan safe from Jim Silent and safe from the law until Dan was well. I seen Buck this morning over to Rafferty’s place, and—”


    Here the marshal noted a singular look in the eyes of Kate Cumberland, a look so singular that he turned in his chair to follow it. He saw Dan Barry in the act of closing the door behind him, and Marshal Calkins turned a deep and violent red, varied instantly by a blotchy yellow which in turn faded to something as near white as his tan permitted.


    “Dan Barry!” gasped the marshal, rising, and he reached automatically towards his hip before he remembered that he had laid his belt and guns aside before he entered the dining-room, as etiquette is in the mountain-desert. For it is held that shooting at the table disturbs the appetite.


    “Good evenin’,” said Dan quietly. “Was it Buck Daniels that you seen at Rafferty’s place, Marshal Calkins?”


    “Him,” nodded the marshal, hoarsely. “Yep, Buck Daniels.”


    And then he sank into his chair, silent for the first time. His eyes followed Barry as though hypnotized.


    “I’m kind of glad to know where I can find him,” said Barry, and took his place at the table.


    The silence continued for a while, with all eyes focused on the new-comer. It was the doctor who had to speak first.


    “You’ve talked things over with Mr. Cumberland?” he asked.


    “We had a long talk,” nodded Dan. “You was wrong about him, doc. He thinks he can do without me.”


    “What?” cried Kate.


    “He thinks he can do without me,” said Dan Barry. “We talked it all over.”


    The silence fell again. Kate Cumberland was staring blankly down at her plate, seeing nothing; and Doctor Byrne looked straight before him and felt the pulse drumming in his throat. His chance, then, was to come. By this time the marshal had recovered his breath.


    He said to Dan: “Seems like you been away some time, Dan. Where you been hangin’ out?”


    “I been ridin’ about,” answered Dan vaguely.


    “Well,” chuckled the marshal, “I’m glad they ain’t no more Jim Silents about these parts—not while you’re here and while I’m here. You kept things kind of busy for Glasgow, Dan.”


    He turned to Kate, who had pushed back her chair.


    “What’s the matter, Kate?” he boomed. “You ain’t lookin’ any too tip-top. Sick?”


    “I may be back in a moment,” said the girl, “but don’t delay supper for me.”


    She went out of the room with a step poised well enough, but the moment the door closed behind her she fairly staggered to the nearest chair and sank into it, her head fallen back, her eyes dim, and all the strength gone from her body and her will. Several minutes passed before she roused herself, and then it was to drag herself slowly up the stairs to the door of her father’s room. She opened it without knocking, and then closed it and stood with her back against it, in the shadow.

  

  
    
      The voice of Black Bart

    

    Her father lay propped high with pillows among which his head lolled back. The only light in the room was near the bed and it cast a glow upon the face of Joe Cumberland and on the white linen, the white hair, the white, pointed beard. All the rest of the room swam in darkness. The chairs were blotches, indistinct, uncertain; even the foot of the bed trailed off to nothingness. It was like one of those impressionistic, very modern paintings, where the artist centres upon one point and throws the rest of his canvas into dull oblivion. The focus here was the face of the old cattleman. The bedclothes, never stirred, lay in folds sharply cut out with black shadows, and they had a solid seeming, as the mort-cloth rendered in marble over the effigy. That suggested weight exaggerated the frailty of the body beneath the clothes. Exhausted by that burden, the old man lay in the arms of a deadly languor, so that there was a kinship of more than blood between him and Kate at this moment. She stepped to the side of the bed and stood staring down at him, and there was little gentleness in her expression. So cold was that settled gaze that her father stirred, at length, shivered, and without opening his eyes, fumbled at the bed-spread and drew it a little more closely about his shoulders. Even that did not give him rest; and presently the wrinkled eyelids opened and he looked up at his daughter. A film of weariness heavier than sleep at first obscured his sight, but this in turn cleared away; he frowned a little to clear his vision, and then wagged his head slowly from side to side.


    “Kate,” he said feebly, “I done my best. It simply wasn’t good enough.”


    She answered in a voice as low as his, but steadier: “What could have happened? Dad, what happened to make you give up every hold on Dan? What was it? You were the last power that could keep him here. You knew it. Why did you tell him he could go?”


    The monotone was more deadly than any emphasis of a raised word.


    “If you’d been here,” pleaded Joe Cumberland, “you’d have done what I done. I couldn’t help it. There he sat on the foot of the bed—see where them covers still kind of sag down—after he told me that he had something to do away from the ranch and that he wanted to go now that Black Bart was well enough to travel in short spells. He asked me if I still needed him.”


    “And you told him no?” she cried. “Oh Dad, you know it means everything to me—but you told him no?” He raised a shaking hand to ward off the outburst and stop it.


    “Not at first, honey. Gimme a chance to talk, Kate. At first I told him that I needed him—and God knows that I do need him. I dunno why—not even Doc Byrne knows what there is about Dan that helps me. I told Dan all them things. And he didn’t say nothin’, but jest sat still on the foot of the bed and looked at me.


    “It ain’t easy to bear his eyes, Kate. I lay here and tried at first to smile at him and talk about other things—but it ain’t easy to bear his eyes. You take a dog, Kate. It ain’t supposed to be able to look you in the eye for long; but s’pose you met up with a dog that could. It’d make you feel sort of queer inside. Which I felt that way while Dan was lookin’ at me. Not that he was threatenin’ me. No, it wasn’t that. He was only thoughtful, but I kept gettin’ more nervous and more fidgety. I felt after a while like I couldn’t stand it. I had to crawl out of bed and begin walkin’ up and down till I got quieter. But I seen that wouldn’t do.


    “Then I begun to think. I thought of near everything in a little while. I thought of what would happen s’pose Dan should stay here. Maybe you and him would get to like each other again. Maybe you’d get married. Then what would happen?


    “I thought of the wild geese flyin’ north in the spring o’ the year and the wild geese flyin’ south in the fall o’ the year. And I thought of Dan with his heart followin’ the wild geese—God knows why!—and I seen a picture of him standin’ and watchin’ them, with you nearby and not able to get one look out of him. I seen that, and it made my blood chilly, like the air on a frosty night.


    “Kate, they’s something like the power of prophecy that comes to a dyin’ man!”


    “Dad!” she cried. “What are you saying?”


    She slipped to her knees beside the bed and drew his cold hands towards her, but Joe Cumberland shook his head and mildly drew one hand away. He raised it, with extended forefinger—a sign of infinite warning; and with the glow of the lamp full upon his face, the eyes were pits of shadow with stirring orbs of fire in the depths.


    “No, I ain’t dead now,” he said, “but I ain’t far away from it. Maybe days, maybe weeks, maybe whole months. But I’ve passed the top of the hill, and I know I’m ridin’ down the slope. Pretty soon I’ll finish the trail. But what little time I’ve got left is worth more’n everything that went before. I can see my life behind me and the things before like a cold mornin’ light was over it all—you know before the sun begins to beat up the waves of heat and the mist gets tanglin’ in front of your eyes? You know when you can look right across a thirty mile valley and name the trees, a’most the other side? That’s the way I can see now. They ain’t no feelin’ about it. My body is all plumb paralyzed. I jest see and know—that’s all.


    “And what I see of you and Dan—if you ever marry—is plain—hell! Love ain’t the only thing they is between a man and a woman. They’s something else. I dunno what it is. But it’s a sort of a common purpose; it’s havin’ both pairs of feet steppin’ out on the same path. That’s what it is. But your trail would go one way and Dan’s would go another, and pretty soon your love wouldn’t be nothin’ but a big wind blowin’ between two mountains—and all it would do would be to freeze up the blood in your hearts.”


    “I seen all that, while Dan was sittin’ at the foot of the bed. Not that I don’t want him here. When I see him I see the world the way it was when I was under thirty. When there wasn’t nothin’ I wouldn’t try once, when all I wanted was a gun and a hoss and a song to keep me from tradin’ with kings. No, it ain’t goin’ to be easy for me when Dan goes away. But what’s my tag-end of life compared with yours? You got to be given a chance; you got to be kept away from Dan. That’s why I told him, finally, that I thought I could get along without him.”


    “Whether or not you save me,” she answered, “you signed a death warrant for at least two men when you told him that.”


    “Two men? They’s only one he’s after—and Buck Daniel has had a long start. He can’t be caught!”


    “That Marshal Calkins is here to-night. He saw Buck at Rafferty’s, and he talked about it in the hearing of Dan at the table. I watched Dan’s face. You may read the past and see the future, Dad, but I know Dan’s face. I can read it as the sailor reads the sea. Before to-morrow night Buck Daniels will be dead; and Dan’s hands will be red.”


    She dropped her head against the bedclothes and clasped her fingers over the bright hair.


    When she could speak again she raised her head and went on in the same swift, low monotone: “And besides, Black Bart has found the trail of the man who fired the barn and shot him. And the body of Buck won’t be cold before Dan will be on the heels of the other man. Oh, Dad, two lives lay in the hollow of your hand. You could have saved them by merely asking Dan to stay with you; but you’ve thrown them away.”


    “Buck Daniels!” repeated the old man, the horror of the thing dawning on him only slowly. “Why didn’t he get farther away? Why didn’t he ride night and day after he left us? He’s got to be warned that Dan is coming!”


    “I’ve thought of that. I’m going into my room now to write a note and send it to Buck by one of our men. But at the most he’ll have less than a day’s start—and what is a day to Satan and Dan Barry?”


    “I thought it was for the best,” muttered old Joe. “I couldn’t see how it was wrong. But I can send for Dan and tell him that I’ve changed my mind.” He broke off in a groan. “No, that wouldn’t be no good. He’s set his mind on going by this time, and nothing can keep him back. But—Kate, maybe I can delay him. Has he gone up to his room yet?”


    “He’s in there now. Talk softly or he’ll hear us. He’s walking up and down, now.”


    “Ay, ay, ay!” nodded old Joe, his eyes widening with horror, “and his footfall is like the padding of a big cat. I could tell it out of a thousand steps. And I know what’s going on inside his mind!”


    “Yes, yes; he’s thinking of the blow Buck Daniels struck him; he’s thinking of the man who shot down Bart. God save them both!”


    “Listen!” whispered the cattleman. “He’s raised the window. I heard the rattle of the weights. He’s standing there in front of the window, letting the wind of the night blow in his face!”


    The wind from the window, indeed, struck against the door communicating with Joe Cumberland’s room, and shook it as if a hand were rattling at the knob.


    The girl began to speak again, as swiftly as before, her voice the barely audible rushing of a whisper: “The law will trail him, but I won’t give him up. Dad, I’m going to fight once more to keep him here—and if I fail, I’ll follow him around the world.” Such words should have come loudly, ringing. Spoken so softly, they gave a terrible effect; like the ravings of delirium, or the monotone of insanity. And with the white light against her face she was more awe-inspiring than beautiful. “He loved me once; and the fire must still be in him; such fire can’t go out, and I’ll fan it back to life, and then if it burns me—if it burns us both—the fire itself cannot be more torture than to live on like this!”


    “Hush, lass!” murmured her father. “Listen to what’s coming!”


    It was a moan, very low pitched, and then rising slowly, and gaining in volume, rising up the scale with a dizzy speed, till it burst and rang through the house—the long-drawn wail of a wolf when it hunts on a fresh trail.

  

  
    
      The message

    

    Buck Daniels opened his eyes and sat bolt-upright in bed. He had dreamed the dream again, and this time, as always, he awakened before the end. He needed no rubbing of eyes to rouse his senses. If a shower of cold water had been dashed upon him he could not have rallied from sound slumber so suddenly. His first movement was to snatch his gun from under his mattress, not that he dreamed of needing it, but for some reason the pressure of the butt against his palm was reassuring. It was better than the grip of his friend—a strong man.


    It was the first grey of dawn, a light so feeble that it served merely to illuminate the darkness, so to speak. It fell with any power upon one thing alone, the bit of an old, dusty bridle that hung against the wall, and it made the steel glitter like a watchful eye. There was a great dryness in the throat of Buck Daniels; and his whole big body shook with the pounding of his heart.


    He was not the only thing that was awake in the grey hour. For now he caught a faint and regular creaking of the stairs. Someone was mounting with an excessively cautious and patient step, for usually the crazy stairs that led up to this garret room of the Rafferty house creaked and groaned a protest at every footfall. Now the footfall paused at the head of the stairs, as when one stops to listen.


    Buck Daniels raised his revolver and levelled it on the door; but his hand was shaking so terribly that he could not keep his aim—the muzzle kept veering back and forth across the door. He seized his right hand with his left, and crushed it with a desperate pressure. Then it was better. The quivering of the two hands counteracted each other and he managed to keep some sort of a bead.


    Now the step continued again, down the short hall. A hand fell on the knob of the door and pressed it slowly open. Against the deeper blackness of the hall beyond, Buck saw a tall figure, hatless. His finger curved about the trigger, and still he did not fire. Even to his hysterical brain it occurred that Dan Barry would be wearing a hat—and moreover the form was tall.


    “Buck!” called a guarded voice.


    The muzzle of Daniels’ revolver dropped; he threw the gun on his bed and stood up.


    “Jim Rafferty!” he cried, with something like a groan in his voice. “What in the name of God are you doin’ here at this hour?”


    “Someone come here and banged on the door a while ago. Had a letter for you. Must have rid a long ways and come fast; while he was givin’ me the letter at the door I heard his hoss pantin’ outside. He wouldn’t stay, but went right back. Here’s the letter, Buck. Hope it ain’t no bad news. Got a light here, ain’t you?”


    “All right, Jim,” answered Buck Daniels, taking the letter. “I got a lantern. You get back to bed.”


    The other replied with a noisy yawn and left the room while Buck kindled the lantern. By that light he read his name upon the envelope and tore it open. It was very brief.


    “Dear Buck,
 
 “Last night at supper Dan found out where you are. In the morning he’s leaving the ranch and we know that he intends to ride for Rafferty’s place; he’ll probably be there before noon. The moment you get this, saddle your horse and ride. Oh, Buck, why did you stay so close to us? Relay your horses. Don’t stop until you’re over the mountains. Black Bart is well enough to take the trail and Dan will use him to follow you. You know what that means. “Ride, ride, ride!
 
 “Kate.”


    He crumpled up the paper and sank back upon the bed.


    “Why did you stay so close?”


    He had wondered at that, himself, many times in the past few days. Like the hunted rabbit, he expected to find safety under the very nose of danger. Now that he was discovered it seemed incredible that he could have followed so patently foolish a course. In a sort of daze he uncrumpled the note again and read the wrinkled writing word by word. He had leaned close to read by the uncertain light, and now he caught the faintest breath of perfume from the paper. It was a small thing, smaller among scents than a whisper is among voices, but it made Buck Daniels drop his head and crush the paper against his face. It was a moment before he could uncrumple the paper sufficiently to study the contents of the note thoroughly. At first his dazed brain caught only part of the significance. Then it dawned on him that the girl thought he had fled from the Cumberland Ranch through fear of Dan Barry.


    Ay, there had been fear in it. Every day at the ranch he had shuddered at the thought that the destroyer might ride up on that devil of black silken grace, Satan. But every day he had convinced himself that even then Dan Barry remembered the past and was cursing himself for the ingratitude he had shown his old friend. Now the truth swept coldly home to Buck Daniels. Barry was as fierce as ever upon the trail, and Kate Cumberland thought that he, Buck Daniels, had fled like a cur from danger.


    He seized his head between his hands and beat his knuckles against the corrugated flesh of his forehead. She had thought that!


    Desire for action, action, action, beset him like thirst. To close with this devil, this wolf-man, to set his big fingers in the smooth, almost girlish throat, to choke the yellow light out of those eyes—or else to die, but like a man proving his manhood before the girl.


    He read the letter again and then in an agony he crumpled it to a ball and hurled it across the room. Catching up his hat and his belt he rushed wildly from the room, thundered down the crazy stairs, and out to the stable.


    Long Bess, the tall, bay mare which had carried him through three years of adventure and danger and never failed him yet, raised her aristocratic head above the side of the stall and whinnied. For answer he shook his fist at her and cursed insanely.


    The saddle he jerked by one stirrup leather from the wall and flung it on her back, and when she cringed to the far side of the stall, he cursed her again, bitterly, and drew up the cinch with a lunge that made her groan. He did not wait to lead her to the door before mounting, but sprang into the saddle.


    Here he whirled her about and drove home the spurs. Cruel usage, for Long Bess had never denied him the utmost of her speed and strength at the mere sound of his voice. Now, half-mad with fear and surprise, she sprang forward at full gallop, slipped and almost sprawled on the floor, and then thundered out of the door.


    At once the soft sandy-soil received and deadened the impact of her hoofs. Off she flew through the grey of the morning, soundless as a racing ghost.


    Long Bess—there was good blood in her. She was as delicately limbed as an antelope, and her heart was as strong as the smooth muscles of her shoulders and hips. Yet to Buck Daniels her fastest gait seemed slower than a walk. Already his thoughts were flying far before. Already he stood before the ranch house calling to Dan Barry. Ay, at the very door of the place they should meet and one of them must die. And better by far that the blood of him who died should stain the hands of Kate Cumberland.

  

  
    
      Victory

    

    The grey light, which Buck Daniels saw that morning, hardly brightened as the day grew, for the sky was overcast with sheeted mist and through it a dull evening radiance filtered to the earth. Wung Lu, his celestial, slant eyes now yellow with cold, built a fire on the big hearth in the living-room. It was a roaring blaze, for the wood was so dry that it flamed as though soaked in oil, and tumbled a mass of yellow fire up the chimney. So bright was the fire, indeed, that its light quite over-shadowed the meagre day which looked in at the window, and every chair cast its shadow away from the hearth. Later on Kate Cumberland came down the backstairs and slipped into the kitchen.


    “Have you seen Dan?” she asked of the cook.


    “Wung Lu make nice fire,” grinned the Chinaman. “Misser Dan in there.”


    She thought for an instant.


    “Is breakfast ready, Wung?”


    “Pretty soon quick,” nodded Wung Lu.


    “Then throw out the coffee or the eggs,” she said quickly. “I don’t want breakfast served yet; wait till I send you word.”


    As the door closed behind her, the eye-brows of Wung rose into perfect Roman arches.


    “Ho!” grunted Wung Lu, “O ho!”


    In the hall Kate met Randall Byrne coming down the stairs. He was dressed in white and he had found a little yellow wildflower and stuck it in his button-hole. He seemed ten years younger than the day he rode with her to the ranch, and now he came to her with a quick step, smiling.


    “Doctor Byrne,” she said quietly, “breakfast will be late this morning. Also, I want no one to go into the living-room for a while. Will you keep them out?”


    The doctor’s smile was instantly gone.


    “He hasn’t gone, yet?” he queried.


    “Not yet.”


    The doctor sighed and then, apparently following a sudden impulse, he reached his hand to her.


    “I hope something comes of it,” he said.


    Even then she could not help a wan smile.


    “What do you mean by that, doctor?”


    The doctor sighed again.


    “If the inference is not clear,” he said, “I’m afraid that I cannot explain. But I’ll try to keep everyone from the room.”


    She nodded her thanks, and went on; but passing the mirror in the hall the sight of her face made her stop abruptly. There was no vestige of colour in it, and the shadow beneath her eyes made them seem inhumanly large and deep. The bright hair, to be sure, waved over her head and coiled on her neck, but it was like a futile shaft of sunlight falling on a dreary moor in winter. She went on thoughtfully to the door of the living-room but there she paused again with her hand upon the knob; and while she stood there she remembered herself as she had been only a few months before, with the colour flushing in her face and a continual light in her eyes. There had been little need for thinking then. One had only to let the wind and the sun strike on one, and live. Then, in a quiet despair, she said to herself: “As I am—I must win or lose—as I am!” and she opened the door and stepped in.


    She had been cold with fear and excitement when she entered the room to make her last stand for happiness, but once she was in, it was not so hard. Dan Barry lay on the couch at the far end of the room with his hands thrown under his head, and he was smiling in a way which she well knew; it had been a danger signal in the old days, and when he turned his face and said good-morning to her, she caught that singular glimmer of yellow which sometimes came up behind his eyes. In reply to his greeting she merely nodded, and then walked slowly to the window and turned her back to him.


    It was a one-tone landscape. Sky, hills, barns, earth, all was a single mass of lifeless grey; in such an atmosphere old Homer had seen the wraiths of his dead heroes play again at the things they had done on earth. She noted these things with a blank eye, for a thousand thoughts were leaping through her mind. Something must be done. There he lay in the same room with her. He had turned his head back, no doubt, and was staring at the ceiling as before, and the yellow glimmer was in his eyes again. Perhaps, after this day, she should never see him again; every moment was precious beyond the price of gold, and yet there she stood at the window, doing nothing. But what could she do?


    Should she go to him and fall on her knees beside him and pour out her heart, telling him again of the old days? No, it would be like striking on a wooden bell; no echo would rise; and she knew beforehand the deadly blackness of his eyes. So Black Bart lay often in the sun, staring at infinite distance and seeing nothing but his dreams of battle. What were appeals and what were words to Black Bart? What were they to Dan Barry? Yet once, by sitting still—the thought made her blood leap with a great, joyous pulse that set her cheeks tingling.


    She waited till the first impulse of excitement had subsided, and then turned back and sat down in a chair near the fire. From a corner of her eye she was aware that Whistling Dan had turned his head again to await her first speech. Then she fixed her gaze on the wall of yellow flame. The impulse to speak to him was like a hand tugging to turn her around, and the words came up and swelled in her throat, but still she would not stir.


    In a moment of rationality she felt in an overwhelming wave of mental coldness the folly of her course, but she shut out the thought with a slight shudder. Silence, to Dan Barry, had a louder voice and more meaning than any words.


    Then she knew that he was sitting up on the couch. Was he about to stand up and walk out of the room? For moment after moment he did not stir; and at length she knew, with a breathless certainty, that he was staring fixedly at her! The hand which was farthest from him, and hidden, she gripped hard upon the arm of the chair. That was some comfort, some added strength.


    She had now the same emotion she had had when Black Bart slunk towards her under the tree—if a single perceptible tremor shook her, if she showed the slightest awareness of the subtle approach, she was undone. It was only her apparent unconsciousness which could draw either the wolf-dog or the master.


    She remembered what her father had told her of hunting young deer—how he had lain in the grass and thrust up a leg above the grass in sight of the deer and how they would first run away but finally come back step by step, drawn by an invincible curiosity, until at length they were within range for a point-blank shot.


    Now she must concentrate on the flames of the fireplace, see nothing but them, think of nothing but the swiftly changing domes and walls and pinnacles they made. She leaned a little forward and rested her cheek upon her right hand—and thereby she shut out the sight of Dan Barry effectually. Also it made a brace to keep her from turning her head towards him, and she needed every support, physical and mental.


    Still he did not move. Was he in truth looking at her, or was he staring beyond her at the grey sky which lowered past the window? The faintest creaking sound told her that he had risen, slowly, from the couch. Then not a sound, except that she knew, in some mysterious manner, that he moved, but whether towards her or towards the door she could not dream. But he stepped suddenly and noiselessly into the range of her vision and sat down on a low bench at one side of the hearth. If the strain had been tense before, it now became terrible; for there he sat almost facing her, and looking intently at her, yet she must keep all awareness of him out of her eyes. In the excitement a strong pulse began to beat in the hollow of her throat, as if her heart were rising. She had won, she had kept him in the room, she had brought him to a keen thought of her. A Pyrrhic victory, for she was poised on the very edge of a cliff of hysteria. She began to feel a tremor of the hand which supported her cheek. If that should become visible to him he would instantly know that all her apparent unconsciousness was a sham, and then she would have lost him truly!


    Something sounded at one of the doors—and then the door opened softly. She was almost glad of the interruption, for another instant might have swept away the last reserve of her strength. So this, then, was the end.


    But the footfall which sounded in the apartment was a soft, padding step, with a little scratching sound, light as a finger running on a frosty window pane. And then a long, shaggy head slipped close to Whistling Dan. It was Black Bart!


    A wave of terror swept through her. She remembered another scene, not many months before, when Black Bart had drawn his master away from her and led him south, south, after the wild geese. The wolf-dog had come again like a demoniac spirit to undo her plans!


    Only an instant—the crisis of a battle—then the great beast turned slowly, faced her, slunk with his long stride closer, and then a cold nose touched the hand which gripped the arm of her chair. It gave her a welcome excuse for action of some sort; she reached out her hand, slowly, and touched the forehead of Black Bart. He winced back, and the long fangs flashed; her hand remained tremulously poised in air, and then the long head approached again, cautiously, and once more she touched it, and since it did not stir, she trailed the tips of her fingers backwards towards the ears. Black Bart snarled again, but it was a sound so subdued as to be almost like the purring of a great cat. He sank down, and the weight of his head came upon her feet. Victory!


    In the full tide of conscious power she was able to drop her hand from her face, raise her head, turn her glance carelessly upon Dan Barry; she was met by ominously glowing eyes. Anger—at least it was not indifference.


    He rose and stepped in his noiseless way behind her, but he reappeared instantly on the other side, and reached out his hand to where her fingers trailed limp from the arm of the chair. There he let them lie, white and cool, against the darkness of his palm. It was as if he sought in the hand for the secret of her power over the wolf-dog. She let her head rest against the back of the chair and watched the nervous and sinewy hand upon which her own rested. She had seen those hands fixed in the throat of Black Bart himself, once upon a time. A grim simile came to her; the tips of her fingers touched the paw of the panther. The steel-sharp claws were sheathed, but suppose once they were bared, and clutched. Or she stood touching a switch which might loose, by the slightest motion, a terrific voltage. What would happen?


    Nothing! Presently the hand released her fingers, and Dan Barry stepped back and stood with folded arms, frowning at the fire. In the weakness which overcame her, in the grip of the wild excitement, she dared not stay near him longer. She rose and walked into the dining-room.


    “Serve breakfast now, Wung,” she commanded, and at once the gong was struck by the cook.


    Before the long vibrations had died away the guests were gathered around the table, and the noisy marshal was the first to come. He slammed back a chair and sat down with a grunt of expectancy.


    “Mornin’, Dan,” he said, whetting his knife across the table-cloth, “I hear you’re ridin’ this mornin’? Ain’t going my way, are you?”


    Dan Barry sat frowning steadily down at the table. It was a moment before he answered.


    “I ain’t leavin,” he said softly, at length, “postponed my trip.”

  

  
    
      Doctor Byrne shows the truth

    

    On this day of low-lying mists, this day so dull that not a shadow was cast by tree or house or man, there was no graver place than the room of old Joe Cumberland; even lamp light was more merciful in the room, for it left the corners of the big apartment in obscurity, but this meagre daylight stripped away all illusion and left the room naked and ugly. Those colours of wall and carpet, once brighter than spring, showed now as faded and lifeless as foliage in the dead days of late November when the leaves have no life except what keeps them clinging to the twig, and when their fallen fellows are lifted and rustled on the ground by every faint wind, with a sound like breathing in the forest. And like autumn, too, was the face of Joe Cumberland, with a colour neither flushed nor pale, but a dull sallow which foretells death. Beside his bed sat Doctor Randall Byrne and kept the pressure of two fingers upon the wrist of the rancher.


    When he removed the thermometer from between the lips of Cumberland the old man spoke, but without lifting his closed eyelids, as if even this were an effort which he could only accomplish by a great concentration of the will.


    “No fever to-day, doc?”


    “You feel a little better?” asked Byrne.


    “They ain’t no feelin’. But I ain’t hot; jest sort of middlin’ cold.”


    Doctor Byrne glanced down at the thermometer with a frown, and then shook down the mercury.


    “No,” he admitted, “there is no fever.”


    Joe Cumberland opened his eyes a trifle and peered up at Byrne.


    “You ain’t satisfied, doc?”


    Doctor Randall Byrne was of that merciless modern school which believes in acquainting the patient with the truth.


    “I am not,” he said.


    “H-m-m!” murmured the sick man. “And what might be wrong?”


    “Your pulse is uneven and weak,” said the doctor.


    “I been feelin’ sort of weak since I seen Dan last night,” admitted the other. “But that news Kate brought me will bring me up! She’s kept him here, lad, think of that!”


    “I am thinking of it,” answered the doctor coldly. “Your last interview with him nearly—killed you. If you see him again I shall wash my hands of the case. When he first came you felt better at once—in fact, I admit that you seemed to do better both in body and mind. But the thing could not last. It was a false stimulus, and when the first effects had passed away, it left you in this condition. Mr. Cumberland, you must see him no more!”


    But Joe Cumberland laughed long and softly.


    “Life,” he murmured, “ain’t worth that much! Not half!”


    “I can do no more than advise,” said the doctor, as reserved as before. “I cannot command.”


    “A bit peeved, doc?” queried the old man. “Well, sir, I know they ain’t much longer for me. Lord, man, I can feel myself going out like a flame in a lamp when the oil runs up. I can feel life jest makin’ its last few jumps in me like the flame up the chimney. But listen to me—” he reached out a long, large knuckled, claw-like hand and drew the doctor down over him, and his eyes were earnest—“I got to live till I see ’em standin’ here beside me, hand in hand, doc!”


    The doctor, even by that dim light, had changed colour. He passed his hand slowly across his forehead.


    “You expect to see that?”


    “I expect nothin’. I only hope!”


    The bitterness of Byrne’s heart came up in his throat.


    “It will be an oddly suited match,” he said, “if they marry. But they will not marry.”


    “Ha!” cried Cumberland, and starting up in bed he braced himself on a quaking elbow. “What’s that?”


    “Lie down!” ordered the doctor, and pressed the ranchman back against the pillows.


    “But what d’you mean?”


    “It would be a long story—the scientific explanation.”


    “Doc, where Dan is concerned I got more patience than Job.”


    “In brief, then, I will prove to you that there is no mystery in this Daniel Barry.”


    “If you can do that, doc, you’re more of a man than I been guessing you for. Start now!”


    “In primitive times,” said Doctor Randall Byrne, “man was nearly related to what we now call the lower animals. In those days he could not surround himself with an artificial protective environment. He depended on the unassisted strength of his body. His muscular and sensuous development, therefore, was far in advance of that of the modern man. For modern man has used his mind at the expense of his body. The very quality of his muscles is altered; and the senses of sight and hearing, for instance, are much blunted. For in the primitive days the ear kept guard over man even when he slept in terror of a thousand deadly enemies, each stronger than he; and the eye had to be keenly attuned to probe the shadows of the forest for lurking foes.


    “Now, sir, there is in biology the thing known as the sport. You will have heard that all living organisms undergo gradual processes of change. Season by season and year by year, environment affects the individual; yet these gradual changes are extremely slow. Between steps of noticeable change there elapse periods many times longer than the life of historic man. All speed in changes such as these comes in what we call ‘sports’. That is, a particular plant, for instance, gradually tends to have fewer leaves and a thicker bark, but the change is slight from age to age until suddenly a single instance occurs of plant which realises suddenly in a single step the ‘ideal’ towards which the species has been striving. In a word, it has very, very few leaves, and an extraordinarily thick bark.


    “For a particular instance, one species of orange tended to have few and fewer seeds. But finally came an orange tree whose fruit had no seeds at all. That was the origin of the navel orange. And that was a typical ‘sport’.


    “Now, there is the reverse of the sport. Instead of jumping long distance ahead, an individual may lapse back towards the primitive. That individual is called an atavism. For instance, in this mountain-desert there has, for several generations, been a pressure of environment calling for a species of man which will be able to live with comparative comfort in a waste region—a man, in a word, equipped with such powerful organisms that he will be as much at home in the heart of the desert as an ordinary man would be in a drawing-room. You gather the drift of my argument.


    “I have observed this man Barry carefully. I am thoroughly convinced that he is such an atavism.


    “Among other men he seems strange. He is different and therefore he seems mysterious. As a matter of fact, he is quite a common freak. I could name you others like him in differing from common men, though not differing from them in exactly the same manner.


    “You see the result of this? Daniel Barry is a man to whom the desert is necessary, because he was made for the desert. He is lonely among crowds—you have said it yourself—but he is at home in a mountain wilderness with a horse and a dog.”


    “Doc, you talk well,” broke in Joe Cumberland, “but if he ain’t human, why do humans like him so much? Why does he mean so much to me—to Kate?”


    “Simply because he is different. You get from him what you could get from no other man in the world, perhaps, and you fail to see that the fellow is really more akin to his wolf-dog than he is to a man.”


    “Supposin’ I said you was right,” murmured the old man, frowning, “how d’you explain why he likes other folks. According to you, the desert and the mountains and animals is what he wants. Then how is it that he took so much care of me when he come back this time? How is it that he likes Kate, enough to give up a trail of blood to stay here with her?”


    “It is easy to explain the girl’s attraction,” said the doctor. “All animals wish to mate, Mr. Cumberland, and an age-old instinct is now working out in Dan Barry. But while you and Kate may please him, you are not necessary to him. He left you once before and he was quite happy in his desert. And I tell you, Mr. Cumberland, that he will leave you again. You cannot tame the untameable. It is not habit that rules this man. It is instinct a million years old. The call which he will hear is the call of the wilderness, and to answer it he will leave father and wife and children and ride out with his horse and his dog!”


    The old man lay quite motionless, staring at the ceiling.


    “I don’t want to believe you,” he said slowly, “but before God I think you’re right. Oh, lad, why was I bound up in a tangle like this one? And Kate—what will she do?”


    The doctor was quivering with excitement.


    “Let the man stay with her. In time she will come to see the brute nature of Daniel Barry. That will be the end of him with her.”


    “Brute. Doc. They ain’t nobody as gentle as Dan!”


    “Till he tastes blood, a lion can be raised like a house-dog,” answered the doctor.


    “Then she mustn’t marry him? Ay, I’ve felt it—jest what you’ve put in words. It’s livin’ death for Kate if she marries him! She’s kept him here to-day. To-morrow something may cross him, and the minute he feels the pull of it, he’ll be off on the trail—the blow of a man, the hollering out of the wild geese—God knows what it’ll take to start him wild again and forget us all—jest the way a child forgets its parents!”


    A voice broke in upon them, calling far away: “Dan! Dan Barry!”

  

  
    
      The acid test

    

    In the living-room below they heard it, Dan and Kate Cumberland. All day she had sat by the fire which still blazed on the hearth, replenished from time to time by the care of Wung Lu. She had taken up some sewing, and she worked at it steadily. Some of that time Dan Barry was in the room, sitting through long intervals, watching her with lynx-eyed attention. Very rarely did he speak—almost never, and she could have numbered upon her two hands the words he had spoken—ay, and she could have repeated them one by one. Now and again he rose and went out, and the wolf-dog went with him each time. But towards the last Black Bart preferred to stay in the room, crouched in front of her and blinking at the fire, as if he knew that each time his master would return to the fire. Then, why leave the pleasant warmth for the chilly greyness of the day outside?


    There he remained, stirring only now and then to lift a clumsy paw and brush it across his eyes in an oddly human gesture. Once or twice, also, he lifted that great, scarred head and laid it on her knees, looking curiously from her busy hands to her face, and from her face back again to her work, until, having apparently assured himself that all was well, he dropped his head again and lay once more motionless. She could see him open a listless eye when the master entered the room again. And with each coming of Dan Barry she felt again surrounded as if by invisible arms. Something was prying at her, striving to win a secret from her.


    As the day wore on, a great, singing happiness rose in her throat, and at about the same time she heard a faint sound, impalpable, from the farther side of the room where Dan Barry sat. He was whistling.


    A simple thing for a man to do, to be sure, but the astonishment of it nearly stopped the heart of Kate Cumberland. For in all her life she had never before heard him whistle except when he was in the open, and preferably when he was astride of the strength and the speed of Satan, with Black Bart scouting swiftly and smoothly ahead. But now he whistled here by the warmth of the fire. To be sure the sound was small and thin, but there was such music in it as she had never heard before. It was so thin that it was almost ghostly, as if the soul of wild Paganini played here on a muted violin. No tune that might be repeated, but as always when she heard it, a picture rose before the eyes of Kate. It wavered at first against the yellow glow of the firelight. Then it quite shut out all else.


    It was deep night, starry night. The black horse and his rider wound up a deep ravine. To one side a bold mountain tumbled up to an infinite height, bristling with misshapen trees here and there, and losing its head against the very stars. On the other side were jagged hills, all carved in the solid rock. And down the valley, between the mountains and the stars, blew a soft wind; as if that wind made the music. They were climbing up, up, up, and now they reach—the music rising also to a soft but triumphant outburst—a high plateau. They were pressed up against the heart of the sky. The stars burned low, and low. Around them the whole earth seemed in prospect at their feet. The moon burst through a mass of clouds, and she saw, far off, a great river running silver through the night.


    Happy? Ay, and he was happy too, and his happiness was one with hers. He was not even looking out the window while he whistled, but his eyes were fixed steadily, unchangingly, upon her face.


    It was then that they heard it: “Dan! Dan Barry! Come out!”


    A hoarse, ringing cry, as of one who is shouting against a great wind: “Dan! Dan Barry! Come out!”


    Dan Barry was on his feet and gliding to the wall, where he took down his belt from a nail and buckled it swiftly around him. And Kate ran to the window with the wolf-dog snarling beside her and saw standing in front of the house, his hat off, his black hair wildly tumbled, and two guns in his hands, Buck Daniels! Behind him the tall bay mare shook with her panting and glistened with the sweat of the long ride.


    She heard a scratching next and saw the wolf-dog rear up and paw at the door. Once through that door and he would be at the throat of the man outside, she knew. Nor he alone, for Dan Barry was coming swiftly across the room with that strange, padding step. He had no eye for her. He was smiling, and she had rather have seen him in a cursing fury than to see this smile. It curled the upper lip with something like a sneer; and she caught the white glint of his teeth; the wolf-dog snarled back over his shoulder to hurry his master. It was the crisis which she had known all day was coming, sooner or later. She had only prayed that it might be delayed for a little time. And confronting the danger was like stepping into the path of runaway horses. Fear ruled her with an iron hand, and she swayed back against the wall and supported herself with an outstretched hand.


    What was there to be done? If she stepped in between him and his man, he would brush her aside from his path and out of his life forever. If he went on to his vengeance he would no less be started on the path which led around the world away from her. The law would be the hound which pursued him and relentlessly nipped at his heels—an eternal terror and unrest. No thought of Buck Daniels who had done so much for her. She cast his services out of her mind with the natural cruelty of woman. Her whole thought was, selfishly, for the man before her, and for herself.


    He was there—his hand was upon the knob of the door. And then she remembered how the teeth of Black Bart had closed over her arm—and how they had not broken even the skin. In an instant she was pressed against the door before Dan Barry—her arms outstretched.


    He fell back the slightest bit before her, and then he came again and brushed her slowly, gently, to one side, with an irresistible strength. She had to meet his eyes now—there was no help for it—and she saw there that swirl of yellow light—that insatiable hunger. And she knew, fully and bitterly, that she had failed. With the wolf-dog, indeed, she had conquered, but the man escaped her. If time had been granted her she would have won, she knew, but the hand of Buck Daniels, so long her ally, had destroyed her chances. It was his hand now which shook the knob of the door, and she turned with a sob of despair to face the new danger.


    In her wildest dreams she had never visioned Buck Daniels transformed like this. She knew that in his past, as one of those long-riders who roam the mountain-desert, their hand against the hands of every man, Buck Daniels had been known and feared by the strongest. But all she had seen of Buck Daniels had been gentleness itself. Yet what faced her as the door flew wide was a nightmare thing with haggard face and shadow-buried, glittering eyes—unshaven, unkempt of hair, his shirt open at the throat, his great hands clenched for the battle. The wolf-dog, at that familiar sight, whined a low greeting, but with a glance at his master knew that there was a change—the old alliance was broken—so he bared his white teeth and changed his whine to a snarl of hate.


    Then a strange terror struck Kate Cumberland. She had never dreamed that she could fear for Dan Barry at the hands of any man, but now the desperate resolve which breathed from every line of Buck Daniels, chilled her blood at the heart. She sprang back before Dan Barry. Facing him, she saw that demoniac glitter of yellow rising momently brighter in his eyes, and he was smiling. No execration or loud voiced curse could have contained the distilled malignancy of that smile. All this she caught in a single glimpse. The next instant she had whirled and stood before Dan, shielding him with outspread arms and facing Buck Daniels. The latter thrust back into the holster the gun which he had drawn when he entered the room.


    “Stand away from him, Kate,” he commanded, and his eyes went past her to dwell on the face of Barry. “Stand away from him. It’s been comin’ for a long time, and now it’s here. Barry I’m takin’ no start on you. Stand away from the girl and pull your gun—and I’ll pump you full of lead.”


    The softest of soft voices murmured behind her: “I been waitin’ for you, Buck, days and days and days. I ain’t never been so glad to see anybody!”


    And she felt Barry slip shadowlike to one side. She sprang in front of him again with a wild cry.


    “Buck!” she begged, “don’t shoot!”


    Laughter, ringing and unhuman, filled the throat of Buck Daniels.


    “Is it him you’re beggin’ for?” he sneered at her. “Is it him you got your fears for? Ain’t you got a word of pity for poor Buck Daniels that sneaked off like a whipped puppy? Bah! Dan Barry, the time is come. I been leadin’ the life of a houn’ dog for your sake. But it’s ended. Pull your gun and get out from behind the skirts of that girl!”


    As long as they faced each other with the challenge in their eyes, nothing on earth could avert the fight, she knew, but if she could delay them for one moment—she felt that swift moving form behind her slipping away from behind her—she could follow Barry’s movements by the light in Daniels’ eyes.


    “Buck!” she cried, “for God’s sake—for my sake turn away from him—and—roll another cigarette!”


    For she remembered the story—how Daniels had turned under the very nose of danger and done this insane thing in the saloon at Brownsville and in her despair she could think of no other appeal.


    It was the very strangeness of it that gave it point. Buck Daniels turned on his heel.


    “It’s the last kindness I do you, Dan,” he said, with his broad back to them. “But before you die you got to know why I’m killin’ you. I’m going to roll one cigarette and smoke it and while I smoke it I’m goin’ to tell you the concentrated truth about your worthless self and when I’m done smokin’ I’m goin’ to turn around and drop you where you stand. D’ye hear?”


    “They’s no need of waitin’,” answered the soft voice of Barry. “Talkin’ don’t mean much.”


    But Kate Cumberland turned and faced him. He was fairly a-quiver with eagerness and the hate welled and blazed and flickered in his eyes; his face was pale—very pale—and it seemed to her that she could make out in the pallor the print of the fingers of Buck Daniels and that blow those many days before. And she feared him as she had never feared him before—yet she blocked his way still with the outspread arms.


    They could hear the crinkle of the cigarette paper as Buck rolled his smoke.


    “No,” said Buck, his voice suddenly altered to an almost casual moderation, “talk don’t mean nothin’ to you. Talk is human, and nothin’ human means nothin’ to you. But I got to tell you why you ought to die, Barry.


    “I started out this mornin’ hatin’ the ground you walked on, but now I see that they ain’t no use to hate you. Is they any use hatin’ a mountain-lion that kills calves? No, you don’t hate it, but you get a gun and trail it and shoot it down. And that’s the way with you.”


    They heard the scratch of his match.


    “That’s the way with you. I got my back to you right now because if I looked you in the eye I couldn’t let you live no more’n I could let a mountain-lion live. I know you’re faster with your gun than I am and stronger than I am, and made to fight. But I know I’m going to kill you. You’ve done your work—you’ve left hell on all sides of you—it’s your time to die. I know it! You been lyin’ like a snake in the rocks with your poison ready for any man that walks past you. Now your poison is about used up.”


    He paused, and then when he spoke again there was a ring of exultation in his voice: “I tell you, Dan, I don’t fear you, and I know that the bullet in this gun here on my hips is the one that’s goin’ to tear your heart out. I know it!”


    Something like a sob came from the lips of Dan Barry. His hands moved out towards Buck Daniels as though he were plucking something from the empty air.


    “You’ve said enough,” he said. “You said plenty. Now turn around and fight!”


    And Kate Cumberland stepped back, out of line of the two. She knew that in what followed she could not play the part of the protector or the delayer. Here they stood, hungry for battle, and there was no power in her weak hands to separate them. She stood far back and fumbled with her hands at the wall for support. She tried to close her eyes, but the fascination of the horror forced her to watch against her strongest will. And the chief part of that dreadful suspense lay in the even, calm voice of Buck Daniels as he went on: “I’ll turn around and fight soon enough. But Kate asked me to smoke another cigarette. I know what she means. She wants me to leave you the way I done in the saloon that day. I ain’t goin’ to leave, Dan. But I’m glad she asked me to turn away, because it gives me a chance to tell you some things you got to know before you go west.


    “Dan, you been like a fire that burns every hand that touches you.” He inhaled a long breath of smoke and blew it up towards the ceiling. “You’ve busted the heart of the friend that follered you; you’ve busted the heart of the girl that loves you.”


    He paused again, for another long inhalation, and Kate Cumberland, staring in fearful suspense, waiting for the instant when Buck should at last turn and when the shots should explode, saw that the yellow glow was now somewhat misted in the eyes of Barry. He frowned, as one bewildered.


    “Think of her, Dan!” went on Buck Daniels. “Think of her wasting herself on a no-good houn’ dog like you—a no-good wild wolf! My God A’mighty, she might of made some good man happy—some man with a soul and a heart—but instead of that God sent you like a blast across her—you with your damned soul of wind and your heart of stone! Think of it! When you see what you been, Barry, I wonder you don’t go out and take your own gun and blow off your head.”


    “Buck,” called Dan Barry, “so help me God, if you don’t turn your face to me—I’ll shoot you through the back!”


    “I knew,” said the imperturbable Daniels, “that you’d come to that in the end. You used to fight like a man, but now you’re followin’ your instincts, and you fight like a huntin’ wolf. Look at the brute that’s slinkin’ up to me there! That’s what you are. You kill for the sake of killin’—like the beasts.


    “If you was a man, could you treat me like you’ve done? Your damned cold heart and your yaller eyes and all would of burned up in the barn the other night—you and your wolf and your damned hoss. Why didn’t I let you burn? Because I was a fool. Because I still thought they was something of the man in you. But I seen afterwards what you was, and I rode off to get out of your way—to keep your hands from gettin’ red with my blood. And then you plan on follerin’ me—damn you!—on follerin’ me!


    “So that, Dan, is why I’ve come to put you out of the world—as I’m goin’ to do now! Once you hated to give pain, and if you hurt people it was because you couldn’t help it. But now you live on torturin’ others. Barry, pull your gun!”


    And as he spoke, he whirled, the heavy revolver leaping into his hand.


    Still Kate Cumberland could not close her eyes on the horror. She could not even cry out; she was frozen.


    But there was no report—no spurt of smoke—no form of a man stumbling blindly towards death. Dan Barry stood with one hand pressed over his eyes and the other dangled at his side, harmless, while he frowned in bewilderment at the floor.


    He said slowly, at length: “Buck, I kind of think you’re right. They ain’t no use in me. I been rememberin’, Buck, how you sent Kate to me when I was sick.”


    There was a loud clatter; the revolver dropped from the hand of Buck Daniels.


    The musical voice of Dan Barry murmured again: “And I remember how you stood up to Jim Silent, for my sake. Buck, what’s come between us since them days? You hit me a while back, and since then I been wantin’ your blood—but hearin’ you talk now, somehow—I feel sort of lost and lonesome—like I’d thrown somethin’ away that I valued most.”


    Buck Daniels threw out his great arms and his voice was broken terribly.


    “Oh, God A’mighty, Dan,” he cried, “jest take one step back to me and I’ll come all the way around the world to meet you!”


    He stumbled across the floor and grasped at the hand of Barry, for a mist had half-blinded his eyes.


    “Dan,” he pleaded, “ain’t things as they once was? D’you forgive me?”


    “Why, Buck,” murmured Dan Barry, in that same bewildered fashion, “seems like we was bunkies once.”


    “Dan,” muttered Buck Daniels, choking, “Dan—” but he dared not trust his voice further, and turning, he fairly fled from the room.


    The dazed eyes of Dan Barry followed him. Then they moved until they encountered the face of Kate Cumberland. A shock, as if of surprise, widened the lids. For a long moment they stared in silence, and then he began to walk, very slowly, a step at a time, towards the girl. Now, as he faced her, she saw that there was no longer a hint of the yellow in his eyes, but he stepped closer and closer; he was right before her, watching her with an expression of mute suffering that made her heart grow large.


    He said, more to himself than to her: “Seems like I been away a long time.”


    “A very long time,” she whispered.


    He drew a great breath.


    “Is it true, what Buck said? About you?”


    “Oh, my dear, my dear!” she cried. “Don’t you see?”


    He started a little, and taking both her hands he made her face the dull light from the windows.


    “Seems like you’re kind of pale, Kate.”


    “The colour went while I waited for you, Dan.”


    “But there comes a touch of red—like morning—in your throat, and runnin’ up your cheeks.”


    “Don’t you see? It’s because you’ve come back!”


    He closed his eyes and murmured: “I remember we was close—closer than this. We were sittin’ here—in this room—by a fire. And then something called me out and I follered it.”


    “The wild geese—yes.”


    “Wild geese?” he repeated blankly, and then shook his head. “How could wild geese call me? But things happened. I was kept away. Sometimes I wanted to come back to you, but somehow I could never get started. Was it ten years ago that I left?”


    “Months—months longer than years.”


    “What is it?” he asked. “I been watchin’ you, and waitin’ to find out what was different in you. Black Bart seen something in you. I dunno what. Today I sort of guessed what it is. I can feel it now. It’s something like a pain. It starts sort of in the stomach, Kate. It’s like bein’ away from a place where you want to be. Queer, ain’t it? I ain’t far from you. I’ve got your hands in mine, but somehow you don’t feel near. I want to walk—a long ways—closer. And the pain keeps growin’.”


    His voice fell away to a murmur, and now a deadly silence lay between them, and it seemed as if lights were varying upon their faces, so swift and subtle were the changes of expression. And they drew closer by imperceptible degrees. So his arms, fumbling, found their away about her, drew her closer, till her head drooped back, and her face was close beneath his.


    “Was it true,” he whispered, “what Buck said?”


    “There’s nothing true except that we’re together.”


    “But your eyes are brimful of tears!”


    “The same pain you feel, Dan; the same loneliness and the hurt.”


    “But it’s going now. I feel as if I’d been riding three days without more’n enough water to moisten my tongue every hour; with the sand white hot, and my hoss staggerin’, and the sun droppin’ closer and closer till the mountains are touched with white fire. Then I come, in the evenin’, to a valley with cool shadows beginning to slip across from the western side, and I stand in the shadow and feel the red-hot blood go smashin’, smashin’, smashin’ in my temples—and then—a sound of runnin’ water somewhere up the hill-side. Runnin’, cool, fresh, sparkling water whispering over the rocks. Ah, God, that’s what it means to me to stand here close to you, Kate!


    “And it’s like standin’ up in the mornin’ on the top of a high hill and seein’ the light jump up quick in the east, and there lies all the world at my feet, mile after mile of it—they’s a river like silver away off yonder—and they’s range after range walkin’ off into a blue nothing. That’s what it’s like to stand here and look down into them blue eyes of yours, Kate—miles and miles into ’em, till I feel as if I seen your heart beneath. And they’s the rose of the mornin’ on your cheeks, and the breath of the mornin’ stirrin’ between your lips, and the light of the risin’ sun comes flarin’ in your eyes. And I own the world—I own the world.’


    “Two burnin’ pieces of wood, that’s you and me, and when I was away from you the fire went down to a smoulder; but now that we’re close a wind hits us, and the flames come together and rise and jump and twine together. Two pieces of burnin’ wood, but only one flame—d’you feel it?—Oh, Kate, our bodies is ashes and dust, and all that’s worth while is that flame blowin’ up from us, settin’ the world on fire!”

  

  
    
      Pale Annie

    

    Even in Elkhead there were fires this day. In the Gilead saloon one might have thought that the liquid heat which the men imbibed would serve in place of stoves, but the proprietor, “Pale Annie,” had an eye to form, and when the sky was grey he always lighted the stove.


    “Pale Annie” he was called because his real name was Anderson Hawberry Sandringham. That name had been a great aid to him when he was an undertaker in Kansas City; but Anderson Hawberry Sandringham had fallen from the straight and narrow path of good undertakers some years before and he had sought refuge in the mountain-desert, where most things prosper except sheriffs and grass. He was fully six inches more than six feet in height and his face was so long and pale that even Haw-Haw Langley seemed cheerful beside the ex-undertaker. In Kansas City this had been much prized, for that single face could lend solemnity to any funeral. In Elkhead it was hardly less of an asset.


    People came out of curiosity to see Pale Annie behind the bar with his tall silk hat—which he could never bring himself to lay aside—among the cobwebs of the rafters. They came out of curiosity and they remained to drink—which is a habit in the mountain-desert. A travelling drummer or a patent medicine man had offered Pale Annie a handsome stake to simply go about with him and lend the sanction of his face to the talk of the drummer, but Pale Annie had discovered a veritable philosopher’s stone in Elkhead and he was literally turning whiskey into gold.


    This day was even more prosperous than usual for Pale Annie, for the grey weather and the chilly air made men glad of the warmth, both external and internal, which Pale Annie possessed in his barroom. His dextrous hands were never for a moment still at the bar, either setting out drinks or making change, except when he walked out and threw a fresh feed into the fire, and stirred up the ruddy depths of the stove with a tall poker. It was so long, indeed, that it might have served even Pale Annie for a cane and it was a plain untapered bar of iron which the blacksmith had given him as the price of a drink, on a day. He needed a large poker, however, for there was only the one stove in the entire big room, and it was a giant of its kind, as capacious as a hogshead. This day Pale Annie kept it red hot, so that the warmth might penetrate to the door on the one hand and to the rear of the room where the tables and chairs were, on the other.


    Since Pale Annie’s crowd took little exercise except for bending their elbows now and again, and since the majority of them had been in the place fully half the day, by ten in the evening sounds of hilarity began to rise from the saloon. Solemn-faced men who had remained in their places for hour after hour, industriously putting away the red-eye, now showed symptoms of life. Some of them discovered hitherto hidden talents as singers, and they would rise from their places, remove their hats, open their bearded mouths, and burst into song. An antiquarian who had washed gold in ‘49 and done nothing the rest of his life save grow a prodigious set of pure white whiskers, sprang from his place and did a hoe-down that ravished the beholders. Thrice he was compelled to return to the floor, and in the end his performance was only stopped by an attack of sciatica. Two strong men carried him back to his chair and wept over him, and there was another drink all around.


    In this scene of universal joy there were two places of shadow. For at the rear end of the room, almost out of reach of the lantern-light, sat Haw-Haw Langley and Mac Strann. The more Haw-Haw Langley drank the more cadaverous grew his face, until in the end it was almost as solemn as that of Pale Annie himself; as for Mac Strann, he seldom drank at all.


    A full hour had just elapsed since either of them spoke, yet Haw-Haw Langley said, as if in answer to a remark: “He’s heard too much about you, Mac. He ain’t no such fool as to come to Elkhead.”


    “He ain’t had time,” answered the giant.


    “Ain’t had time? All these days?”


    “Wait till the dog gets well. He’ll follow the dog to Elkhead.”


    “Why, Mac, the trail’s been washed out long ago. That wind the other day would of knocked out any trail less’n a big waggon.”


    “It won’t wash out the trail for that dog,” said Mac Strann calmly.


    “Well,” snarled Haw-Haw, “I got to be gettin’ back home pretty soon. I ain’t rollin’ in coin the way you are, Mac.”


    The other returned no answer, but let his eyes rove vacantly over the room, and since his head was turned the other way, Haw-Haw Langley allowed a sneer to twist at his lips for a moment.


    “If I had the price,” he said, “we’d have another drink.”


    “I ain’t drinkin’,” answered the giant monotonously.


    “Then I’ll go up and bum one off’n Pale Annie. About time he come through with a little charity.”


    So he unfurled his length and stalked through the crowd up to the bar. Here he leaned and confidentially whispered in the ear of Pale Annie.


    “Partner, I been sprinklin’ dust for a long time in here, and there ain’t been any reward. I’m dry, Annie.”


    Pale Annie regarded him with grave disapproval.


    “My friend,” he said solemnly, “liquor is the real root of all evil. For my part, I quench my thirst with water. They’s a tub over there in the corner with a dipper handy. Don’t mention it.”


    “I didn’t thank you,” said Haw-Haw Langley furiously. “Damn a tight-wad, say I!”


    The long hand of Pale Annie curled affectionately around the neck of an empty bottle.


    “I didn’t quite gather what you said?” he remarked courteously, and leaned across the bar—within striking distance.


    “I’ll tell you later,” remarked Haw-Haw sullenly, and turned his shoulder to the bar.


    As he did so two comparatively recent arrivals came up beside him. They were fresh from a couple of months of range-finding, and they had been quenching a concentrated thirst by concentrated effort. Haw-Haw Langley looked them over, sighed with relief, and then instantly produced Durham and the brown papers. He paused in the midst of rolling his cigarette and offered them to the nearest fellow.


    “Smoke?” he asked.


    Now a man of the mountain-desert knows a great many things, but he does not know how to refuse. The proffer of a gift embarrasses him, but he knows no way of avoiding it; also he never rests easy until he has made some return.


    “Sure,” said the man, and gathered in the tobacco and papers. “Thanks!”


    He covertly dropped the cigarette which he had just lighted, and stepped on it, then he rolled another from Haw-Haw’s materials. The while, he kept an uneasy eye on his new companion.


    “Drinkin’?” he asked at length.


    “Not jest now,” said Haw-Haw carelessly.


    “Always got room for another,” protested the other, still more in earnest as he saw his chance of a return disappearing.


    “All right, then,” said Haw-Haw. “Jest one more.”


    And he poured a glass to the brim, waved it gracefully towards the others without spilling a drop, and downed it at a gulp.


    “Been in town long?” he asked.


    “Not long enough to find any action,” answered the other.


    The eye of Haw-Haw Langley brightened. He looked over the two carefully. The one had black hair and the other red, but they were obviously brothers, both tall, thick-shouldered, square-jawed, and pug-nosed. There was Irish blood in that twain; the fire in their eyes could have come from only one place on earth. And Haw-Haw grinned and looked down the length of the room to where Mac Strann sat, a heavy, inert mass, his fleshy forehead puckered into a half-frown of animal wistfulness.


    “You ain’t the only ones,” he said to his companion at the bar. “They’s a man in town who says they don’t turn out any two men in this range that could give him action.”


    “The hell!” grunted he of the red hair. And he looked down to his blunt-knuckled hands.


    “‘S matter of fact,” continued Haw-Haw easily, “he’s right here now!”


    He looked again towards Mac Strann and remembered once more the drink which Mac might so easily have purchased for him.


    “It ain’t Pale Annie, is it?” asked the black-haired man, casting a dubious glance up and down the vast frame of the undertaker.


    “Him? Not half!” grinned Haw-Haw. “It’s a fet feller down to the end of the bar. I guess he’s been drinkin’ some. Kind of off his nut.”


    He indicated Mac Strann.


    “He looks to me,” said the red-haired man, setting his jaw, “like a feller that ain’t any too old to learn one more thing about the range in these parts.”


    “He looks to me,” chimed in the black haired brother, “like a feller that might be taught something right here in Pale Annie’s barroom. Anyway, he’s got room at his table for two more.”


    So saying the two swallowed their drinks and rumbled casually down the length of the room until they came to the table where Mac Strann sat. Haw-Haw Langley followed at a discreet distance and came within earshot to hear the deep voice of Mac Strann rumbling: “Sorry, gents, but that chair is took.”


    The black-haired man sank into the indicated chair.


    “You’re right,” he announced calmly. “Anybody could see with half an eye that you ain’t a fool. It’s took by me!”


    And he grinned impudently in the face of Mac Strann. The latter, who had been sitting with slightly bent head, now raised it and looked the pair over carelessly; there was in his eye the same dumb curiosity which Haw-Haw Langley had seen many a time in the eye of a bull, leader of the herd.


    The giant explained carefully: “I mean, they’s a friend of mine that’s been sittin’ in that chair.”


    “If I ain’t your friend,” answered the black-haired brother instantly, “it ain’t any fault of mine. Lay it up to yourself, partner!”


    Mac Strann stretched out his hand on the surface of the table.


    He said: “I got an idea you better get out of that chair.”


    The other turned his head slowly on all sides and then looked Mac Strann full in the face.


    “Maybe they’s something wrong with my eyes,” he said, “but I don’t see no reason.”


    The little dialogue had lasted long enough to focus all eyes on the table at the end of the room, and therefore there were many witnesses to what followed. The arm of Mac Strann shot out; his hand fastened in the collar of the black-haired man’s shirt, and the latter was raised from his seat and propelled to one side by a convulsive jerk. He probably would have been sent crashing into the bar had not his shirt failed under the strain. It ripped in two at the shoulders, and the seeker after action, naked to the waist, went reeling back to the middle of the room, before he gained his balance. After him went Mac Strann with an agility astonishing in that squat, formless bulk. His long arms were outstretched and his fingers tensed, and in his face there was an uncanny joy; his lip had lifted in that peculiarly disheartening sneer.


    He was not a pace from him of the black hair when a yell of rage sounded behind him, and the other brother leaped through the air and landed on Mac Strann’s back. He doubled up, slipped his arms behind him, and the next instant, without visible reason, the red-headed man hurtled through the air and smashed against the bar with a jolt that set the glassware shivering and singing. Then he relaxed on the floor, a twisted and foolish looking mass.


    As for the seeker after action, he had at first reached after his revolver, but he changed his mind at the last instant and instead picked up the great poker which leaned against the stove. It was a ponderous weapon and he had to wield it in both hands. As he swung it around his head there was a yell from men ducking out of the way, and Pale Annie curled his hand again around his favorite empty bottle. He had no good opportunity to demonstrate its efficiency, however. Mac Strann, crouching in the position from which he had catapulted the red-haired man, cast upwards a single glance at the other brother, and then he sprang in. The poker hissed through the air with the vigour of a strong man’s arms behind it and it would have cracked the head of Mac Strann like an empty egg-shell if it had hit its mark. But it was heaved too high, and Mac Strann went in like a football player rushing the line, almost doubled up against the floor as he ran. His shoulders struck the other hardly higher than the knees, and they went down together, but so doing the head of Mac Strann’s victim cracked against the floor, and he also was still.


    The exploit was greeted by a yell of applause and then someone proposed a cheer, and it was given. It died off short on the lips of the applauders, however, for it was seen that Mac Strann was not yet done with his work, and he went about it in a manner which made men sober suddenly and exchange glances.


    First the stranger dragged the two brothers together, laying one of them face down on the floor. The second he placed over the first, back to back. Next he picked up the long poker from the floor and slipped it under the head and down to the neck of the first man. The bystanders watched in utter silence, with a touch of horror coming now in their eyes.


    Now Mac Strann caught the ends of the iron and began to twist up on them. There was no result at first. He refreshed his hold and tried again. The sleeves of his shirt were seen to swell and then grow hard and taut with vast play of muscle beneath. His head bowed lower between his shoulders, and those shoulders trembled, and the muscles over them quivered like heat-waves rising of a spring morning. There was a creaking, now, and then the iron was seen to shiver and then bend, slowly, and once it was wrenched out of the horizontal, the motion was more and more rapid. Until, when the giant was done with his labor, the ends of the iron over-lapped around the necks of the two luckless brothers. Mac Strann stepped back and surveyed his work; the rest of the room was in silence, saving that the red-headed man was coming back to consciousness and now writhed and groaned feebly. He could not rise; that was manifest, for the thick band of iron tied his neck to the neck of his brother.


    Upon this scene Mac Strann gazed with a thoughtful air and then stepped to the side of the room where stood a bucket of dirty water, recently used for mopping behind the bar. This he caught up, returned, and dashed the black, greasy water over the pair.


    If it had been electricity it could not have operated more effectively. The two awoke with one mind, and with a tremendous spluttering and cursing struggled to regain their feet. It was no easy thing, however, for when one stood up the other slipped and in his fall involved the brother. In the meantime it made a jest exactly suited to the mind of Elkhead, and shrieks of hysterical laughter rewarded their struggles. Until at length they sat solemnly, back to back, easing the pressure of the iron as best they might with their hands. Assembled Elkhead reeled about the room, drunken with laughter. But Mac Strann went quietly back to his table and paid no attention to the scene.


    There is an end to all good things, however, and finally the two brothers concerted action together, rose, and then side-stepped towards the door, dripping the mop-water at every step. Obviously they were bound for the blacksmith’s to loose their collar, and everyone in the saloon knew that the blacksmith was not in town.


    The old man who had done the hoe-down hobbled to the end of the barroom and before the table of Mac Strann made a speech to the effect that Elkhead had everything it needed except laughter, that Mac Strann had come to their assistance in that respect, and that if he, the old man, had the power, he would pension such an efficient jester and keep him permanently in the town. To all of this Mac Strann paid not the slightest heed, but with his fleshy brow puckered considered the infinite distance. Even the drink which Pale Annie, grateful for the averted riot, placed on the table before him, Mac Strann allowed to stand untasted. And it was private stock!


    It was at this time that Haw-Haw Langley made his way back to the table and occupied the contested seat.


    “That was a bum play,” he said solemnly to Mac Strann. “When Barry hears about what you done here to two men, d’you think that he’ll ever hit your trail?”


    The other started.


    “I never thought about it,” he murmured, his thick lips, as always, framing speech with difficulty. “D’you s’pose I’d ought to go back to the Cumberland place for him?”


    A yell rose at the farther end of the room.


    “A wolf! Hey! Shoot the damn wolf!”


    “You fool!” cried another. “He ain’t skinny enough to be a wolf. Besides, whoever heard of a tame wolf comin’ into a barroom?”


    Nevertheless many a gun was held in readiness, and the men, even the most drunken, fell back to one side and allowed a free passage for the animal. It seemed, indeed, to be a wolf, and a giant of its kind, and it slunk now with soundless step through the silence of the barroom, glancing neither to right nor to left, until it came before the table of Mac Strann. There it halted and slunk back a little, the upper lip lifted away from the long fangs, its eyes glittered upon the face of the giant, and then it swung about and slipped out of the barroom as it had come, in utter silence.


    In the utter silence Mac Strann leaned across the table to Haw-Haw Langley.


    “He’s come alone this time,” he said, “but the next time he’ll bring his master with him. We’ll wait!”


    The Adam’s-apple rose and fell in the throat of Haw-Haw.


    “We’ll wait,” he nodded, and he burst into the harsh, unhuman laughter which had given him his name.

  

  
    
      The discovery of life

    

    This is the letter which Swinnerton Loughburne received over the signature of Doctor Randall Byrne. It was such a strange letter that between paragraphs Swinnerton Loughburne paced up and down his Gramercy Park studio and stared, baffled, at the heights of the Metropolitan Tower.


    “Dear Swinnerton,
 
 “I’ll be with you in good old Manhattan about as soon as you get this letter. I’m sending this ahead because I want you to do me a favour. If I have to go back to those bare, blank rooms of mine with the smell of chemicals drifting in from the laboratory, I’ll—get drunk. That’s all!”


    Here Swinnerton Loughburne lowered the letter to his knees and grasped his head in both hands. Next he turned to the end of the letter and made sure that the signature was “Randall Byrne.” He stared again at the handwriting. It was not the usual script of the young doctor. It was bolder, freer, and twice as large as usual; there was a total lack of regard for the amount of stationery consumed.


    Shaking his head in bewilderment, Swinnerton Loughburne shook his fine grey head and read on:


    “What I want you to do, is to stir about and find me a new apartment. Mind you, I don’t want the loft of some infernal Arcade building in the Sixties. Get me a place somewhere between Thirtieth and Fifty-eighth. Two bed-rooms. I want a place to put some of the boys when they drop around my way. And at least one servant’s room. Also at least one large room where I can stir about and wave my arms without hitting the chandelier. Are you with me?”


    Here Swinnerton Loughburne seized his head between both hands again and groaned: “Dementia! Plain and simple dementia! And at his age, poor boy!”


    He continued:


    “Find an interior decorator. Not one of these fuzzy haired women-in-pants, but a he-man who knows what a he-man needs. Tell him I want that place furnished regardless of expense. I want some deep chairs that will hit me under the knees. I want some pictures on the wall—but nothing out of the Eighteenth Century—no impressionistic landscapes—no girls dolled up in fluffy stuff. I want some pictures I can enjoy, even if my maiden aunt can’t. There you are. Tell him to go ahead on those lines.
 
 “In a word, Swinnerton, old top, I want to live. For about thirty years I’ve thought, and now I know that there’s nothing in it. All the thinking in the world won’t make one more blade of grass grow; put one extra pound on the ribs of a long-horn; and in a word, thinking is the bunk, pure and simple!”


    At this point Swinnerton Loughburne staggered to the window, threw it open, and leaned out into the cold night. After a time he had strength enough to return to his chair and read through the rest of the epistle without interruption.


    “You wonder how I’ve reached the new viewpoint? Simply by seeing some concentrated life here at the Cumberland ranch. My theories are blasted and knocked in the head—praise God!—and I’ve brushed a million cobwebs out of my brain. Chemistry? Rot! There’s another sort of chemistry that works on the inside of a man. That’s what I want to study. There are three great preliminary essentials to the study:
 
 1st: How to box with a man.
 2nd: How to talk with a girl.
 3rd: How to drink old wine.
 
 “Try the three, Swinnerton; they aren’t half bad. At first they may give you a sore jaw, an aching heart, and a spinning head, but in the end they teach you how to keep your feet and fight!
 
 “This is how my eyes were opened.
 
 “When I came out to this ranch it was hard for me to ride a horse. So I’ve been studying how it should be done. Among other things, you should keep your toes turned in, you know. And there are many other things to learn.
 
 “When I had mastered them one by one I went out the other day and asked to have a horse saddled. It was done, and a lantern-jawed cowpuncher brought out a piebald gelding with long ears and sleepy eyes. Not a lovely beast, but a mild one. So I went into the saddle according to theory—with some slight hesitations here and there, planted my feet in the stirrups, and told the lantern-jawed fellow to turn loose the head of the piebald. This was done. I shook the reins. The horse did not move. I called to the brute by name. One ear wagged back to listen to me.
 
 “I kicked the beast in the ribs. Unfortunately I had forgotten that long spurs were on my heels. The horse was instantly aware of that fact, however. He leaped into a full gallop. A very jolty process. Then he stopped—but I kept on going. A fence was in the way, so I was halted. Afterwards the lantern-jawed man picked me up and offered to carry me back to the house or at least get a wheelbarrow for me. I refused with some dignity. I remarked that I preferred walking, really, and so I started out across the hills and away from the house. My head was sore; so were my shoulders where I hit the fence; I began to think of the joy of facing that horse again, armed with a club.
 
 “It was evening—after supper, you see—and the light of the moon was already brighter than the sunlight. And by the time I had crossed the first range of hills, it was quite dark. As I walked I brooded upon many things. There were enough to disturb me.
 
 “There was old Joe Cumberland, at death’s door and beyond the reach of my knowledge; and he had been taken away from death by the wild man, Dan Barry. There was the girl with the bright hair—Kate Cumberland. In education, nothing; in brain, nothing; in experience, nothing; and yet I was attracted. But she was not attracted in the least until along came the wild man again, and then she fell into his arms—actually fought for him! Why? I could not tell. My name and the things I have done and even my money, meant nothing to her. But when he came it was only a glance, a word, a smile, and she was in his arms. I felt like Caligula. I wished the world had only one neck, and I an axe. But why should I have felt depressed because of failures in the eyes of these silly yokels? Not one of them could read the simplest chemical formula!
 
 “All very absurd, you will agree, and you may get some inkling as to my state of mind while I walked over those same dark hills. I seemed a part of that darkness. I looked up to the stars. They were merely like the pages of a book. I named them off hand, one after the other, and thought of their characteristics, their distances, their composition, and meditated on the marvels the spectrum has made known to us. But no sooner did such a train of thoughts start in my brain, than I again recurred to the girl, Kate Cumberland, and all I was aware of was a pain at heart—something like homesickness. Very strange.
 
 “She and the man are together constantly. The other day I was in Joseph Cumberland’s room and we heard whistling outside. The face of the old man lighted, ‘They are together again,’ he said. ‘How do you guess at that?’ I asked. ‘By the sound of his whistling,’ he answered. ‘For he whistles as if he expected an answer—as if he were talking with someone.’ And by the Lord, the old man was right. It would never have occurred to me!
 
 “Now as I started down the farther slope of a hill a whistling sound ran upon me through the wind, and looking back I saw a horseman galloping with great swiftness along the line of the crest, very plainly outlined by the sky, and by something of smoothness in the running of the horse I knew that it was Barry and his black stallion. But the whistling—the music! Dear God, man, have you read of the pipes of Pan? That night I heard them and it made a riot in my heart.
 
 “He was gone, suddenly, and the whistling went out like a light, but something had happened inside me—the first beginning of this process of internal change. The ground no longer seemed so dark. There were earth smells—very friendly—I heard some little creature chirruping contentedly to itself. Something hummed—a grasshopper, perhaps. And then I looked up to the stars. There was not a name I could think of—I forgot them all, and for the first time I was contented to look at them and wonder at their beauty without an attempt at analysis or labelling.
 
 “If I say that I went back to the ranch-house with my feet on the ground and my heart up there among the stars, will you understand?
 
 “I found the girl sewing in front of the fire in the living room. Simply looked up to me with a smile, and a certain dimness about the eyes—well, my breath stopped.
 
 “‘Kate,’ said I, ‘I am going away to-morrow morning!’
 
 “‘And leave Dad?’ said she.
 
 “‘To tell you the truth,’ I answered, ‘there is nothing I can do for him. There has never been anything I could do for him.’
 
 “‘I am sorry,’ said she, and lifted up her eyes to me.
 
 “Now, I had begun by being stiff with her, but the ringing of that whistling—pipes of Pan, you know—was in my ears. I took a chair beside her. Something overflowed in my heart. For the first time in whole days I could look on her beauty without pain.
 
 “‘Do you know why I’m going?’ I asked.
 
 “She waited.
 
 “‘Because,’ said I, and smiled right into her face, ‘I love you, Kate, most infernally; and I know perfectly well that I will get never the devil a bit of good out of it.’
 
 “She peered at me. ‘You aren’t jesting?’ says she. ‘No, you’re serious. I’m very sorry, Doctor Byrne.’
 
 “‘And I,’ I answered, ‘am glad. I wouldn’t change it for the world. For once in my life—to-night—I’ve forgotten myself. No, I won’t go away and nurse a broken heart, but I’ll think of you as a man should think of something bright and above him. You’ll keep my heart warm, Kate, till I’m a very old man. Because of you, I’ll be able to love some other girl—and a fine one, by the Lord!’
 
 “Something in the nature of an outburst, eh? But it was the music which had done it. All the time it rang and echoed through my ears. My words were only an echo of it. I was in tune with the universe. I was living for the first time. The girl dropped her sewing—tossed it aside. She came over to me and took my hands in a way that would have warmed even the icicles of your heart, Swinnerton.
 
 “‘Doctor,’ says she, ‘I know that you are going to be very happy.’
 
 “‘Happiness,’ said I, ‘is a trick, like riding a horse. And I think that I’ve learned the trick. I’ve caught it from you and from Barry.’
 
 “At that, she let go my hands and stepped back. The very devil is in these women, Swinnerton. You never can place them for a minute at a time.
 
 “‘I am trying to learn myself,’ she said, and there was a shadow of wistfulness in her eyes.
 
 “In another moment I should have made a complete fool of myself, but I remembered in time and got out of the room. To-morrow I start back for the old world but I warn you beforehand, my dear fellow, that I’m bringing something of the new world with me.
 
 “What has it all brought to me? I am sad one day and gay the next. But at least I know that thinking is not life and now I’m ready to fight.
 
 “Randall Byrne.”

  

  
    
      The piebald

    

    The morning of the doctor’s departure witnessed quite a ceremony at the Cumberland ranch, for old Joe Cumberland insisted that he be brought down from his room to his old place in the living-room. When he attempted to rise from his bed, however, he found that he could not stand; and big Buck Daniels lifted the old man like a child and carried him down the stairs. Once ensconced on the sofa in the living-room Joe Cumberland beckoned his daughter close to him, and whispered with a smile as she leaned over: “Here’s what comes of pretendin’, Kate. I been pretending to be too sick to walk, and now I can’t walk; and if I’d pretended to be well, I’d be ridin’ Satan right now!”


    He looked about him.


    “Where’s Dan?” he asked.


    “Upstairs getting ready for the trip.”


    “Trip?”


    “He’s riding with Doctor Byrne to town and he’ll bring back Doctor Byrne’s horse.”


    The old man grew instantly anxious.


    “They’s a lot of things can happen on a long trip like that, Kate.”


    She nodded gravely.


    “But we have to try him,” she said. “We can’t keep him here at the ranch all the time. And if he really cares, Dad, he’ll come back.”


    “And you let him go of your own free will?” asked Joe Cumberland, wonderingly.


    “I asked him to go,” she answered quietly, but some of the colour left her face.


    “Of course it’s going to come out all right,” nodded her father.


    “I asked him when he’d be back, and he said he would be here by dark to-night.”


    The old man sighed with relief.


    “He don’t never slip up on promises,” he said. “But oh, lass, I’ll be glad when he’s back again! Buck, how’d you and Dan come along together?”


    “We don’t come,” answered Buck gloomily. “I tried to shake hands with him yesterday and call it quits. But he wouldn’t touch me. He jest leaned back and smiled at me and hated me with his eyes, that way he has. He don’t even look at me except when he has to, and when he does I feel like someone was sneaking up behind me with a knife ready. And he ain’t said ten words to me since I come back.” He paused and considered Kate with the same dark, lowering glance. “To-morrow I leave.”


    “You’ll think better of that,” nodded Joe Cumberland. “Here’s the doctor now.”


    He came in with Dan Barry behind him. A changed man was the doctor. He was a good two inches taller because he stood so much more erect, and there was a little spring in his step which gave aspiration and spirit to his carriage. He bade them good-bye one by one, and by Joe Cumberland he sat down for an instant and wished him luck. The old ranchman drew the other down closer.


    “They’s no luck for me,” he whispered, “but don’t tell none of ’em. I’m about to take a longer trip than you’ll ride to-day. But first I’ll see ’em settled down here—Dan quiet and both of ’em happy. S’long, doc—thanks for takin’ care of me. But this here is something that can’t be beat no way. Too many years’ll break the back of any man, doc. Luck to ye!”


    “If you’ll step to the door,” said the doctor, smiling upon the rest, “you’ll have some fun to watch. I’m going to ride on the piebald.”


    “Him that throwed you yesterday?” grinned Buck Daniels.


    “The same,” said the doctor. “I think I can come to a gentleman’s understanding with him. A gentleman from the piebald’s point of view is one who is never unintentionally rude. He may change his mind this morning—or he may break my back. One of the two is sure to happen.”


    In front of the house Dan Barry already sat on Satan with Black Bart sitting nearby watching the face of his master. And beside them the lantern-jawed cowpuncher held the bridle of the piebald mustang. Never in the world was there a lazier appearing beast. His lower lip hung pendulous, a full inch and a half below the upper. His eyes were rolled so that hardly more than the whites showed. He seemed to stand asleep, dreaming of some Nirvana for equine souls. And the only signs of life were the long ears, which wobbled, occasionally, back and forth.


    When the doctor mounted, the piebald limited all signs of interest to opening one eye.


    The doctor clucked. The piebald switched his tail. Satan, at a word from Dan Barry, moved gracefully into a soft trot away from the house. The doctor slapped his mount on the neck. An ear flicked back and forth. The doctor stretched out both legs, and then he dug both spurs deep into the flanks of the mustang.


    It was a perfectly successful maneuvre. The back of the piebald changed from an ugly humped line to a decidedly sharp parabola and the horse left the ground with all four feet. He hit it again, almost in the identical hoof-marks, and with all legs stiff. The doctor sagged drunkenly in the saddle, and his head first swung far back, and then snapped over so that the chin banged against his chest. Nevertheless he clung to the saddle with both hands, and stayed in his seat. The piebald swung his head around sufficiently to make sure of the surprising fact, and then he commenced to buck in earnest.


    It was a lovely exhibition. He bucked with his head up and his head between his knees. He bucked in a circle and in a straight line and then mixed both styles for variety. He made little spurts at full speed, leaped into the air, and came down stiff-legged at the end of the run, his head between his braced forefeet, and then he whirled as if on a peg and darted back the other way. He bucked criss-cross, jumping from side to side, and he interspersed this with samples of all his other kinds of bucking thrown in. That the doctor stuck on the saddle was a miracle beyond belief. Of course he pulled leather shamelessly throughout the contest, but riding straight up is a good deal of a myth. Fancy riding is reserved for circus men. The mountain-desert is a place where men stick close to utility and let style go hang.


    And the doctor stuck in the saddle. He had set his teeth, and he was a sea-sick greenish-white. His hat was a-jog over one ear—his shirt tails flew out behind. And still he remained to battle. Aye, for he ceased the passive clinging to the saddle. He gathered up the long quirt which had hitherto dangled idly from his wrist, and at the very moment when the piebald had let out another notch in his feats, the doctor, holding on desperately with one hand, with the other brandished the quirt around his head and brought it down with a crack along the flanks of the piebald.


    The effect was a little short of a miracle. The mustang snorted and leaped once into the air, but he forgot to come down stiff-legged, and then, instantly, he broke into a little, soft dog trot, and followed humbly in the trail of the black stallion. The laughter and cheers from the house were the sweetest of music in the ears of Doctor Randall Byrne; the most sounding sentences of praise from the lips of the most learned of professors, after this, would be the most shabby of anticlimaxes. He waved his arm back to a group standing in front of the house—Buck Daniels, Kate, the lantern-jawed cowboy, and Wung Lu waving his kitchen apron. In another moment he was beside the rider of the stallion, and the man was whistling one of those melodies which defied repetition. It simply ran on and on, smoothly, sweeping through transition after transition, soaring and falling in the most effortless manner. Now it paused, now it began again. It was never loud, but it carried like the music of a bird on wing, blown by the wind. There was about it, also, something which escaped from the personal. He began to forget that it was a man who whistled, and such a man! He began to look about to the hills and the sky and the rocks—for these, it might be said, were set to music—they, too, had the sweep of line, and the broken rhythms, the sense of spaciousness, the far horizons.


    That day was a climax of the unusual weather. For a long time the sky had been periodically blanketed with thick mists, but to-day the wind had freshened and it tore the mists into a thousand mighty fragments. There was never blue sky in sight—only, far up, a diminishing and lighter grey to testify that above it the yellow sun might be shining; but all the lower heavens were a-sweep with vast cloud masses, irregular, huge, hurling across the sky. They hung so low that one could follow the speed of their motion and almost gauge it by miles per hour. And in the distance they seemed to brush the tops of the hills. Seeing this, the doctor remembered what he had heard of rain in this region. It would come, they said, in sheets and masses—literal water-falls. Dry arroyos suddenly filled and became swift torrent, rolling big boulders down their courses. There were tales of men fording rivers who were suddenly overwhelmed by terrific walls of water which rushed down from the higher mountains in masses four and eight feet high. In coming they made a thundering among the hills and they plucked up full grown trees like twigs thrust into wet mud. Indeed, that was the sort of rain one would expect in such a country, so whipped and naked of life. Even the reviving rainfall was sent in the form of a scourge, and that which should make the grass grow might tear it up by the roots.


    That was a time of change and of portent, and a day well fitted to the mood of Randall Byrne. He, also, had altered, and there was about to break upon him the rain of life, and whether it would destroy him or make him live, and richly, he could not guess. But he was naked to the skies of chance—naked as this landscape.


    Far past the mid-day they reached the streets of Elkhead and stopped at the hotel. As the doctor swung down from his saddle, cramped and sore from the long ride, thunder rattled over the distant hills and a patter of rain splashed in the dust and sent up a pungent odor to his nostrils. It was like the voice of the earth proclaiming its thirst. And a blast of wind leaped down the street and lifted the brim of Barry’s hat and set the bandana at his throat fluttering. He looked away into the teeth of the wind and smiled.


    There was something so curious about him at the instant that Randall Byrne wanted to ask him into the hotel—wanted to have him knee to knee for a long talk. But he remembered an old poem—the sea-shell needs the waves of the sea—the bird will not sing in the cage. And the yellow light in the eyes of Barry, phosphorescent, almost—a thing that might be nearly seen by night—that, surely, would not shine under any roof. It was the wind which made him smile. These things he understood, without fear.


    So he said good-bye, and the rider waved carelessly and took the reins of the piebald and turned the stallion back. He noted the catlike grace of the horse in moving, as if his muscles were steel springs; and he noted also that the long ride had scarcely stained the glossy hide with sweat—while the piebald reeked with the labour. Randall Byrne drew thoughtfully back onto the porch of the hotel and followed the rider with his eyes. In a moment a great cloud of dust poured down the street, covered the rider, and when it was gone he had passed around a corner and out of the life of the doctor.

  

  
    
      The challenge

    

    All this time Black Bart had trotted contentedly ahead of Satan, never having to glance back but apparently knowing the intended direction; save that when Dan Barry turned to the road leading out of the little town, the wolf-dog had turned in an opposite direction. The rider turned in the saddle and sent a sharp whistle towards the animal, but he was answered by a short howl of woe that made him check Satan and swing around. Black Bart stood in the centre of the street facing in the opposite direction, and he looked back over his shoulder towards his master.


    There was apparently a perfect understanding between them, and the master first glanced up and made sure of the position of the sun and the length of time he might allow for the trip home, before he decided to follow the whim of the wolf-dog. Then he turned Satan and cantered, with the piebald trailing, back towards Black Bart.


    At this the wolf-dog began to trot down the street, turned the next corner, and drew up at the door of a rambling building above which hung a dirty, cracked sign: “GILEAD SALOON” and underneath in smaller letters was painted the legend: “Here’s where you get it!”


    Black Bart strolled up to the swinging doors of the emporium and then turned to look back at his master; clearly he wished Dan to enter the place. But the rider shook his head and would certainly have ridden on had not, at that moment, the rain which had hitherto fallen only in rattling bursts, now burst over the roofs of the town with a loud roaring as of wind through a forest. It was possible that the shower might soon pass over, so Dan rode under the long shelter which stretched in front of the saloon, dismounted, and entered behind Black Bart.


    It was occupied by a scattering of people, for the busy time of the day had not yet commenced and Pale Annie was merely idling behind the bar—working at half-speed, as it were. To this group Black Bart paid not the slightest heed but glided smoothly down the centre of the long room until he approached the tables at the end, where, in a corner, sat a squat, thick-chested man, and opposite him the most cadaverously lean fellow that Whistling Dan had ever seen. Before these two Black Bart paused and then cast a glance over his shoulder towards the master; Whistling Dan frowned in wonder; he knew neither of the pair.


    But Black Bart apparently did. He slouched a pace closer, crouched, and bared his fangs with a tremendous snarl. At this the lean man left his chair and sprang back to a distance. Terror convulsed his face; but his eyes glittered with a fascinated interest, and he glanced first at his companion and then at the great wolf-dog, as if he were making a comparison between them. It was the broad-shouldered man who first spoke.


    “Partner,” he said in a thick voice, in which the articulation was almost lost, “maybe you better take your dog out before he gets hurt. He don’t like me and I don’t like him none too much.”


    “Bart!” called Dan Barry.


    But Black Bart gave no heed. There had been a slight flexing of his muscles as he crouched, and now he leaped—a black bolt of fighting weight—squarely in the face of the giant. He was met and checked midway in his spring. For the two long arms darted out, two great hands fastened in the throat of the beast, and Black Bart fell back upon the floor, with Mac Strann following, his grip never broken by the fall.


    A scurry of many feet running towards the scene; a shouting of twenty voices around him; but all that Whistling Dan saw were the fangs of Bart as they gnashed fruitlessly at the wrists of Mac Strann, and then the great red tongue lolling out and the eyes bulging from their sockets—all he heard was the snarling of the wolf and the peculiar whine of rage which came from the throat of the man-beast fighting the wolf. Then he acted. His hands darted between the thick forearms of Mac Strann—his elbows jerked out and snapped the grip; next he dragged Black Bart away from the danger.


    The wolf was instantly on his feet and lunging again, but a sharp “Heel!” from Dan checked him mid-leap. He came to a shuddering halt behind the legs of his master. Whistling Dan slipped a little closer to the giant.


    “I should have knowed you before,” he said in a voice which carried only to the ears of Strann. “You’re the brother of Jerry Strann. And they’s a reason why Bart hates you, partner!”


    The thick upper lip of Strann lifted slightly as he spoke.


    “Him or you—you and your wolf together or one by one—it don’t make no difference to me. I’ve come for you, Barry!”


    The other straightened a little, and his eyes travelled slowly up and down the form of Strann.


    “I been hungering to meet a man like you,” he said. “Hungerin’, partner.”


    “North of town they’s the old McDuffy place, all in ruins and nobody ever near it. I’ll be there in an hour, m’frien’.”


    “I’ll be waiting for you there,” nodded Mac Strann, and so saying, he turned back to his table as if he had been interrupted by nothing more than a casual greeting. Still Dan Barry remained a moment with his eyes on the face of Mac Strann. And when he turned and walked with his light, soundless step down the length of the silent barroom, the wolf-dog slunk at his heels, ever and anon swinging his head over his shoulder and glancing back at the giant at the end of the room. As the door closed on man and dog, the saloon broke once more into murmur, and then into an excited clamoring. Pale Annie stepped from behind the bar and leaned upon the table beside Mac Strann. Even while leaning in this manner the bartender was as tall as the average man; he waved back the others with a gesture of his tremendous arm. Then he reached out and took the hand of Mac Strann in his clammy fingers.


    “My friend,” said the ex-undertaker in his careful manner, “I seen a man once California a husky two-year-old—which nobody said could be done, and I’ve seen some other things, but I’ve never seen anything to touch the way you handled Black Bart. D’you know anything about that dog?”


    Mac Strann shook his ponderous head and his dull eyes considered Pale Annie with an expression of almost living curiosity.


    “Black Bart has a record behind him that an old time gun-man would have heard with envy. There are dead men in the record of that dog, sir!”


    All this he had spoken in a comparatively loud voice, but now, noting that the others had heeded his gesture and had made back towards the bar to drink on the strength of that strange fight between man and beast, the bartender approached his lips close to the ear of the giant.


    He said in a rapid murmur: “I watched you talking with Dan Barry and I saw Barry’s face when he went out. You and he are to meet somewhere again to-day. My friend, don’t throw yourself away.”


    Here Mac Strann stared down at his mighty hand—a significant answer, but Pale Annie went on swiftly: “Yes, you’re strong, but strength won’t save you from Dan Barry. We know him here in Elkhead. Do you know that if he had pulled his gun and shot you down right here where you sit, that he could have walked out of this room without a hand raised to stop him? Yes, sir! And why? Because we know his record; and I’d rather go against a wolf with my bare hands—as you did—than stand up against Dan Barry with guns. I could tell you how he fought Jim Silent’s gang, one to six. I could tell you a lot of other things. My friend, I will tell you about ’em if you’ll listen.”


    But Mac Strann considered the speaker with his dull eyes.


    “I never was much on talkin’,” he observed mildly. “I don’t understand talkin’ very well.”


    Pale Annie started to speak again, but he checked himself, stared earnestly at Mac Strann, and then hurried back behind his bar. His face was even graver than usual; but business was business with Pale Annie—and all men have to die in their time! Haw-Haw Langley took the place which Pale Annie had left vacant opposite Mac Strann.


    He cast a frightened glance upward, where the rain roared steadily on the roof of the building; then his eyes fluttered back until they rested on the face of his companion. He had to moisten his thin lips before he could speak and even then it was a convulsive effort, like a man swallowing too large a morsel.


    “Well?” said Haw-Haw. “Is it fixed?”


    “It’s fixed,” said Mac Strann. “Maybe you’d get the hosses, Haw-Haw. If you’re comin with me?”


    A dark shadow swept over the face of Haw-Haw Langley.


    “You’re going to beat it?” he sneered. “After you come all this way you’re going to run away from Barry? And him not half your size?”


    “I’m going out to meet him,” answered Mac Strann.


    Haw-Haw Langley started up as if he feared Mac Strann would change his mind if there were any delay. His long fingers twisted together, as if to bring the blood into circulation about the purple knuckles.


    “I’ll have the hosses right around to the front,” he said. “By the time you got your slicker on, Mac, I’ll have ’em around in front!”


    And he stalked swiftly from the room.

  

  
    
      The storm

    

    When they rode out of the town the wet sand squashed under the feet of their horses and splashed up on their riding boots and their slickers. It even spotted their faces here and there, and a light brown spray darted out to right and left of the falling hoofs. For all the streets of Elkhead were running shallow rivers, with dark, swift currents, and when they left the little town the landscape was shut out by the falling torrents. It made a strange and shifting panorama, for the rain varied in its density now and again, and as it changed hills which had been quite blotted out leaped close upon them, like living things, and then sprang back again into the mist.


    So heavy was that tropical fall of water that the horses were bothered by the beating of the big drops, and shook their heads and stamped fretfully under the ceaseless bombardment. Indeed, when one stretched out his hand the drops stung him as if with lashes of tiny whips. There was no wind, no thunder, no flash of lightning, only the tremendous downpour which blended earth and sky in a drab, swift river.


    The air was filled with parallel lines, as in some pencil drawings—not like ordinary rain, but as if the sky had changed into a vast watering-spout and was sending down a continuous flood from a myriad holes. It was hard to look up through the terrific downpour, for it blinded one and whipped the face and made one breathless, but now and again a puff of the rare wind would lift the sodden brim of the sombrero and then one caught a glimpse of the low-hanging clouds, with the nearest whiffs of black mist dragging across the top of a hill. Without noticeable currents of wind, that mass of clouds was shifting slowly—with a sort of rolling motion, across the sky. And the weight of the rain forced the two to bend their heads and stare down to where the face of the earth was alive with the gliding, brown waters, whose surface was threshed into a continual foam. To speak to each other through the uproar, they had to cup their hands about their lips and shout. Then again the rainfall around them fell away to a drizzling mist and the beating of the downpour sounded far away, and they were surrounded by distant walls of noise. So they came to the McDuffy place.


    It was a helpless ruin, long abandoned. Not an iota of the roof remained. The sheds for the horses had dropped to the earth; but the walls of the house still remained standing, in part, with the empty windows looking out with a mocking promise of the shelter which was not within. Upon this hollow shack the rain beat with redoubled fury, and even before they could make out the place through the blankets of rain, they heard the hollow drumming. For there were times, oddly enough, when any sound would carry a great distance through the crashing of the rain.


    A wind now sprang up and at once veered the rain from its perpendicular fall. It slashed them in the face under the drooping brims of their sombreros, so they drew into the shelter of the highest part of the standing wall. Still some of the rain struck them, but the major part of it was shunted over their heads. Moreover, the wall acted as a sort of sounding board, catching up every odd noise from the storm-beaten plain beyond. They could speak to each other now without effort.


    “D’you think,” asked Haw-Haw Langley, pressing his reeking horse a little closer to Mac Strann, “that he’ll come out after us in a rain like this?”


    But simple-minded Mac Strann lifted his head and peered through the thick curtains of rain.


    “D’you think,” he parried, “that Jerry could maybe look through all this and see what I’m doin’ to-day?”


    It made Haw-Haw Langley grin, but peering more closely and observing that there was no mockery in the face of the giant, he wiped out his grin with a scrubbing motion of his wet hand and peered closely into the face of his companion.


    “They ain’t any doubt of it,” he said reassuringly. “He’ll know what you do, Mac. What was it that Pale Annie said to you?”


    “Wanted me not to meet Barry. Said that Barry had once cleaned up a gang of six.”


    “And here we are only two.”


    “You ain’t to fight!” warned Mac Strann sharply. “It’ll be man to man, Haw-Haw.”


    “But he might not notice that,” cried Haw-Haw, and he caressed his scrawny neck as though he already felt fingers closing about his windpipe. “Him bein’ used to fight crowds, Mac. Did you think of that?”


    “I never asked you to come,” responded Mac Strann.


    “Mac,” cried Haw-Haw in a sudden alarm, “s’pose you wasn’t to win. S’pose you wasn’t able to keep him away from me?”


    The numb lips of Mac Strann sprawled in an ugly smile, but he made no other answer.


    “You don’t think you’ll lose,” hurried on Haw-Haw, “but neither did them six that Pale Annie was tellin’ about, most like. But they did! They lost; but if you lose what’ll happen to me?”


    “They ain’t no call for you to stay here,” said Mac Strann with utter indifference.


    Haw-Haw answered quickly: “I wouldn’t go—I wouldn’t miss it for nothin’. Ain’t I come all this way to see it—I mean to help? Would I fall down on you now, Mac? No, I wouldn’t!”


    And twisting those bony fingers together he burst once more into that rattling, unhuman laughter which all the Three B’s knew so well and dreaded as the dying dread the sight of the circling buzzard above.


    “Stop laughin’!” cried Mac Strann with sudden anger. “Damn you, stop laughin’!”


    The other peered upon Mac Strann with incredulous delight, his broad mouth gaping to that thirsted grin of enjoyment.


    “You ain’t gettin’ nervous, Mac?” he queried, and thrust his face closer to make sure. “You ain’t bothered, Mac? You ain’t doubtin’ how this’ll turn out?” There was no answer and so he replied to himself: “I know what done it to you. I seen it myself. It was that yaller light in his eyes, Mac. My God, it come up there out of nothin’ and it wasn’t a light that ought to come in no man’s eyes. It was like I’d woke up at night with a cold weight on my chest and found two snakes’ eyes glitterin’ close to my face. Makes me shivery, like, jest to think of it now. D’you notice that, Mac?”


    “I’m tired of talkin’,” said Mac Strann hoarsely, “damned tired!”


    And so saying he swung his great head slowly around and glared at Haw-Haw. The latter shrank away with an undulatory motion in his saddle. And when the head of Mac Strann turned away again the broad mouth began gibbering: “It’s gettin’ him like it done me. He’s scared, scared, scared—even Mac Strann!”


    He broke off, for Mac Strann had jerked up his head and said in a strangely muffled voice: “What was that?”


    The bullet head of Haw-Haw Langley leaned to one side, and his glittering eyes rolled up while he listened.


    “Nothin’!” he said, “I don’t hear nothin’!”


    “Listen again!” cried Mac Strann in that same cautious voice, as of one whispering in the night in the house of the enemy. “It’s like a voice in the wind. It comes down the wind. D’ye hear now—now—now?”


    It was, indeed, the faintest of faint sounds when Haw-Haw caught it. It was, in the roar of the rain, as indistinct as some distant light on the horizon which may come either from a rising star or from the window of a house. But it had a peculiar quality of its own, even as the house-light would be tinged with yellow when the stars are cold and white. A small and distant sound, and yet it cut through the crashing of the storm more and more clearly; someone rode through the rain whistling.


    “It’s him!” gasped Haw-Haw Langley. “My God A’mighty, Mac, he’s whistlin’! It ain’t possible!”


    He reined his horse closer to the wall, listening with mouth agape.


    He shrilled suddenly: “What if he should hit us both, seein’ us together? They ain’t no heart in a feller that can whistle in a storm like this!”


    But Mac Strann had lowered his head, bulldog-like, and now he listened and thrust out his blunt jaw farther and farther and returned no answer.


    “God gimme the grit to stick it out,” begged Haw-Haw Langley in an agony of desire. “God lemme see how it comes out. God lemme watch ’em fight. One of ’em is goin’ to die—may be two of ‘em—nothin’ like it has ever been seen!”


    The rain shifted, and the heart of the storm rolled far away. For the moment they could look far out across the shadow-swept hills, and out of the heart of the desolate landscape the whistling ran thrilling upon them. It was so loud and close that of one accord the two listeners jerked their heads about and stared at each other, and then turned their eyes as hastily away, as though terrified by what they had seen—each in the face of the other. It was no idle tune which they heard whistled. This was a rising, soaring paean of delight. It rang down upon the wind—it cut into their faces like the drops of the rain; it branded itself like freezing cold into their foreheads.


    And then, upon the crest of the nearest hill, Haw-Haw Langley saw a dim figure through the mist, a man on a horse and something else running in front; and they came swiftly.


    “It’s the wolf that’s runnin’ us down!” screamed Haw-Haw Langley. “Oh, God A’mighty, even if we was to want to run, the wolf would come and pull us down. Mac, will you save me? Will you keep the wolf away?”


    He clung to the arm of his companion, but the other brushed him back with a violence which almost unseated Haw-Haw.


    “Keep off’n me,” growled Mac Strann, “because when you touch me, it feels like somethin’ dead was next to my skin. Keep off’n me!”


    Haw-Haw dragged himself back into the saddle with effort, for it was slippery with rain. His face convulsed with something black as hate.


    “It ain’t long you’ll do the orderin’ and be so free with your hands. He’s comin’—soon! Mac, I’d like to stay—I’d like to see the finish—” he stopped, his buzzard eyes glittering against the face of the giant.


    The rain blotted out the figure of the coming horseman, and at the same instant the whistling leaped close upon them. It was as if the whistling man had disappeared at the place where the rain swallowed his form, and had taken body again at their very side. Mac Strann shrank back against the wall, bracing his shoulders, and gripped the butts of his guns. But Haw-Haw Langley cast a frightened glance on either side, his head making birdlike, pecking motions, and then he leaned over the pommel of his saddle with a wail of despair and spurred off into the rain.

  

  
    
      The arroyo

    

    He disappeared, instantly, in that shivering curtain of greyness. Mac Strann sat by the ruined house alone.


    Now, in a time of danger a child will give courage to the strong man. There is a wonderful communion between any two in time of crisis; and when Haw-Haw Langley disappeared through the rain it was to Mac Strann as it was to Patroclus when Apollo struck the base of his neck and his armour of proof fell from him. Not only was there a singular sense of nakedness, but it seemed to him also that the roaring of the rain became a hostile voice of threatening at the same instant.


    He had never in his life feared any living thing. But now there was a certain hollowness in the region of his stomach, and his heart fluttered like a bird in the air, with appalling lightness. And he wished to be far away.


    With a clear heaven above him—ay, that would be different, but God had arranged this day and had set the earth like a stage in readiness for a death. And that was why the rain lashed the earth so fiercely. He looked down. After his death the wind would still continue to beat that muddy water to foam. Ay, in that very place all would be as it was at this moment. He would be gone, but the sky and the senseless earth would remain unchanged. A sudden yearning seized him for the cabin among the mountains, with the singing of the coffee pot over the fire—the good, warm, yellow fire that smoked between the rocks. And the skins he had left leaning against the walls of the cabin to dry—he remembered them all in one glance of memory.


    Why was he here, then, when he should have been so far away, making his roof snug against this torrent of rain. Now, there would be no rain, surely, in those kindly mountains. Their tall peaks would shut out the storm clouds. Only this plain, these low hills, were the place of hell!


    He swung the head of his horse to one side, drove deep the spurs, and leaning his head to the volleying of the rain he raced in a direction opposite to that in which Haw-Haw Langley had disappeared, in a direction that led as straight as the line of a flying bird towards that cabin in the mountains.


    Now and then the forefeet of his great horse smashed into a pool and sent a muddy shower of rain flying up. It crackled against his slicker; it beat like hands against his face. Everything was striving—all the elements of wind and rain—to hold him back.


    Yet flight brought a blessed sense of relief and of safety. He eased the pace of his horse to a moderate gallop, and no longer driving blindly through the hills, he made out, by peering into the blast of rain, some of the pools which lay in his path, and swung aside to avoid them.


    The rain lightened again about him; he caught a view of the kindly, sheltering hills on all sides; but as he urged his horse on towards them a shrill flight of whistling fell upon his ears from behind. He drew his horse at once to a halt and listened with his heart knocking at his teeth.


    It was impossible, manifestly, that the fellow could have followed his track through the rain. For that matter, if the wolf-fiend could follow traces over a plain awash with water, why might they not as well follow the tracks of Haw-Haw Langley? There was no good reason.


    The whistling? Well, the whistler was far away in the heart of the storm, and the sound was merely blown against the wind by a chance echo. Yet he remained holding his rein taut, and listening with all his might.


    It came again, suddenly as before, sharp, and keen as a shaft of light in the blackest heart of night, and Mac Strann leaned over the pommel of his saddle with a groan, and drove the spurs home. At the same instant the rain shut in over the hills again; a fresher wind sprang up and drove the downpour into his face. Also its roar shut out the possibility of any sound reaching him from behind.


    He was the worse for that. As long as the whistling might reach him he could tell how near the pursuer rode; but in this common roar of the rain the man might be at any distance behind him—on his very heels, indeed. Ay, Dan Barry might rush upon him from behind. He had seen that black stallion and he would never forget—those graceful, agile lines, that generous breast, wide for infinite wind and the great heart. If the stallion were exerted, it could overtake his own mount as if he were standing still. Not on good footing, perhaps, but in this mucky ground the weight of his horse was terribly against him. He drove the spurs home again; he looked back again and again, piercing the driving mist of rain with starting eyes. He was safe still; the destroyer was not in sight; yet he might be riding close behind that wall of rain.


    His horse came to a sudden halt, sliding on all four feet and driving up a rush of dirty water before him; even then he had stopped barely in time, for his forefeet were buried to the knees in water. Before Mac Strann lay a wide arroyo. In ordinary weather it was dry as all the desert around, but now it had cupped the water from miles around and ran bank full, a roaring torrent. On its surface the rain beat with a continual crashing, like axes falling on brittle glass; and the downpour was now so fearful that Mac Strann, for all his peering, could not look to the other side.


    He judged the current to see if he might swim his horse across. But even while he stared the stump of a cottonwood went whirling down the stream, struck a rock, perhaps, on the bottom, flung its entire bulk out of the water with the impact, and then floundered back into the stream again and whirled instantly out of sight in the sheeted rain.


    No horse in the world could live through such a current. But the arroyo might turn. He swung his horse and spurred desperately along the bank, keeping his eye upon the bank. No, the stream cut back in a sharp curve and headed him farther and farther in the direction of the pursuer. He brought the mighty horse to another sliding halt and swung about in the opposite direction, for surely there must lie the point of escape. Desperately he rode, for the detour had cost him priceless time, yet it might be made up. Ay, the stream sloped sharply into the direction in which he wished to ride. For a distance he could not judge, since seconds were longer than minutes to Mac Strann now.


    And then—the edge of the stream curved back again. He thought it must be a short twist in the line of the arroyo, but following it a little further he came to realise the truth. The arroyo described a wide curve, and a sharp one, and to ride down its banks on either side was merely to throw himself into the arms of Whistling Dan.


    Once he struck his fleshy forehead, and then turned with gritting teeth and galloped back for the point at which he had first arrived. To his maddened brain it occurred that the current of the arroyo might by this time have somewhat abated. He might now make his way across it. So he halted once more on the bank at the point where the stream doubled back on its course and once more, in an agony, studied the force of the current. It seemed so placid at the first glance that he was on the verge of spurring the horse into the wide, brown stream, but even as he loosened the reins a gap opened in the middle of the water, widened, whirling at the brim, and drew swiftly into a fierce vortex with a black, deep bottom. Mac Strann tightened his reins again, and then turned his horse, and waited.


    Back the veriest coward against the wall and he becomes formidable, and Mac Strann was one who had never feared before either man or beast or the powers of the storm. Even now he dreaded no reality, but there dwelt in his mind the memory of how Dan Barry had glared at him in the Gilead Saloon, and how a flicker of yellow light had glowed in the man’s eyes—a strange and phosphorescent glimmer that might be seen in the darkness of night. When he turned the head of his horse away from the arroyo, he waited as one waits for the coming of a ghost. There was the same chill tingling in his blood.


    Now the blanket of rain lifted and shook away to comparative clearness—lifted, and for the first time he could look far away across the plains. Nothing but grey, rain-washed desert met his eyes, and then the whistling broke once more upon him at the crest of a thrilling run. Mac Strann strained his eyes through the mist of the storm and then he saw, vaguely as a phantom, the form of a horseman rushing swiftly into the very teeth of the wind. The whistle wavered, ended, and in its place the long yell of a wolf cut the air. Mac Strann brandished a ponderous fist in defiance that was half hysterical. Man or beast alone he would meet—but a wolf-man!—he whirled the horse again and urged him heedlessly into the water.


    The whirlpool no longer opened before him—it had passed on down the arroyo and left in its wake a comparative calm. So that when the horse took the water he made good progress for some distance, until Mac Strann could see, clearly, the farther bank of the stream. In his joy he shouted to his horse, and swung himself clear from his saddle to lighten the burden. At the same time they struck a heavier current and it struck them down like a blow from above until the water closed over their heads.


    It was only for a moment, however; then they emerged, the horse with courageously pricking ears and snorting nostrils just above the flood. Mac Strann swung clear, gripping the horn of the saddle with one hand while with the other he hastily divested himself of all superfluous weight. His slicker went first, ripped away from throat and shoulders and whipped off his body by one tug of the current. Next he fumbled at his belt and tossed this also, guns and all, away, striking out with his legs and his free arm to aid the progress that now forged ahead with noticeable speed.


    The current, to be sure, was carrying them farther down the stream, but they were now almost to the centre of the arroyo and, though the water boiled furiously over the back of the horse, they forged steadily closer and closer to the safe shore.


    It was chance that defeated Mac Strann. It came shooting down the river and he saw it only an instant too late—a log whipping through the surface of the stream as though impelled by a living force. And with arrowy straightness it lunged at them. Mac Strann heaved himself high—he screamed at the horse as though the poor brute could understand his warning, and then the tree-trunk was upon them. Fair and square it struck the head of the horse with a thud audible even through the rushing of the stream. The horse went down like lead, and Mac Strann was dragged down beneath the surface.


    He came up fighting grimly and hopelessly for life. For he was in the very centre of the stream, now, and the current swept him relentlessly down. There seemed to be hands in the middle of the arroyo, and when he strove to battle his way to the edge of the water the current tangled at his legs and pulled him back. Yet even then he did not fear. It was death, he knew, but at least it was death fighting against a force of nature rather than destruction at the hands of some weird and unhuman agency. His arms began to grow numb. He raised his head to pick out the nearest point on the shore and make his last struggle for life.


    What he saw was a black head cutting the water just above him, and beside the horse, one hand upon the beast’s mane, swam a man. At the same instant a hand fastened on his collar and he was drawn slowly against the force of the river.


    In the stunning surprise of the first moment he could make no effort to save himself, and as a result, all three were washed hopelessly down the current, but a shrill warning from his rescuer set him fighting again with all the power of his great limbs. After that they forged steadily towards the shore. The black horse swam with amazing strength, and breaking the force of the current for the men, they soon passed from the full grip of the torrent and forged into the smoother shallows at the side of the stream. In a moment firm land was beneath the feet of Mac Strann, and he turned his dull eyes of amazement upon Dan Barry. The latter stood beside the panting black horse. He had not even thrown off his slicker in the fording of the stream—there had been no time for even that small delay if he wished to save Strann. And now he was throwing back the folds of the garment to leave free play for his arms. He panted from the fierce effort of the fording, but his head was high, a singular smile lingered about the corners of his mouth, and in his eyes Mac Strann saw the gleam of yellow, a signal of unfathomable danger.


    From his holsters Barry drew two revolvers. One he retained; the other he tossed towards Mac Strann, and the latter caught it automatically.


    “Now,” said the soft voice of Barry, “we’re equally armed—Down, Bart!—” (for the wolf-dog was slinking with ominous intent towards the giant) “and there’s the dog you shot. If you drop me, you can send your next shot into Bart. If I drop you, the teeth of Bart will be in your throat. Make your own terms; fight in the way you want; knives, if you like ’em better than guns, or—” and here the yellow flamed terribly in Barry’s eyes—“bare hand to hand!”


    The grim truth sank slowly home in the dull mind of Mac Strann. The man had saved him from the water to kill him on dry land.


    “Barry,” he said slowly, “it was your bullet that brung down Jerry, but you’ve paid me back here. They’s nothin’ left on earth worth fightin’ for. There’s your gun.”


    And he threw the revolver into the mud at Barry’s feet, turned on his heel, and lumbered off into the rain. There was no voice of answer behind him, except a shrill whine of rage from Black Bart and then a sharp command: “Down!” from the master. As the blanket of rain shut over him, Mac Strann looked back. There stood the strange man with the wolf crouched at his feet, and the teeth of Bart were bared, and the hum of his horrible snarling carried to Strann through the beat of the rain. Mac Strann turned again, and plodded slowly through the storm.


    And Dan Barry? Twice men had stood before him, armed, and twice he had failed to kill. Wonder rose in him—wonder and a great fear. Was he losing the desert, and was the desert losing him? Were the chains of humanity falling about him to drag him down to a tamed and sordid life? A sudden hatred for all men, Mac Strann, Daniels, Kate, and even poor Joe Cumberland, welled hot in the breast of Whistling Dan. The strength of men could not conquer him; but how could their very weakness disarm him? He leaped again on the back of Satan, and rode furiously back into the storm.

  

  
    
      The falling of night

    

    It had been hard to gauge the falling of night on this day, and even the careful eyes of the watchers on the Cumberland Ranch could not tell when the greyness of the sky was being darkened by the coming of the evening. All day there had been swift alterations of light and shadow, comparatively speaking, as the clouds grew thin or thick before the wind. But at length, indubitably, the night was there. Little by little the sky was overcast, and even the lines of the falling rain were no longer visible. Before the gloom of the darkness had fully settled over the earth, moreover, there came a change in the wind, and the watchers at the rain-beaten windows of the ranch-house saw the clouds roll apart and split into fragments that were driven from the face of the sky; and from the clean washed face of heaven the stars shone down bright and serene. And still Dan Barry had not come.


    After the tumult of that long day the sudden silence of that windless night had more ill omen in it than thunder and lightning. For there is something watching and waiting in silence. In the living room the three did not speak.


    Now that the storm was gone they had allowed the fire to fall away until the hearth showed merely fragmentary dances of flame and a wide bed of dull red coals growing dimmer from moment to moment. Wung Lu had brought in a lamp—a large lamp with a circular wick that cast a bright, white light—but Kate had turned down the wick, and now it made only a brief circle of yellow in one corner of the room. The main illumination came from the fireplace and struck on the faces of Kate and Buck Daniels, while Joe Cumberland, on the couch at the end of the room, was only plainly visible when there was an extraordinarily high leap of the dying flames; but usually his face was merely a glimmering hint in the darkness—his face and the long hands which were folded upon his breast. Often when the flames leapt there was a crackling of the embers and the last of the log, and then the two nearer the fire would start and flash a glance, of one accord, towards the prostrate figure on the couch.


    That silence had lasted so long that when at length the dull voice of Joe Cumberland broke in, there was a ring of a most prophetic solemnity about it.


    “He ain’t come,” said the old man. “Dan ain’t here.”


    The others exchanged glances, but the eyes of Kate dropped sadly and fastened again upon the hearth.


    Buck Daniels cleared his throat like an orator.


    “Nobody but a fool,” he said, “would have started out of Elkhead in a storm like this.”


    “Weather makes no difference to Dan,” said Joe Cumberland.


    “But he’d think of his hoss—”


    “Weather makes no difference to Satan,” answered the faint, oracular voice of Joe Cumberland. “Kate!”


    “Yes?”


    “Is he comin’?”


    She did not answer. Instead, she got up slowly from her place by the fire and took another chair, far away in the gloom, where hardly a glimmer of light reached to her and there she let her head rest, as if exhausted, against the back of the seat.


    “He promised,” said Buck Daniels, striving desperately to keep his voice cheerful, “and he never busts his promises.”


    “Ay,” said the old man, “he promised to be back—but he ain’t here.”


    “If he started after the storm,” said Buck Daniels.


    “He didn’t start after the storm,” announced the oracle. “He was out in it.”


    “What was that,” cried Buck Daniels sharply.


    “The wind,” said Kate, “for it’s rising. It will be a cold night, to-night.”


    “And he ain’t here,” said the old man monotonously.


    “Ain’t there things that might hold him up?” asked Buck, with a touch of irritation.


    “Ay,” said the old rancher, “they’s things that’ll hold him up. They’s things that’ll turn a dog wild, too, and the taste of blood is one of ’em!”


    The silence fell again.


    There was an old clock standing against the wall. It was one of those tall, wooden frames in which, behind the glass, the heavy, polished disk of the pendulum, alternated slowly back and forth with wearisome precision. And with every stroke of the seconds there was a faint, metallic clangor in the clock—a falter like that which comes in the voice of a very old man. And the sound of this clock took possession of every silence until it seemed like the voice of a doomsman counting off the seconds. Ay, everyone in the room, again and again, took up the tale of those seconds and would count them slowly—fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two, fifty-three—and on and on, waiting for the next speech, or for the next popping of the wood upon the hearth, or for the next wail of the wind that would break upon the deadly expectancy of that count. And while they counted each looked straight before him with wide and widening eyes.


    Into one of these pauses the voice of Buck Daniels broke at length; and it was a cheerless and lonely voice in that large room, in the dull darkness, and the duller lights.


    “D’you remember Shorty Martin, Kate?”


    “I remember him.”


    He turned in his chair and hitched it a little closer to her until he could make put her face, dimly, among the shadows. The flames jumped on the hearth, and he saw a picture that knocked at his heart.


    “The little bow-legged feller, I mean.”


    “Yes, I remember him very well.”


    Once more the flames sputtered and he saw how she looked wistfully before her and above. She had never seemed so lovely to Buck Daniels. She was pale, indeed, but there was no ugly pinching of her face, and if there were shadows beneath her eyes, they only served to make her eyes seem marvelously large and bright. She was pallid, and the firelight stained her skin with touches of tropic gold, and cast a halo of the golden hair about her face. She seemed like one of those statues wrought in the glory and the rich days of Athens in ivory and in gold—some goddess who has heard the tidings of the coming fall, the change of the old order, and sits passive in her throne awaiting the doom from which there is no escape. Something of this filtered through to the sad heart of Buck Daniels. He, too, had no hope—nay, he had not even her small hope, but somehow he was able to pity her and cherish the picture of her in that gloomy place. It seemed to Buck Daniels that he would give ten years from the best of his life to see her smile as he had once seen her in those old, bright days. He went on with his tale.


    “You would have busted laughin’ if you’d seen him at the Circle Y Bar roundup the way I seen him. Shorty ain’t so bad with a rope. He’s always talkin’ about what he can do and how he can daub a rope on anything that’s got horns. He ain’t so bad, but then he ain’t so good, either. Specially, he ain’t so good at ridin’—you know what bowed legs he’s got, Kate?”


    “I remember, Buck.”


    She was looking at him, at last, and he talked eagerly to turn that look into a smile.


    “Well, they was the three of us got after one two year old—a bull and a bad ‘un. Shorty was on one side and me and Cuttle was on the other side. Shorty daubed his rope and made a fair catch, but when his hoss set back the rope busted plumb in two. Now, Shorty, he had an idea that he could ease the work of his hoss a whole pile if he laid holts on the rope whenever his hoss set down to flop a cow. So Shorty, he had holt on this rope and was pulling back hard when the rope busted, and Shorty, he spilled backwards out’n that saddle like he’d been kicked out.


    “Whilst he was lyin’ there, the bull, that had took a header when the rope busted, come up on his feet agin, and I’ll tell a man he was rarin’ mad! He seen Shorty lyin’ on the ground, and he took a run for Shorty. Me and Cuttle was laughin’ so hard we couldn’t barely swing our ropes, but I made a throw and managed to get that bull around both horns. So my Betty sits down and braces herself for the tug.


    “In the meantime little Shorty, he sits up and lays a hand to his head, and same time he sees that bull come tearin’ for him. Up he jumps. And jest then the bull come to the end of the line and wonk!—down he goes, head over heels, and hits the sand with a bang that must of jostled his liver some, I’ll be sayin’!


    “Well, Shorty, he seen that bull fly up into the air and he lets out a yell like the world was comin’ to an end, and starts runnin’. If he’d run straight back the other way the bull couldn’t of run a step, because I had him fast with my rope, but Shorty seen me, and he come tearin’ for my hoss to get behind him.


    “That bull was like a cat gettin’ to his feet, and he sights Shorty tearin’ and lights out after him. There they went lickety-split. That bull was puffin’ on the seat of Shorty’s trowsers and tossin’ his horns and jest missin’ Shorty by inches; and Shorty had his mouth so wide open hollerin’ that you could have throwed a side of beef down his throat; and his eyes was buggin’ out. Them bow-legs of his was stretchin’ ten yards at a clip, most like, and the boys says they could hear him hollerin’ a mile away. But that bull, stretch himself all he could, couldn’t gain an inch on Shorty, and Shorty couldn’t gain an inch on the bull, till the bull come to the other end of the forty-foot rope, and then, whang! up goes the heels of the bull and down goes his head, and his heels comes over—wonk! and hits Shorty right square on the head.


    “Been an ordinary feller, and he wouldn’t of lived to talk about it afterwards, but seein’ it was Shorty, he jest goes up in the air and lands about ten yards away, and rolls over and hits his feet without once gettin’ off his stride—and then he did start runnin’, and he didn’t stop runnin’ nor hollerin’ till he got plumb back to the house!”


    Buck Daniels sat back in his chair and guffawed at the memory. In the excitement of the tale he had quite forgotten Kate, but when he remembered her, she sat with her head craned a little to one side, her hand raised for silence, and a smile, indeed, upon her lips, but never a glance for Buck Daniels. He knew at once.


    “Is it him?” he whispered. “D’you hear him?”


    “Hush!” commanded two voices, and then he saw that old Joe Cumberland also was listening.


    “No,” said the girl suddenly, “it was only the wind.”


    As if in answer, a far, faint whistling broke upon them. She drew her hands slowly towards her breast, as if, indeed, she drew the sound in with them.


    “He’s coming!” she cried. “Oh, Dad, listen! Don’t you hear?”


    “I do,” answered the rancher, “but what I’m hearin’ don’t warm my blood none. Kate, if you’re wise you’ll get up and go to your room and don’t pay no heed to anything you might be hearin’ to-night.”

  

  
    
      The journey into night

    

    There was no doubting the meaning of Joe Cumberland. It grew upon them with amazing swiftness, as if the black stallion were racing upon the house at a swift gallop, and the whistling rose and rang and soared in a wild outburst. Give the eagle the throat of the lark, and after he has struck down his prey in the centre of the sky and sent the ragged feathers and the slain body falling down to earth, what would be the song of the eagle rising again and dwindling out of sight in the heart of the sky? What terrible paean would he send whistling down to the dull earth far below? And such was the music that came before the coming of Dan Barry. It did not cease, as usual, at a distance, but it came closer and closer, and it swelled around them. Buck Daniels had risen from his chair and stolen to a corner of the room where not a solitary shaft of light could possibly reach him; and Kate Cumberland slipped farther into the depths of the big chair.


    So that, in their utter silence, in spite of the whistling that blew in upon them, they could hear the dull ticking of the tall clock, and by a wretched freak of fate the ticking fell exactly in with the soaring rhythm of the whistle and each had a part in the deadliness of the other.


    Very near upon them the music ceased abruptly. A footfall swept down the hall, a weight struck the door and cast it wide, and Black Bart glided into the room. He cast not a glance on either side. He turned his head neither to right nor to left. But he held straight on until he came to Kate Cumberland and there he stood before her.


    She leaned forward.


    “Bart!” she said softly and stretched out her hands to him.


    A deep snarl stopped the gesture, and at the flash of the long fangs she sank into the chair. Old Joe Cumberland, with fearful labour, dragged himself to a sitting position upon the couch, and sitting up in this fashion the light fell fully upon his white face and his white hair and his white beard, so that he made a ghostly picture.


    Then an outer door slammed and a light step, at an almost running pace speeded down the hall, the door was swung wide again, and Dan was before them. He seemed to bring with him the keen, fresh air of the night, and at the opening of the door the flame in the lamp jumped in its chimney, shook, and fell slowly back to its original dimness; but by that glow of light they saw that the sombrero upon Dan Barry’s head was a shapeless mass—his bandana had been torn away, leaving his throat bare—his slicker was a mass of rents and at the neck had been crumpled and torn in a thousand places as though strong teeth had worried it to a rag. Spots of mud were everywhere on his boots, even on his sombrero with its sagging brim, and on one side of his face there was a darker stain. He had ceased his whistling, indeed, but now he stood at the door and hummed as he gazed about the room. Straight to Kate Cumberland he walked, took her hands, and raised her from the chair.


    He said, and there was a fibre and ring in his voice that made them catch their breaths: “There’s something outside that I’m following to-night. I don’t know what it is. It is the taste of the wind and the feel of the air and the smell of the ground. And I’ve got to be ridin’. I’m saying good-bye for a bit, Kate.”


    “Dan,” she cried, “what’s happened? What’s on your face?”


    “The mark of the night,” he answered. “I don’t know what else. Will you come with me, Kate?”


    “For how long? Where are you going, Dan!”


    “I don’t know where or how long. All I know is I’ve got to be going. Come to the window. Take the air on your face. You’ll understand!”


    He drew her after him and cast up the window.


    “Do you feel it in the wind?” he called to her, turning with a transfigured face. “Do you hear it?”


    She could not speak but stood with her face lifted, trembling.


    “Look at me!” he commanded, and turned her roughly towards him. There he stood leaning close to her, and the yellow light flickered and waned and burned again in his eyes.


    He had held her hands while he stared. Now he dropped them with an exclamation.


    “You’re blank,” he said angrily. “You’ve seen nothing and heard nothing.”


    He turned on his heel.


    “Bart!” he called, and walked from the room, and they heard the padding of his soft step down the hall and on the porch and then—silence.


    Black Bart slunk to the door and into the hall, but instantly he was back and peering into the gloom of the silent place like an evil-eyed spectre.


    A sharp whistle rang from outside, and Black Bart started. Still he glided on until he stood before Kate; then turned and stalked slowly towards the door, looking back after her. She did not move, and with a snarl the wolf-dog whirled again and trotted back to her. This time he caught a fold of her skirt in his teeth and pulled on it. And under the pressure she made a step.


    “Kate!” called Joe Cumberland. “Are you mad, girl, to dream of goin’ out in a night like this?”


    “I’m not going!” she answered hurriedly. “I’m afraid—and I won’t leave you, Dad!”


    She had stopped as she spoke, but Black Bart, snarling terribly, threw his weight back, and dragged her a step forward.


    “Buck,” cried old Joe Cumberland and he dragged himself up and stood tottering. “Shoot the damned wolf—for God’s sake—for my sake!”


    Still the wolf-dog drew the girl in that snarling progress towards the door.


    “Kate!” cried her father, and the agony in his voice made it young and sent it ringing through the room. “Will you go out to wander between heaven and hell—on a night like this?”


    “I’m not going!” she answered, “I won’t leave you—but oh—Dad!—”


    He opened his lips for a fresh appeal, but the chorus of the wild geese swept in upon the wind, blown loud and clear and jangling as distant bells out of tune. And Kate Cumberland buried her face in her hands and stumbled blindly out of the room and down the hall—and then they heard the wild neighing of a horse outside.


    “Buck!” commanded Joe Cumberland. “He’s stealin’ my girl—my Kate—go out! call up the boys—tell’em to stop Dan from saddlin’ a horse for Kate—”


    “Wait and listen!” cut in Buck Daniels. “D’you hear that?”


    On the wet ground outside they heard a patter of galloping hoofs, and then a wild whistling, sweet and keen and high, came ringing back to them. It diminished rapidly with the distance.


    “He’s carryin’ her off on Satan!” groaned Joe Cumberland, staggering as he tried to step forward. “Buck, call out the boys. Even Satan can’t beat my hosses when he’s carryin’ double—call ’em out—if you bring her back—”


    His voice choked and he stumbled and would have fallen to his knees had not Buck Daniels sprang forward and caught him and carried him back to the couch.


    “What’s happened there ain’t no man can stop,” said Buck hoarsely. “God’s work or devil’s work—I dunno—but I know there ain’t no place for a man between Dan and Kate.”


    “Turn up the lights,” commanded Joe Cumberland sharply. “Got to see; I got to think. D’you hear?”


    Buck Daniels ran to the big lamp and turned up the wick. At once a clear light flooded every nook of the big room and showed all its emptiness.


    “Can’t you make the lamp work?” asked the old ranchman angrily. “Ain’t they any oil in it? Why, Buck, they ain’t enough light for me to see your face, hardly. But I’ll do without the light. Buck, how far will they go? Kate’s a good girl! She won’t leave me, lad!”


    “She won’t,” agreed Buck Daniels. “Jest gone with Dan for a bit of a canter.”


    “The devil was come back in his eyes,” muttered the old man. “God knows where he’s headin’ for! Buck, I brought him in off’n the range and made him a part of my house. I took him into my heart; and now he’s gone out again and taken everything that I love along with him. Buck, why did he go?”


    “He’ll come back,” said the big cowpuncher softly.


    “It’s gettin’ darker and darker,” said Joe Cumberland, “and they’s a kind of ringing in my ears. Talk louder. I don’t hear you none too well.”


    “I said they was comin’ back,” said Buck Daniels.


    Something like a light showed on the face of Joe Cumberland.


    “Ay, lad,” he said eagerly, “I can hear Dan’s whistlin’ comin’ back—nearer and nearer. Most like he was jest playin’ a joke on me, eh, Buck?”


    “Most like,” said Buck, brokenly.


    “Ay, there it’s ringin’ at the door of the house! Was that a footstep on the hall?”


    “It was,” said Buck. “They’s comin’ down the hall!”


    But far, far away he heard the whistling of Dan Barry dying among the hills.


    “You let the lamp go out,” said Joe Cumberland, “and now I can’t see nothing. Are they in the room?”


    “They’re here,” said Buck Daniels, “comin’ towards you now.”


    “Dan!” cried the old man, shading his eyes and peering anxiously—“no, I can’t see a thing. Can you find me, lad?”


    And Buck Daniels, softening his voice as much as he could, answered. “I can find you.”


    “Then gimme your hand.”


    Buck Daniels slipped his own large hand into the cold fingers of the dying cattleman. An expression of surpassing joy lay on the face of Joe Cumberland.


    “Whistlin’ Dan, my Dan,” he murmured faintly, “I’m kind of sleepy, but before I go to sleep, to-night, I got to tell you that I forgive you for your joke—pretendin’ to take Kate away.”


    “They’s nothin’ but sleep worth while—and goin’ to sleep, holdin’ your hand, lad—”


    Buck Daniels dropped upon his knees and stared into the wide, dead eyes. Through the open window a sound of whistling blew to him. It was a sweet, faint music, and being so light it seemed like a chorus of singing voices among the mountains, for it was as pure and as sharp as the starlight.


    Buck Daniels lifted his head to listen, but the sound faded, and the murmur of the night-wind came between.

  

  
    
      The seventh man

    

    
      “The seventh man was originally published in 1921 in Argosy All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      Spring

    

    A man under thirty needs neighbors and to stop up the current of his life with a long silence is like obstructing a river—eventually the water either sweeps away the dam or rises over it, and the stronger the dam the more destructive is that final rush to freedom. Vic Gregg was on the danger side of thirty and he lived alone in the mountains all that winter. He wanted to marry Betty Neal, but marriage means money, therefore Vic contracted fifteen hundred dollars’ worth of mining for the Duncans, and instead of taking a partner he went after that stake single handed. He is a very rare man who can turn out that amount of labor in a single season, but Gregg furnished that exception which establishes the rule: he did the assessment work on fourteen claims and almost finished the fifteenth, yet he paid the price. Week after week his set of drills was wife and child to him, and for conversation he had only the clangor of the four-pound single-jack on the drill heads, with the crashing of the “shots” now and then as periods to the chatter of iron on iron. He kept at it, and in the end he almost finished the allotted work, but for all of it he paid in full.


    The acid loneliness ate into him. To be sure, from boyhood he knew the mountain quiet, the still heights and the solemn echoes, but towards the close of the long isolation the end of each day found him oppressed by a weightier sense of burden; in a few days he would begin to talk to himself.


    From the first the evening pause after supper hurt him most, for a man needs a talk as well as tobacco, and after a time he dreaded these evenings so bitterly that he purposely spent himself every day, so as to pass from supper into sleep at a stride. It needed a long day to burn out his strength thoroughly, so he set his rusted alarm-clock, and before dawn it brought him groaning out of the blankets to cook a hasty breakfast and go slowly up to the tunnel. In short, he wedded himself to his work; he stepped into a routine which took the place of thought, and the change in him was so gradual that he did not see the danger.


    A mirror might have shown it to him as he stood this morning at the door of his lean-to, for the wind fluttered the shirt around his labor-dried body, and his forehead puckered in a frown, grown habitual. It was a narrow face, with rather close-set eyes and a slanted forehead which gave token of a single- track mind, a single-purposed nature with one hundred and eighty pounds of strong sinews and iron-hard muscle to give it significance. Such was Vic Gregg as he stood at the door waiting for the coffee he had drunk to brush away the cobwebs of sleep, and then he heard the eagle scream.


    A great many people have never heard the scream of an eagle. The only voice they connect with the kind of the air is a ludicrously feeble squawk, dim with distance, but in his great moments the eagle has a war-cry like that of the hawk, but harsher, hoarser, tenfold in volume. This sound cut into the night in the gulch, and Vic Gregg started and glanced about for echoes made the sound stand at his side; then he looked up, and saw two eagles fighting in the light of the morning. He knew what it meant—the beginning of the mating season, and these two battling for a prize. They darted away. They flashed together with reaching talons and gaping beaks, and dropped in a tumult of wings, then soared and clashed once more until one of them folded his wings and dropped bulletlike out of the morning into the night. Close over Gregg’s head, the wings flirted out—ten feet from tip to tip—beat down with a great washing sound, and the bird shot across the valley in a level flight. The conqueror screamed a long insult down the hollow. For a while he balanced, craning his bald head as if he sought applause, then, without visible movement of his wings, sailed away over the peaks. A feather fluttered slowly down past Vic Gregg.


    He looked down to it, and rubbed the ache out of the back of his neck. All about him the fresh morning was falling; yonder shone a green-mottled face of granite, and there a red iron blow-out streaked with veins of glittering silicate, and in this corner, still misted with the last delicate shades of night, glimmered rhyolite, lavender-pink. The single-jack dropped from the hand of Gregg, and his frown relaxed.


    When he stretched his arms, the cramps of labor unkinked and let the warm blood flow, swiftly, and in the pleasure of it he closed his eyes and drew a luxurious breath. He stepped from the door with his, head high and his heart lighter, and when his hobnailed shoe clinked on the fallen hammer he kicked it spinning from his path. That act brought a smile into his eyes, and he sauntered to the edge of the little plateau and looked down into the wide chasm of the Asper Valley.


    Blue shadows washed across it, though morning shone around Gregg on the height, and his glance dropped in a two-thousand-foot plunge to a single yellow eye that winked through the darkness, a light in the trapper’s cabin. But the dawn was falling swiftly now, and while Gregg lingered the blue grew thin, purple-tinted, and then dark, slender points pricked up, which he knew to be the pines. Last of all, he caught the sheen of grass.


    Around him pressed a perfect silence, the quiet of night holding over into the day, yet he cast a glance behind him as he heard a voice. Indeed, he felt that some one approached him, some one for whom he had been waiting, yet it was a sad expectancy, and more like homesickness than anything he knew.


    “Aw, hell,” said Vic Gregg, “it’s spring.”


    A deep-throated echo boomed back at him, and the sound went down the gulch, three times repeated.


    “Spring,” repeated Gregg more softly, as if he feared to rouse that echo, “damned if it ain’t!”


    He shrugged his shoulders and turned resolutely towards the lean-to, picking up the discarded hammer on the way. By instinct he caught it at exactly the right balance for his strength and arm, and the handle, polished by his grip, played with an oiled, frictionless movement against the callouses of his palm. From the many hours of drilling, fingers crooked, he could only straighten them by a painful effort. A bad hand for cards, he decided gloomily, and still frowning over this he reached the door. There he paused in instant repugnance, for the place was strange to him.


    In thought and wish he was even now galloping Grey Molly over the grass along the Asper, and he had to wrench himself into the mood of the patient miner. There lay his blankets, rumpled, brown with dirt, and he shivered at sight of them; the night had been cold. Before he fell asleep, he had flung the magazine into the corner and now the wind rustled its torn, yellowed pages in a whisper that spoke to Gregg of the ten-times repeated stories, tales of adventure, drifts of tobacco smoke in gaming halls, the chant of the croupier behind the wheel, deep voices of men, laughter of pretty girls, tatoo of running horses, shouts which only redeye can inspire. He sniffed the air; odor of burned bacon and coffee permeated the cabin. He turned to the right and saw his discarded overalls with ragged holes at the knees; he turned to the left and looked into the face of the rusted alarm clock. Its quick, soft ticking sent an ache of weariness through him.


    “What’s wrong with me,” muttered Gregg. Even that voice seemed ghostly loud in the cabin, and he shivered again. “I must be going nutty.”


    As if to escape from his own thoughts, he stepped out into the sun again, and it was so grateful to him after the chill shadow in the lean-to, that he looked up, smiling, into the sky. A west wind urged a scattered herd of clouds over the peaks, tumbled masses of white which puffed into transparent silver at the edges, and behind, long wraiths of vapor marked the path down which they had traveled. Such an old cowhand as Vic Gregg could not fail to see the forms of cows and heavy-necked bulls and running calves in that drift of clouds. About this season the boys would be watching the range for signs of screw worms in the cattle, and the bog-riders must have their hands full dragging out cows which had fled into the mud to escape the heel flies. With a new lonesomeness he drew his eyes down to the mountains.


    Ordinarily, strange fancies never entered the hard head of Gregg, but today it seemed to him that the mountains found a solemn companionship in each other.


    Out of the horizon, where the snowy forms glimmered in the blue, they marched in loose order down to the valley of the Asper, where some of them halted in place, huge cliffs, and others stumbled out into foothills, but the main range swerved to the east beside the valley, eastward out of his vision, though he knew that they went on to the town of Alder.


    Alder was Vic Gregg’s Athens and Rome in one, its schoolhouse his Acropolis, and Captain Lorrimer’s saloon his Forum. Other people talked of larger cities, but Alder satisfied the imagination of Vic; besides, Grey Molly was even now in the blacksmith’s pasture, and Betty Neal was teaching in the school. Following the march of the mountains and the drift of the clouds, he turned towards Alder. The piled water shook the dam, topped it, burst it into fragments, and rushed into freedom; he must go to Alder, have a drink, shake hands with a friend, kiss Betty Neal, and come back again. Two days going, two days coming, three days for the frolic; a week would cover it all. And two hours later Vic Gregg had cached his heavier equipment, packed his necessaries on the burro, and was on the way.


    By noon he had dropped below the snowline and into the foothills, and with every step his heart grew lighter. Behind him the mountains slid up into the heart of the sky with cold, white winter upon them, but here below it was spring indubitably. There was hardly enough fresh grass to temper the winter brown into shining bronze, but a busy, awakening insect life thronged through the roots. Surer sign than this, the flowers were coming. A slope of buttercups flashed suddenly when the wind struck it and wild morning glory spotted a stretch of daisies with purple and dainty lavender. To be sure, the blossoms never grew thickly enough to make strong dashes of color, but they tinted and stained the hillsides. He began to cross noisy little watercourses, empty most of the year, but now the melting snow fed them. From eddies and quiet pools the bright watercress streamed out into the currents, and now and then in moist ground under a sheltering bank he found rich patches of violets.


    His eyes went happily among these tokens of the glad time of the year, but while he noted them and the bursting buds of the aspen, reddish-brown, his mind was open to all that middle register of calls which the human ear may notice in wild places. Far above his scale were shrilling murmurs of birds and insects, and beneath it ran those ground noises that the rabbit, for instance, understands so well; but between these overtones and undertones he heard the scream of the hawk, spiraling down in huge circles, and the rapid call of a grouse, far off, and the drone of insects about his feet, or darting suddenly upon his brain and away again. He heard these things by the grace of the wind, which sometimes blew them about him in a chorus, and again shut off all except that lonely calling of the grouse, and often whisked away every murmur and left Gregg, in the center of a wide hush with only the creak of the pack-saddle and the click of the burro’s accurate feet among the rocks.


    At such times he gave his full attention to the trail, and he read it as one might turn the pages of a book. He saw how a rabbit had scurried, running hard, for the prints of the hind feet planted far ahead of those on the forepaws. There was reason in her haste, for here the pads of a racing coyote had dug deeply into a bit of soft ground. The sign of both rabbit and coyote veered suddenly, and again the trail told the reason clearly—the big print of a lobo’s paw, that gray ghost which haunts the ranges with the wisest brain and the swiftest feet in the West. Vic Gregg grinned with excitement; fifty dollars’ bounty if that scalp were his! But the story of the trail called him back with the sign of some small animal which must have traveled very slowly, for in spite of the tiny size of the prints, each was distinct. The man sniffed with instinctive aversion and distrust for this was the trail of the skunk, and if the last of the seven sleepers was out, it was spring indeed. He raised his cudgel and thwacked the burro joyously.


    “Get on, Marne,” he cried. “We’re overdue in Alder.”


    Marne switched her tail impatiently and canted back a long ear to listen, but she did not increase her pace; for Marne had only one gait, and if Vic occasionally thumped her, it was rather by way of conversation than in any hope of hurrying their journey.

  

  
    
      Grey Molly

    

    If her soul had been capable of enthusiasm, Marne could have made the trip on schedule time, but she was a burro good for nothing except to carry a pack well nigh half her own weight, live on forage that might have starved a goat, and smell water fifteen miles in time of drought. Speed was not in her vocabulary, and accordingly it was late afternoon rather than morning when Gregg, pointing his course between the ears of Marne, steered her through Murphy’s Pass and came out over Alder. There they paused by mutual consent, and the burro flicked one long ear forward to listen to the rushing of the Doane River. It filled the valley with continual murmur, and just below them, where the brown, white-flecked current twisted around an elbow bend, lay Alder tossed down without plan, here a boulder and there a house. They seemed marvelously flimsy structures, and one felt surprise that the weight the winter snow had not crushed them, or that the Doane River had not sent a strong current licking over bank and tossed the whole village crashing down the ravine. One building was very much like other, but Gregg’s familiar eye pierced through the roofs and into Widow Sullivan’s staggering shack, into Hezekiah Whittleby’s hushed sitting-room, down to the moist, dark floor of the Captain’s saloon into that amazing junkshop, the General Merchandise store; but first and last he looked to the little flag which gleamed and snapped above the schoolhouse, and it spelled “my country” to Vic.


    Marne consented to break into a neat-footed jog-trot going down the last slope, and so she went up the single winding street of Alder, grunting at every step, with Gregg’s whistle behind her. In town, he lived with his friend, Dug Pym, who kept their attic room reserved for his occupancy, so he headed straight for that place. What human face would he see first?


    It was Mrs. Sweeney’s little boy, Jack, who raced into the street whooping, and Vic caught him under the armpits and swung him dizzily into the air.


    “By God,” muttered Vic, as he strode on, “that’s a good kid, that Jack.” And he straightway forgot all about that knife which Jackie had purloined from him the summer before. “Me and Betty,” he thought, “we’ll have kids, like Jack; tougher’n leather.”


    Old Garrigan saw him next and cackled from his truck garden in the backyard, but Vic went on with a wave of his arm, and on past Gertie Vincent’s inviting shout (Gertie had been his particular girl before Betty Neal came to town), and on with the determination of a soldier even past the veranda of Captain Lorrimier’s saloon, though Lorrimer himself bellowed a greeting and “Chick” Stewart crooked a significant thumb over his shoulder towards the open door. He only paused at the blacksmith shop and looked in at Dug, who was struggling to make the print of a hot shoe on a hind foot of Simpson’s sorrel Glencoe.


    “Hey, Dug!”


    Pym raised a grimy, sweating forehead.


    “You, boy; easy, damn you! Hello, Vic!” and he propped that restless hind foot on his inner thigh and extended a hand.


    “Go an workin’, Dug, because I can’t stop; I just want a rope to catch Grey Molly.”


    “You red devil—take that rope over there, Vic. You won’t have no work catchin’ Molly. Which she’s plumb tame. Stand still, damn you. I never seen a Glencoe with any sense!—Where you goin’, Vic? Up to the school?”


    And his sweaty grin followed Vic as the latter went out with the coil of rope over his shoulder. When Gregg reached the house, Nelly Pym hugged him, which is the privilege of fat and forty, and then she sat at the foot of the stairs and shouted up gossip while he shaved with frantic haste and jumped into his best clothes. He answered her with monosyllables and only half his mind.


    “Finish up your work, Vic?”


    “Nope.”


    “You sure worked yourself all thin. I hope somebody appreciates it.” She chuckled. “Ain’t been sick, have you?”


    “Say, who d’you think’s in town? Sheriff Glass!”


    This information sank in on him while he tugged at a boot at least a size and half too small.


    “Pete Glass!” he echoed. Then: “Who’s he after?”


    “I dunno. Vic, he don’t look like such a bad one.”


    “He’s plenty bad enough,” Gregg assured her. “Ah-h-h!”


    His foot ground into place, torturing his toes.


    ‘“Well,” considered Mrs. Pym, in a philosophic rumble, “I s’pose them quiet gents is the dangerous ones, mostly; but looking at Glass you wouldn’t think he’d ever killed all those men. Know about the dance?”


    “Nope.”


    “Down to Singer’s place. Betty goin’ with you?”


    He jerked open the door and barked down at her: “Who else would she be goin’ with?”


    “Don’t start pullin’ leather before the horse bucks,” said Mrs. Pym. “I don’t know who else she’d be goin’ with. You sure look fine in that red shirt, Vic!”


    He grinned, half mollified, half shame-faced, and ducked back into the room, but a moment later he clumped stiffly down the stairs, frowning. He wondered if he could dance in those boots.


    “Feel kind of strange in these clothes. How do I look, Nelly?” And he turned in review at the foot of the stairs.


    “Slick as a whistle, I’ll tell a man.” She raised her voice to a shout as he disappeared through the outer door. “Kiss her once for me, Vic.”


    In the center of the little pasture he stood shaking out the noose, and the three horses raced in a sweeping gallop around the fence, looking for a place of escape, with Grey Molly in the lead. Nothing up the Doane River, or even down the Asper, for that matter, could head Molly when she was full of running, and the eyes of Gregg gleamed as he watched her. She was not a picture horse, for her color was rather a dirty white than a dapple, and besides, there were some who accused her of “tucked up belly.” But she had the legs for speed in spite of the sloping croup, and plenty of chest at the girth, and a small, bony head that rejoiced the heart of a horseman. He swung the noose, and while the others darted ahead, stupidly straight into the range of danger, Grey Molly whirled like a doubling coyote and leaped away.


    “Good girl!” cried Vic, in involuntary approbation. He ran a few steps. The noose slid up and out, opened in a shaky loop, and swooped down. Too late the gray saw the flying danger, for even as she swerved the riata fell over her head, and she came to a snorting halt with all fours planted, skidding through the grass. The first thing a range horse learns is never to pull against a rope.


    A few minutes later she was getting the “pitch” out of her system, as any self-respecting cattle horse must do after a session of pasture and no work. She bucked with enthusiasm and intelligence, as she did all things. Sun- fishing, sun-fishing is the most deadly form of bucking, for it consists of a series of leaps apparently aimed at the sun, and the horse comes down with a sickening jar on stiff front legs. Educated “pitchers” land on only one foot, so that the shock is accompanied by a terrible sidewise, downward wrench that breaks the hearts of the best riders in the world. Grey Molly was educated, and Mrs. Pym stood in the doorway with a broad grin of appreciation on her red face, she knew riding when she saw it. Then, out of the full frenzy, the mare lapsed into high-headed, quivering attention, and Gregg cursed her softly, with deep affection. He understood her from her fetlocks to her teeth. She bucked like a fiend of revolt one instant and cantered like an angel of grace the next; in fact she was more or less of an equine counterpart of her rider.


    But now he heard shrill voices passing down the street and he knew that school was out and that he must hurry if he wanted to ride home with Betty, so he waved to Mrs. Pym and cantered away. For over two days he had been rushing towards this meeting; all winter he had hungered for it, but now that the moment loomed before him he weakened; he usually did when he came close to the girl. Not that her beauty overwhelmed him, for though she had a portion of energetic good-health and freckled prettiness, he had chosen her as an Indian chooses flint for his steel; one could strike fire from Betty Neal. When he was far away he loved her without doubt or question and his trust ran towards her like a river setting towards the ocean because he knew that her heart was as big and as true as the heart of Grey Molly herself. Only her ways were fickle, and when she came near, she filled him with uneasiness, suspicion.

  

  
    
      Battle

    

    On the road he passed Miss Brewster—for the Alder school boasted two teachers!—and under her kindly, rather faded smile he felt a great desire to stop and take her into his confidence; ask her what Betty Neal had been doing all these months. Instead, he touched Grey Molly with the spurs, and she answered like a watch-spring uncurling beneath him. The rush of wind against his face raised his spirits to a singing pitch, and when he flung from the saddle before the school he shouted: “Oh, Betty!”


    Up the sharply angling steps in a bound, and at the door: “Oh, Betty!”


    His voice filled the room with a thick, dull echo, and there was Betty behind her desk looking up at him agape; and beside her stood Blondy Hansen, big, good looking, and equally startled. Fear made the glance of Vic Gregg swerve—to where little Tommy Aiken scribbled an arithmetic problem on the blackboard—afterschool work for whispering in class, or some equally heinous crime. The tingling voices of the other children on their way home, floated in to Tommy, and the corners of his mouth drooped.


    To regain his poise, Vic tugged at his belt and felt the weight of the holster slipping into a more convenient place, then he sauntered up the aisle, sweeping off his sombrero. Every feeling in his body, every nerve, disappeared in a crystalline hardness, for it seemed to him that the air was surcharged by a secret something between Betty and young Hansen. Betty was out from behind her desk and she ran to meet him and took his hand in both of hers. The rush of her coming took his breath, and at her touch something melted in her.


    “Oh, Vic, are you all through?”


    Gregg stiffened for the benefit of Hansen and Tommy Aiken.


    “Pretty near through,” he said carelessly. “Thought I’d drop down to Alder for a day or two and get the kinks out. Hello, Blondy. Hey, Tommy!”


    Tommy Aiken flashed a grin at him, but Tommy was not quite sure that the rules permitted speaking, even under such provocation as the return of Vic Gregg, so he maintained a desperate silence. Blondy had picked up his hat as he returned the greeting.


    “I guess I’ll be going,” he said, and coughed to show that he was perfectly at ease, but it seemed to Vic that it was hard for Blondy to meet his eye when they shook hands. “See you later, Betty.”


    “All right.” She smiled at Vic—a flash—and then gathered dignity of both voice and manner. “You may go now, Tommy.”


    She lapsed into complete unconsciousness of manner as Tommy swooped on his desk, included hat and book in one grab, and darted towards the door through which Hansen had just disappeared. Here he paused, tilting, and his smile twinkled at them with understanding. “Good-night, Miss Neal. Hope you have a good time, Vic.” His heel clicked twice on the steps outside, and then the patter of his racing feet across the field.


    “The little mischief!” said Betty, delightfully flushed. “It beats everything, Vic, how Alder takes things for granted.”


    He should have taken her in his arms and kissed her, now that she had cleared the room, he very well knew, but the obvious thing was always last to come in Gregg’s repertoire.


    “Why not take it for granted? It ain’t going to be many days, now.”


    He watched her eyes sparkle, but the pleasure of seeing him drowned the gleam almost at once.


    “Are you really almost through? Oh, Vic, you’ve been away so long, and I —” She checked herself. There was no overflow of sentiment in Betty.


    “Maybe I was a fool for laying off work this way,” he admitted, “but I sure got terrible lonesome up there.”


    Her glance went over him contentedly, from the hard brown hands to the wrinkle which labor had sunk in the exact center of his forehead. He was all man, to Betty.


    “Come on along,” he said. He would kiss her by surprise as they reached the door. “Come on along. It’s sure enough spring outside. I been eating it up, and—we can do our talking over things at the dance. Let’s ride now.”


    “Dance?”


    “Sure, down to Singer’s place.”


    “It’s going to be kind of hard to get out of going with Blondy. He asked me.”


    “And you said you’d go?”


    “What are you flarin’ up about?”


    “Look here, how long have you been traipsin’ around with Blondy Hansen?”


    She clenched one hand beside her in a way he knew, but it pleased him more than it warned him, just as it pleased him to see the ears of Grey Molly go back.


    “What’s wrong about Blondy Hansen?”


    “What’s right about him?” he countered senselessly.


    Her voice went a bit shrill. “Blondy is a gentleman, I’ll have you know.”


    “Is he?”


    “Don’t you sneer at me, Victor Gregg. I won’t have it!”


    “You won’t, eh?”


    He felt that he was pushing her to the danger point, but she was perfectly, satisfyingly beautiful in her anger; he taunted her with the pleasure of an artist painting a picture.


    “I won’t!” she repeated. Something else came to her lips, but she repressed it, and he could see the pressure from within telling.


    “Don’t get in a huff over nothing,” he urged, in real alarm. “Only, it made me kind of mad to see Blondy standing there with that calf-look.”


    “What calf-look? He’s a lot better to look at than you’ll ever be.”


    A smear of red danced before the vision of Gregg.


    “I don’t set up for no beauty prize. Tie a pink ribbon in Blondy’s hair and take him to a baby show if you want. He’s about young enough to enter.”


    If she could have found a ready retort her anger might have passed away in words, but no words came, and she turned pale. It was here that Gregg made his crucial mistake, for he thought the pallor came from fear, fear which his sham jealousy had roused in her, perhaps. He should have maintained a discreet silence, but instead, he poured in the gall of complacency upon a raw wound.


    “Blondy’s all right,” he stated beneficently, “but you just forget about him tonight. You’re going to that dance, and you’re going with me. If there’s any explanations to be made, you leave ’em to me. I’ll handle Blondy.”


    “You handle Blondy!” she whispered. Her voice came back; it rang: “You couldn’t if he had one hand tied behind him.” She measured him for another blow. “I’m going to that dance and I’m going with Mr. Hansen.”


    She knew that he would have died for her, and he knew that she would have died for him; accordingly they abandoned themselves to sullen fury.


    “You’re out of date, Vic,” she ran on. “Men can’t drag women around nowadays, and you can’t drag me. Not—one—inch.” She put a vicious little interval between each of the last three words.


    “I’ll be calling for you at seven o’clock.”


    “I won’t be there.”


    “Then I’ll call on Blondy.”


    “You don’t dare to. Don’t you try to bluff me. I’m not that kind.”


    “Betty, d’you mean that? D’you think that I’m yaller?”


    “I don’t care what you are.”


    “I ask you calm and impersonal, just think that over before you say it.”


    “I’ve already thought it over.”


    “Then, by God,” said Gregg, trembling, “I’ll never take one step out of my way to see you again.”


    He turned, so blind with fury that he shouldered the door on his way out and so, into the saddle, with Grey Molly standing like a figure of rock, as if she sensed his mood. He swung her about on her hind legs with a wrench on the curb and a lift of his spurs, but when she leaped into a gallop he brought her back to the walk with a cruel jerk; she began to sidle across the field with her chin drawn almost back to her breast, prancing. That movement of the horse brought him half way around towards the door and he was tempted mightily to look, for he knew that Betty Neal was standing there, begging him with her eyes. But the great, sullen pain conquered; he straightened out the mare for the gate.


    Betty was indeed at the door, leaning against it in a sudden weakness, and even in her pain she felt pride in the grace and skill of Vic’s horsemanship. The hearts of both of them were breaking, with this rather typical difference: that Gregg felt her to be entirely at fault, and that she as fully accepted every scruple of the blame. He had come down tired out and nervous from work he had done for her sake, she remembered, and if he would only glance back once—he must know that she was praying for it— she would cry out and run down to him; but he went on, on, through the gate.


    A flash of her passion returned to her. “I shall go with Blondy— if it kills me.” And she flung herself into the nearest seat and wept.


    So when he reached the road and looked back at last, the doorway yawned black, empty, and he set his teeth with a groan and spurred down the road for Alder. He drew rein at Captain Lorrimer’s and entered with curt nods in exchange for the greetings.


    “Red-eye,” he ordered, and seized bottle and glass as Lorrimer spun them deftly towards him.


    Captain Lorrimer picked up the bottle and gazed at it mournfully when Vic had poured his drink.


    “Son,” he murmured, “you’ve sure raised an awful thirst.”

  

  
    
      King Hol

    

    There is a very general and very erroneous impression that alcohol builds the mood of a man; as a matter of fact it merely makes his temper of the moment fast—the man who takes his first drink with a smile ends in uproarious laughter, and he who frowns will often end in fighting. Vic Gregg did not frown as he drank, but the corners of his lips turned up a trifle in a smile of fixed and acid pleasantry and his glance went from face to face in the barroom, steadily, with a trifling pause at each pair of eyes. Beginning with himself, he hated mankind in general; the burn of the cheap whisky within served to set the color of that hatred in a fixed dye. He did not lift his chaser, but his hand closed around it hard. If some one had given him an excuse for a fist- fight or an outburst of cursing it would have washed his mind as clean as a new slate, and five minutes later he might have been with Betty Neal, riotously happy. Instead, everyone overflowed with good nature, gossip, questions about his work, and the danger in him crystallized. He registered cold reasons for his disgust.


    Beginning in the first person, he loathed himself as a thick-headed ass for talking to Betty as he had done; as well put a burr under one’s saddle and then feel surprise because the horse bucks. He passed on to the others with equal precision. Captain Lorrimer was as dirty as a greaser; and like a greaser, loose-lipped, unshaven. Chick Stewart was a born fool, and a fool by self-culture, as his never changing grin amply proved. Lew Perkins sat in the corner on a shaky old apple barrel and brushed back his long mustaches to spit at the cuspidor—and miss it. If this were Vic Gregg’s saloon he would teach the old loafer more accuracy or break his neck.


    “How are you, Gregg?” murmured some one behind him.


    He turned and found Sheriff Pete Glass with his right hand already spread on the bar while he ordered a drink for two. That was one of the sheriff’s idiosyncrasies; he never shook hands if he could avoid it, and Gregg hated him senselessly, bitterly, for it. No doubt every one in the room noticed, and they would tell afterwards how the sheriff had avoided shaking hands with Vic Gregg. Cheap play for notoriety, thought Gregg; Glass was pushing the bottle towards him.


    “Help yourself,” said Gregg.


    “This is on me, Vic.”


    “I most generally like to buy the first drink.”


    Pete Glass turned his head slowly, for indeed all his motions were leisurely and one could not help wondering at the stories of his exploits, the tales of his hair-trigger alertness. Perhaps these half legendary deeds sent the thrill of uneasiness through Vic Gregg; perhaps it was owing to the singular hazel eyes, with little splotches of red in them; very mild eyes, but one could imagine anything about them. Otherwise there was nothing exceptional in Glass, for he stood well under middle height, a starved figure, with a sinewy crooked neck, as if bent on looking up to taller men. His hair was sandy, his face tawny brown, his shirt a gray blue, and every one knew his dusty roan horse; by nature, by temperament and by personal selection he was suited to blend into a landscape of sage-dotted plains or sand. Tireless as a lobo on the trail, swift as a bobcat in fight, hunted men had been known to ride in and give themselves up when they heard that Pete Glass was after them.


    “Anyway you want, partner,” he was saying, in his soft, rather husky voice.


    He poured his drink, barely enough to cover the bottom of his glass, for that was another of Pete’s ways; he could never afford to weaken his hand or deaden his eye with alcohol, and even now he stood sideways at the bar, facing Gregg and also facing the others in the room. But the larger man, with sudden scorn for this caution, brimmed his own glass, and poised it swiftly. “Here’s how!” and down it went.


    Ordinarily red-eye heated his blood and made his brain dizzy, it loosened his tongue and numbed his lips, but today it left him cool, confident, and sharpened his vision until he felt that he could see through the minds of every one in the room. Captain Lorrimer, for instance, was telling a jocular story to Chick Stewart in the hope that Chick would set them up for every one; and old Lew Perkins was waiting for the treat; and perhaps the sheriff was wondering how he could handle Vic in case of need, or how long it would take to run him down. Not long, decided Gregg, breathing hard; no man in the world could put him on the run. Glass was treating in turn, and again the brimming drink went down Vic’s throat and left his brain clear, wonderfully clear. He saw through Betty Neal now; she had purposely played off Blondy against him, to make them both jealous.


    “Won’t you join us, Dad?” the sheriff was saying to Lew Perkins, and Vic Gregg smiled. He understood. The sheriff wanted an excuse to order another round of drinks because he had it in mind to intoxicate Gregg; perhaps Glass had something on him; perhaps the manhunter thought that Vic had had a part in that Wilsonville affair two years back. That was it, and he wanted to make Vic talk when he was drunk.


    “Don’t mind if I do,” Lew said, slapping both hands on the bar as if he owned it; and while he waited for his drink: “What are they going to do with Swain?”


    The doddering idiot! Swain was the last man Glass had taken, and Lew Perkins should have known that the sheriff never talked about his work; the old ass was in his green age, his second childhood.


    “Swain turned state’s evidence,” said Pete, curtly. “He’ll go free, I suppose. Fill up your glass, partner. Can see you’re thirsty yet.”


    This was to Gregg, who had purposely poured out a drink of the sheriff’s own chosen dimension to see if the latter would notice; this remark fixed his suspicions. It was certain that the manhunter was after him, but again, in scorn, he accepted the challenge and poured a stiff dram.


    “That’s right,” nodded the sheriff. “You got nothing on your shoulders. You can let yourself go, Vic. Sometimes I wish”—he sighed—“I wish I could do the same!”


    “The sneaky coyote,” thought Gregg, “he’s lurin’ me on!”


    “Turned state’s evidence!” maundered Lew Perkins. “Well, they’s a lot of ’em that lose their guts when they’re caught. I remember way back in the time when Bannack was runnin’ full blast—”


    Why did not some one shut off the old idiot before he was thoroughly started? He might keep on talking like the clank of a windmill in a steady breeze, endlessly. For Lew was old-seventy-five, eighty, eighty-five—he himself probably did not know just how old—and he had lived through at least two generations of pioneers with a myriad stories about them. He could string out tales of the Long Trail: Abilene, Wichita, Ellsworth, Great Bend, Newton, where eleven men were murdered in one night; he knew the vigilante days in San Francisco, and early times in Alder Gulch.


    “Nobody would of thought Plummer was yaller, but he turned out that way,” droned on the narrator. “Grit? He had enough to fit out twenty men. When Crawford shot him and busted his right arm, he went right on and learned to shoot with his left and started huntin’ Jack again. Packed that lead with him till he died, and then they found Jack’s bullet in his wrist, all worked smooth by the play of the bones. Afterwards it turned out that Plummer ran a whole gang; but before we learned that we’d been fools enough to make him sheriff. We got to Plummer right after he’d finished hangin’ a man, and took him to his own gallows.”


    “You’d of thought a cool devil like that would of made a good end, but he didn’t. He just got down on his knees and cried, and asked God to help him. Then he begged us to give him time to pray, but one of the boys up and told him he could do his prayin’ from the cross-beam. And that was Henry Plummer, that killed a hundred men, him an’ his gang.”


    “H-m-m,” murmured the sheriff, and looked uneasily about. Now that his eyes were turned away, Vic could study him at leisure, and he wondered at the smallness of the man. Suppose one were able to lay hands on him it would be easy to—


    “See you later, boys,” drawled Glass, and sauntered from the room.


    Lew Perkins sighed as the most important part of his audience disappeared, but having started talking the impetus carried him along, he held Vic Gregg with his hazy eyes.


    “But they didn’t all finish like Plummer, not all the bad ones. No sirree! There was Boone Helm.”


    “I’ve heard about him,” growled Vic, but the old man had fixed his glance and his reminiscent smile upon the past and his voice was soft with distance when he spoke again.


    “Helm was a sure enough bad one, son. They don’t grow like him no more. Wild Bill was a baby compared with Helm, and Slade wasn’t no man at all, even leavin’ in the lies they tell about him. Why, son, Helm was just a lobo, in the skin of a man—”


    “Like Barry?” put in Lorrimer, drifting closer down the bar.


    “Who’s he?”


    “Ain’t you heard of Whistlin’ Dan? The one that killed Jim Silent and busted up his gang. Why, they say he’s got a wolf that he can talk to like it was a man.”


    Old Lew chuckled.


    “They say a lot of things,” he nodded, “but I’ll tell a man that a wolf is a wolf and they ain’t nothin’ that can tame ’em. Don’t you let ’em feed you up on lies like that, Lorrimer. But Helm was sure bad. He killed for the sake of killin’, but he died game. When the boys run him down he swore on the bible that he’s never killed a man, and they made him swear it over again just to watch his nerve; but he never batted an eye.”


    The picture of that wild time grew up for Vic Gregg, and the thought of free men who laughed at the law, strong men, fierce men. What would one of these have done if the girl he intended to marry had treated him like a foil?


    “Then they got him ready for the rope,” went on Lew Perkins.


    “‘I’ve seen a tolerable lot of death,’ says Helm. ‘I ain’t afraid of it.’”


    “There was about six thousand folks had come in to see the end of Boone Helm. Somebody asked him if he wanted anything.


    “‘Whisky,’ says Boone. And he got it.


    “Then he shook his hand and held it up. He had a sore finger and it bothered him a lot more than the thought of hangin’.


    “‘You gents get through with this or else tie up my finger,’ he kept sayin’.”


    “Helm wasn’t the whole show. There was some others bein’ hung that day and when one of them dropped off his box, Boone says: ‘There’s one gone to hell.’ Pretty soon another went, and hung there wiggling, and six times he went through all the motions of pullin’ his six-shooter and firin’ it. I counted. ‘Kick away, old fellow,’ says Boone Helm, ‘I’ll be with you soon.’ Then it came his turn and he hollered: ‘Hurrah for Jeff Davis; let her rip!’ That was how Boone Helm—”


    The rest of the story was blotted from the mind of Vic Gregg by the thud of a heavy heel on the veranda, and then the broad shoulders of Blondy Hansen darkened the doorway, Blondy Hansen dressed for the dance, with the knot of his black silk handkerchief turned to the front and above that the gleam of his celluloid collar. It was dim in the saloon, compared with the brightness of the outdoors, and perhaps Blondy did not see Vic. At any rate he took his place at the other end of the bar. Three pictures tangled in the mind of Gregg like three bodies in a whirlpool—Betty, Blondy, Pete Glass. That strange clearness of perception increased and the whole affair lay plainly before him. Betty had sent Hansen, dressed manifestly for the festival, to gloat over Vic in Lorrimer’s place. He was at it already.


    “All turned out for the dance, Blondy, eh? Takin’ a girl?”


    “Betty Neal,” answered Blondy.


    “The hell you are!” inquired Lorrimer, mildly astonished. “I thought —why, Vic’s back in town, don’t you know that?”


    “He ain’t got a mortgage on what she does.”


    Then, guided by the side-glance of Lorrimer, Hansen saw Gregg, and he stiffened. As for Vic, he perceived the last link in his chain of evidence. Hansen was going to a dance, and yet he wore a gun, and there could be only one meaning in that: Betty had sent him down there to wind up the affair.


    “Didn’t see you, Vic,” Blondy was saying, his flushed face seeming doubly red against the paleness of his hair. “Have something?”


    “I ain’t drinkin’,” answered Gregg, and slowly, to make sure that no one could miss his meaning, he poured out a glass of liquor, and drank it with his face towards Hansen. When he put his glass down his mind was clearer than ever; and with omniscient precision, with nerveless calm, he knew that he was going to kill Blondy Hansen; knew exactly where the bullet would strike. It was something put behind him; his mind had already seen Hansen fall, and he smiled.


    Dead silence had fallen over the room, and in the silence Gregg heard a muffled, ticking sound, the beating of his heart; heard old Lew Perkins as the latter softly, slowly, glided back out of the straight line of danger; heard the quick breathing of Captain Lorrimer who stood pasty pale, gaping behind the bar; heard the gritted teeth of Blondy Hansen, who would not take water.


    “Vic,” said Blondy, “it looks like you mean trouble. Anyway, you just now done something that needs explaining.”


    He stood straight as a soldier, rigid, but the fingers of his right hand twitched, twitched, twitched; the hand itself stole higher. Very calmly, Vic hunted for his words, found them.


    “A cattle rustler is bad,” he pronounced, “a hoss thief is worse, but you’re the lowest sneak of the lot, Blondy.”


    Again that silence with the pulse in it, and Vic Gregg could feel the chill which numbed every one except himself.


    The lower jaw of Captain Lorrimer sagged, and his whisper came out in jerking syllables: “God Almighty!” Then Blondy went for his gun, and Vic waited with his hand on the butt of his own, waited with a perfect, cold foreknowledge, heard Blondy moan as his Colt hung in the holster, saw the flash of the barrel as it whipped out, and then jerked his own weapon and fired from the hip. Blondy staggered but kept himself from falling by gripping the edge of the bar with his left hand; the right, still holding the gun, raised and rubbed across his forehead; he looked like a sleeper awakening.


    Not a sound from any one else, while Vic watched the tiny wraith of smoke jerk up from the muzzle of his revolver. Then Blondy’s gun flashed down and clanked on the floor. A red spot grew on the breast of Hansen’s shirt; now he leaned as if to pick up something, but instead, slid forward on his face. Vic stepped to him and stirred the body with his toe; it wobbled, limp.

  

  
    
      The fight

    

    There were three spots of white in the dim saloon, the faces of Stewart, Lorrimer, and old Lew Perkins, and at the feet of Vic grew a spot of red. Knowing with calm surety that no hand would lift against him even if he turned his back, he walked out the door without a word and swung into the saddle. There, for an instant, he calculated chances, for the street stretched empty before and behind with not a sound of warning stirring in the saloon. He was greatly tempted to ride to Dug Pym’s for his blanket roll and a few other traveling necessities, but he remembered that the men of Alder rose to action with astonishing speed; within five minutes a group of hard riders would be clattering up his trail with Pete Glass at their head. An unlucky Providence had sent Pete to Alder on this day of all days. There stood his redoubtable dusty roan at the hitching rack, her head low, one ear back and one flopped forward, her under lip pendulous—in a pasture full of horses one might pick her last either for stout heart or speed. Even in spite of her history Vic would have engaged Grey Molly to beat the roan at equal weights, but since he outbulked the sheriff full forty pounds, he weighed in nice balance the necessity of shooting the roan before he left Alder. It was, he decided, unpleasant but vital, and his fingers had already slid around the butt of his gun when a horse whinnied far off and the roan twitched up her head to listen. She was no longer a cloddish lump of horseflesh, but an individual, a soul; Gregg’s hand fell from his gun. Cursing his sentimental weakness, he lifted Molly into a canter down the street. Still no signs of awakening behind him or about; only little Jack Sweeney playing tag with a black-and-tan puppy, the triumphant cackle of a hen somewhere to the left; but as he neared the end of the street, where the trail swung into the rocks of the slope, a door banged far off and a voice was screaming: “Pete! Pete Glass!”


    Grey Molly switched her tail nervously at the shout, but Vic was too wise to let her waste strength hurrying up so sharp a declivity; that dusty roan whose life he had spared would be spending it prodigally to overtake him before long and Molly’s power must be husbanded. So he kept her at a quick walk by pressing the calf of one leg into her flank and turned in the saddle to watch the town sink behind him. Sometime in the vague, stupid past Marne had jog- trotted down this slope, but now he was a new man with an eye which saw all things and a gun which could not fail. Figures, singularly tiny and singularly distinct, swarmed into the street from nowhere, men on horses, men swinging into saddles; here and there the slant light of the afternoon twinkled on gun barrels, and ludicrous thin voices came piping up the hill. As he reached the nether lip of Murphy’s Pass a small cavalcade detached itself from the main mass before Captain Lorrimer’s saloon and swept down the street, first a dusty figure on a dusty horse, hardly visible; then a spot of red which must be Harry Fisher on his blood-bay, with a long-striding sorrel beside him that could carry no one except grim old Sliver Waldron. Behind these rode one with the light glinting on his silver conchos—Mat Henshaw, the town Beau Brummel —then the black Guss Reeve, and last of all “Ronicky” Joe on his pinto; “Ronicky” Joe, handy man at all things, and particularly guns. It showed how fast Pete Glass could work and how well he knew Alder, for Vic himself could not have selected five cooler fighters among the villagers or five finer mounts. The posse switched around the end of the street and darted up the hill like the curling lash of a whip.


    “Good,” said Vic Gregg. “The damn fools will wind their horses before they hit the pass.”


    He put Grey Molly into an easy trot, for the floor of the pass dipped up and down, littered with sharp-toothed rocks or treacherous, rolling ones, as bad a place for speed as a stiff upslope. According to his nicest calculation the posse could not reach the edge of the gulch before he was at the farther side, out of range of everything except a long chance shot, so he took note of things as he went and observed a spot of pale silver skirting through the brush on the eastern ridge of the gorge. There would be moonlight that night and another chance in favor of Pete Glass. He remembered then, with quiet content, that jogging in the holster was a power which with six words might stop those six pursuers.


    A long halloo came barking down the pass, now drawling out, now cut away to silence as the angling cliffs sent on the echo, and Vic loosened the rein. Grey Molly swung out with a snort of relief to a free-swinging gallop and they swept down a great, gentle slope where new grass padded the fall of her hoofs, yet even then he kept the mare checked and held her in touch with an easily playing wrist. He did not imagine that even the sheriff on the dusty roan would dream of trying to swallow up Grey Molly in a short sprint but that assurance nearly cost Vic his life. The roar of hoofs in the gulch belched out into the comparative silence of the open space beyond and just as he gave the mare her head a gun coughed and an angry humming darted past his ear.


    Molly lengthened into full speed. He could not tell on account of the muffling grass whether the pursuit was gaining or losing. He trusted blindly to the mare and when he looked back they were already pulling their mounts down to a hand gallop. That would teach them to match Molly in a sprint, roan or no roan!


    He slapped her below the withers, where the long, hard muscles rippled back and forth. She was full of running, her gallop as light as the toss of a bough in the wind, and now as he pulled her back to a swinging canter her head went high, with pricking ears. Suddenly his heart went out to her; she would run like that till she died, he knew.


    “Good girl,” he whispered huskily.


    The day was paling towards the end when he headed into the foothills of the White Mountains. He drew up Molly for a breath on a level shoulder. Already he was close to the snow line with ragged heads of white rearing above him. Far below, a pale streak of moonlight was the Asper. Then, out of that blacker night on the slopes beneath, he heard the clinking hoofs of the posse; the quiet was so perfect, the air so clear, that he even caught the chorus of straining saddle leather and then voices of men. All this time the effects of the whisky had been wearing away by imperceptible degrees and at that sound all his old self rushed back on Vic Gregg. Why, they were his friends, his partners, these voices in the night, and that clear laughter floated up from Harry Fisher who had been his bunkie at the Circle V Bar ranch three years ago. He felt an insane impulse to lean over the edge of the cliff and shout a greeting.

  

  
    
      The rifle

    

    Dawn found him over the first crest; at noon he was struggling up the slope of the second range, whose rise was not half so sharp as the upward plunge out of the Asper, but in spite of that easier ground Grey Molly could not gain. She went with shorter steps, now, and her head hung lower and lower, yet when a down stretch opened before her she went at it with a gallop as light, almost, as her race out of Murphy’s Pass. Not once had she offered to stop; not once had she winced from the labor of some sharp up-pitch; but still six horsemen hung behind her, and at their head rode a little dusty man on a little dusty roan. It was the lack of training as well as the rough going which held Molly back.


    Beyond that second range, however, the down slope stretched smoothly, evenly, for mile on mile and mile on mile; perfect going for Grey Molly over easy hills with patches of forest here and there where he might double, or where he might stop with the hunt sweeping past. All this the sheriff must have known perfectly well, for he no longer kept back with his pack of five, but skirted on ahead, hunting alone. Again and again Vic heard the little shrill whistle with which Pete Glass encouraged the roan. Vic used the spurs twice, and then he desisted from the useless brutality for Molly was doing her best and no power on earth could make her do more. After all, her best would be good enough, for now Vic looked up and his heart leaped into his throat; there was only one more rise above him, and beyond lay the easy ground and a running chance for Molly’s slender legs. Even as he raised his head something whined evilly over him, followed by a sound like two heavy hammers swung together, face to face, and shattered by the stroke. A rifle!


    He looked back, saw the roan standing broadside towards him, watched the sun waver and then flash in a straight steady line along the barrel of the sheriff’s gun. The line of light jerked up, and before the sound reached him a blow on his right shoulder sent Vic lurching forward against the pommel. Afterwards the voice of the rifle rang around him and a sharp pain twitched up and down his side, then ran tingling to his fingertips.


    It was the stunning blow which saved him, for the sheriff had the range and his third bullet would have clipped Vic between the shoulders, but Glass had seen his quarry pitch forward in the saddle and he would not waste ammunition. The thrift of his New England ancestry spoke in Pete now and then and he could only grit his teeth when he saw Vic, disappearing on the other side of the crest, straighten in the saddle; the next instant the top of the hill shielded the fugitive.


    Well and nobly, then, Grey Molly repaid all the praise, all the tenderness and care which Vic had lavished upon her in the past years, for with her legs shaking from the struggle of that last climb, with a rider who wobbled crazily in his seat, with reins hanging loose on her neck, with not even a voice to guide or to encourage her, she swept straight across the falling ground, gaining strength and courage at every stride. By the time Vic had regained his self-control and rallied a little from that first terrible falling of the heart, the dusty roan was over the crest and streaking after the game. Grey Molly gained steadily, yet even when he gathered the reins in his left hand Vic knew that the fight was done, in effect. How could he double or dodge when his own blood spotted the trail he kept, and how long could he keep the saddle with the agony which tore like saw teeth at his shoulder?


    Grey Molly plunged straight into the shadow of pine trees, and the cool gloom fell like a blessing upon Vic in his torment; it was heaven to be sheltered even for a few moments from the eyes of the posse. At the opposite edge of the wood he drew rein with a groan. Some devil had prompted Gus Reeve and some devil had poured Reeve’s horse full of strength, for yonder down the valley, not a hundred yards away, galloped a rider on a black horse; yet Vic could have sworn that when he looked back from the crest he had seen Gus riding the very last in the posse. An instant later the illusion vanished, for the black horse of Gus was never an animal such as this, never had this marvelous, long gait. Its feet flicked the earth and shot it along with a reaching stride so easy, so flowing that only the fluttered mane and the tail stretching straight behind gave token of the speed. For the rest, it carried its head high, with pricking ears, the sure sign of a horse running well within his strength, yet Grey Molly, fresh and keen for racing, could hardly have kept pace with the black as it slid over the hills. God in heaven, if such a horse were his a thousand sheriffs on a thousand dusty roans could never take him; five minutes would sweep him out of sight and reach.


    Before the horseman ran a tall dog, wolfish in head and wolfish in the gait which carried it like a cloud shadow over the ground, but it was over- large for any wolf Vic had ever seen. It turned its head now, and leaped aside at sight of the stranger, but the rider veered from his course and swept down on Vic. He came to a halt close up without either a draw at the reins or a spoken word, probably controlling his mount with pressure of the knees, and Gregg found himself facing a delicately handsome fellow. He was neither cowpuncher nor miner, Vic knew at a glance, for that face had never been haggard with labor. A tenderfoot, probably, in spite of his dress, and Vic felt that if his right arm were sound he could take that horse at the point of his gun and leave the rider thanking God that his life had been spared; but his left hand was useless on the butt of a revolver, and three minutes away came the posse, racing. There was only time for one desperate appeal.


    “Stranger,” he burst out, “I’m follered. I got to have your hoss. Take this one in exchange; it’s the best I ever threw a leg over. Here’s two hundred bucks—” he flung his wallet on the ground and swung himself out of the saddle.


    The wolfish dog, which had growled softly all this time and roughed up the hair of its neck, now slunk forward on its belly.


    “Heel, Bart!” commanded the stranger sharply, and the dog whipped about and stood away, whining with eagerness.


    The moment Gregg’s feet struck the ground his legs buckled like saplings in a wind for the long ride had sapped his strength, and the flow of blood told rapidly on him now. The hills and trees whirled around him until a lean, strong hand caught him under either armpit. The stranger stood close.


    “You could have my hoss if you could ride him,” said he. His voice was singularly unhurried and gentle. “But you’d drop out of the saddle in ten minutes. Who’s after you?”


    A voice shouted far off beyond the wood; another voice answered, nearer, and the whole soul of Gregg turned to the stallion. Grey Molly was blown, she stood now with hanging head and her flanks sunk in alarmingly at every breath, but even fresh from the pasture she was not a rag, not a straw compared to the black.


    “For God’s sake,” groaned Vic, “loan me your hoss!”


    “You couldn’t stick the saddle. Come in here out of sight; I’m going to take ’em off your trail.”


    While he spoke, he led, half carried Vic, into a thicket of shrubs with a small open space at the center. The black and the wolf-dog followed and now the stranger pulled at the bridle rein. The stallion kneeled like a trained dog, and lying thus the shrubbery was high enough to hide him. Closer, sweeping through the wood, Vic heard the crash of the pursuit, yet the other was maddeningly slow of speech.


    “You stay here, partner, and sit over there. I’m borrowin’ your gun” —a swift hand appropriated it from Vic’s holster and his own fingers were too paralyzed to resist—“and don’t you try to ride my hoss unless you want them teeth in your throat. Lie quiet and tie up your hurt. Bart, watch him!”


    And there sat Gregg where he had slipped down in his daze of weakness with the great dog crouched at his feet and snarling ominously every time he raised his hand. The voices came closer; the crashing burst on his very ears, and now, through the interstices of the shrubbery he saw the stranger swing into the saddle on Grey Molly and urge her to a gallop. He could follow them for only an instant with his eyes, but it seemed to Vic that Molly cantered under her new rider with strange ease and lightness. It was partly the rest, no doubt, and partly the smaller burden.


    A deep beat of racing hoofs, and then the dusty roan shot out of the trees close by with the sheriff leaning forward, jockeying his horse. It seemed that no living thing could escape from that relentless rider. Then right behind Vic a horse snorted and grunted—as it leaped a fallen log, perhaps —and he watched in alarm to see if the stallion would answer that sound with start or whinney. The black lay perfectly still, and instead of lifting up to answer or to look, the head lowered with ears flat back until the long, outstretched neck gave the animal a snaky appearance. The dog, too, though it showed murderous fangs whenever Vic moved, did not stir from his place, but lay flattening into the ground.


    “Cut to the right! Cut to the right, Harry!” came the voice of the sheriff, already piping from the distance as the last of the posse brushed out from the trees. “Yo hoi! Gus, take the left arroyo!”


    Two answering yells, and then the rush of hoofs fell away. They were cornering the stranger, no doubt, and Vic struggled to lift himself to his feet and watch until a faint sound from the dog made him look down. Bart lay with his haunches drawn up under him, his forepaws digging into the soft loam, his eyes demoniac. Instinctively Vic reached for his absent gun, and then, despairing, relaxed to his former position. The wolf-dog lowered his head to his paws and there remained with the eyes following each intake of Gregg’s breath. A rattle of gunshots flung back loosely from the hills, and among them Vic winced at the sound of the sheriff’s rifle, clear and ringing over the bark of the revolvers.


    Had they nailed the stranger? The firing recommenced, more faintly and prolonged, so that it was plain the posse maintained a running fusilade after the fugitive. After that fear of his own growing weakness shut out all else from the mind of Gregg as he felt his senses, his physical strength, flowing out like an ebb tide to a sea which, he knew, was death. He began to work desperately to bind up the wound and stop the flow of blood and it was fear which gave him momentary strength to tear away his shirt and then with his teeth and left hand rip it into strips. After that, heedless of the pain, he constructed a rude bandage, very clumsily, for he had to work over his shoulder. Here his teeth, once more, were almost as useful as another hand, and as the bandage grew tight the deadly, warm trickle along his side lessened and his fingers fell away from the last knot. He fainted.

  

  
    
      Joan disobeys

    

    What he next knew was a fire of agony that wrapped his whole body and consciousness flashed back on him. Strong arms lifted him up, up; above him he sensed the eyes of his torturer, dim in moonlight, and he beat his clubbed left fist into that face. After that he knew he was being dragged onto a saddle, but a wave of pain rushed up his side and numbed his brain. Thereafter his senses returned by fits and starts, vaguely. Once he felt a steel cable that girdled his waist and breast and held him erect, though his head flopped back and forth; once his eyes opened and above him glittered the bright field of stars towards which he drifted through space, a mind without a body; once a stab of torment wakened him enough to hear: “Easy Satan; watch them stones. One more jolt like that will send him clear to—” And the voice glided into an eternity of distance. Yet again he swung tip from the pit of darkness and became aware of golden hair around a woman’s face, and a marvelous soft, cool hand upon his forehead. Her voice reached him, too, and made him think of all things musical, all things distant, like the sounds of birds falling from the sky and though he understood not a syllable, a sweet assurance of safety flooded through him. He slept.


    When he woke again, it was from a dream of fleeing through empty air swifter than the wind with a wolf-dog looming behind him out of space, but presently he found that he was lying in a bed with a stream of sunlight washing across a white coverlet. A door at his right swung open and there in the entrance stood the wolf-dog of his vision with a five-year-old girl upon its back.


    “Don’t go in there, Bart!” whispered the child. “Go on back!”


    She took one of those pointed wolf-ears in her chubby fist and tugged to swing him around, but Bart, with a speed which the eye could not follow, twisted his head and the rows of great teeth closed over her hand. It was so horrible that the cry froze in the throat of Gregg, yet the child, with only a little murmur of anger, reached over with her other hand and caught the wolf by the nose.


    “Bad Bart!” she whispered, and raised the hand which he instantly released. White marks showed on the pudgy tan. “Bad dog!” she repeated, and beat his neck with an impotent little fist. The wolf-dog cringed, and turned from the door.


    “Come in,” invited Gregg. He was surprised to find his voice thin, apt to swing up to a high pitch beyond his control. A shower of golden curls tossed away from her face as she looked to him. “Oh!” she cried, still with a guarded voice. She leaned far over, one hand buried in the ruff of Bart’s neck to secure her balance, and with the other she laid hold of his right ear and drew him around facing the door once more. This time he showed his teeth but submitted, only twitching the ear back and forth a time or two when she relaxed her hold.


    “Come in,” repeated Gregg.


    She canted her head to one side and considered him with fearless blue eyes.


    “I want to,” she sighed.


    “Why can’t you, honey?”


    “Munner says no.”


    He attempted to turn further towards her, but the pain in his right shoulder prevented. He found that his arm was bandaged to the elbow and held close to his side by a complex swathing.


    “Who is your mother?” asked Vic.


    “Munner?” she repeated, frowning in wonder. “Why, munner is—my munner.”


    “Oh,” smiled he, “and who’s your pa?”


    “What?”


    “Who’s your father? Who’s your dad?”


    “Daddy Dan. You ask a lot of things,” she added, disapprovingly.


    “Come on in,” pleaded Vic Gregg, “and I won’t ask nothin’ more about you.”


    “Munner says no,” she repeated.


    She employed the moment of indecision by plucking at the hair of Bart’s shoulders; he growled softly, terribly, but she paid not the slightest heed.


    “Your mother won’t care,” asserted Vic.


    “I know,” she nodded, “but Daddy will.”


    “Spanking?”


    She looked blankly at him.


    “What will he do, then, if you come in to see me?”


    “He’ll look at me.” She grew breathless at the thought, and cast a guilty glance over her shoulder.


    “Honey,” chuckled Gregg, weakly, “I’ll take all the blame. Just you come along in and he’ll do his lookin’ at me.”


    He thought of the slender fellow who had rescued him and his large, gentle brown eyes, but to a child even those mild eyes might seem terrible with authority.


    “Will you, true?” said the child, wistfully.


    “Honest and true.”


    “All right.” She made up her mind instantly, her face shining with excitement. “Giddap, Bart.” And she thumped the wolf-dog vigorously with her heels.


    He carried her in with a few gliding steps, soundless, except for the light rattle of claws on the floor, but he stopped well out of reach of the bed and when Vic held his left hand as far as he could across his chest, Bart winced and gave harsh warning. Vic had seen vicious dogs in his day, seen them fighting, seen them playing, but he had never heard one of them growl like this. The upper lips of the animal twitched dangerously back and the sound came from the very depths of his body. It made the flesh crawl along Vic’s back; one rip of those great teeth could tear a man’s throat open. The child thudded her heels against the ribs of Bart again.


    “Giddap!” she cried.


    The wolf-dog shuddered but would not budge an inch.


    “Naughty Bart!” She slipped off to the floor. “I’ll make him come,” she said.


    “If it’s the same to you,” said Vic, rather hastily, “I’d just as soon he stayed where he is.”


    “He’s got to do what I want,” she answered. She shook a tiny forefinger at him. “Bart, you just come here!”


    The dog turned his blazing eyes on her and replied with a growl that shook his sides.


    “Stop!” she ordered, and struck him sharply on the nose. He blinked and lowered his head under the blow, but though the snarling stopped his teeth flashed. She caught him by both jowls and tugged him forward.


    “Let him be!” urged Vic.


    “He’s got to come!”


    And come he did, step by halting step, while she hauled him, and now the snarling hoarse intakes of breath filled the room. Once she moved a little to one side and Vic caught the glint of two eyes, red-stained, which were fixed undeviatingly upon her face. Mixed with Vic’s alarm at the great fighting beast was a peculiar uneasiness, for there was something uncanny in the determination, the fearlessness of this infant. When she stepped away the wolf- dog stood trembling visibly but his eyes were still not upon the man he hated or feared to approach but upon the child’s face.


    “Can you pat him now?” she asked, not for an instant turning to Gregg.


    “No, but it’s close enough,” he assured her. “I don’t want him any closer.”


    “He’s got to come.” She stamped. “Bart, you come here!”


    He flinched forward, an inch. “Bart!” Her hands were clenched and her little body quivered with resolution; the snake-like head came to the very edge of the bed.


    “Now pat him!” she commanded.


    By very unpleasant degrees, Vic stretched his hand towards that growling menace.


    “He’ll take my arm off,” he complained. Shame kept him from utterly refusing the risk.


    “He won’t bite you one bit,” declared the child. “But I’ll hold his nose if you’re afraid.” And instantly she clasped the pointed muzzle between her hands.


    Even when Vic’s hand hovered above his head Bart had no eye for him, could not divert his gaze from the face of the child. Once, twice and again, delicately as one might handle bubbles, Gregg touched that scarred forehead.


    “I made him come, didn’t I?” she cried in triumph, and turned a tense little face towards Vic, but the instant her eyes moved the wolf-dog leaped away half the width of the room, and stood shivering, more devilish than ever. She stamped again.


    “Bad, bad, bad Bart,” she said angrily. “Shall I make him come again?”


    “Leave him be,” muttered Vic, closing his eyes. “Leave him be where he is. I don’t want him.”


    “Oh,” she said, “it’s hard to make him do things, sometimes. But Daddy Dan can make him do anything.”


    “Humph!” grunted Vic. He was remembering how, at the master’s order, Bart had crouched at his feet in the wood, an unchained murderer hungrily waiting for an excuse to kill. There was something very odd about the people of this house; and it would be a long time before he rid himself of the impression of the cold, steady eyes which had flashed up to him a moment before out of that baby face.


    “Joan!” called a voice from beyond, and the soft fiber of it made Vic certain that it belonged to the rider of the black stallion. The little girl ran a step towards the door, and then stopped and shrank back against the bed.


    “If you’re afraid your Dad’ll find you here,” said Vic, “just you run along.”


    She was nervously twisting her hands in her dress.


    “Daddy Dan’ll know,” she whispered without turning. “And—and —he won’t let me be afraid—-even of him!”


    A small hand slipped up, fumbled a bit, found the thumb of Vic Gregg, and closed softly over it. With this to steady her, she waited, facing the door.

  

  
    
      Discipline

    

    A light step crossed the outer room, with something peculiar in its lightness, as if the heel were not touching the floor, with the effect of the padded fall of the feet of some great cat; there was both softness and the sense of weight. First the wolf-dog pricked his ears and turned towards the door, the pudgy fist closed convulsively over Vic’s thumb, and then his rescuer stood in the entrance.


    “Hello, partner,” called Vic. “I got company, you see. The door blew open and I asked your little girl in.”


    “I told you not to come here,” said the other. Vic felt the child tremble, but there was no burst of excuses.


    “She didn’t want to come,” he urged. “But I kep’ on askin’ her.”


    The emotionless eye of “Daddy Dan” held upon Joan. “I told you not to come,” he said. Joan swallowed in mute agony, and the wolf-dog slipped to the side of the master and licked his hand as though in dumb intercession. The blood ran coldly in the veins of Gregg, as if he saw a fist raised to strike the little girl.


    “You go out.”


    She went swiftly, at that, sidled past her father with her eyes lifted, fascinated, and so out the door where she paused an instant to flash back a wistful appeal. Nothing but silence, and then her feet pattering off into the outer room.


    “Maybe you better go keep her company, Bart,” said the father, and at this sign of relenting Vic felt his tensed muscles relaxing; the wolf whined softly and glided through the door.


    “You feeling better?”


    “Like a hoss off green feed. I been lyin’ here drinkin’ up the sunshine.”


    The other stood beside the open window and there he canted his head, his glance far off and intent.


    “D’you hear?” he asked, turning sharply.


    There was a fierce eagerness in his face.


    “Hear what?”


    “It’s spring,” he murmured, without answering more directly than this, and Vic felt that the other had changed again, grown understandable. Nevertheless, the shock of that sudden alteration at the window kept him watching his host with breathless interest. Whatever it was that the strange fellow heard, a light had gleamed in his eyes for a moment. As he sauntered back towards the bed just a trace of it lingered about him, a hint of sternness.


    “Spring?” answered Gregg. “Yep, I smelled spring a few days back and I started out to find some action. You can see for yourself that I found it, partner.” He stirred, uneasily, but it was necessary that the story should be told lest it reach the ears of this man from another source. It was one thing to shelter a fugitive from justice whose crime was unknown, perhaps trifling, but it might be quite another story if this gentle, singular man learned that his guest was a new-made murderer. Better that he should learn the tale now and form his prejudices in favor of Gregg. “I’ll tell you the whole story,” he began.


    But the other shrugged his shoulders.


    “You leave the story be,” he said, and there was something in the quiet firmness of his manner which made it impossible for Vic to continue. “You’re here and you’re hurt and you need a pile of rest. That’s about enough story for me.”


    Vic put himself swiftly in the place of the other. Suppose that he and Betty Neal should have a cabin off in the mountains like this, how would they receive a wounded fugitive from justice? As unquestioningly as this? In a surge of gratitude he looked mistily towards his host.


    “Stranger,” he said, “you’re white. Damned white. That’s all. My name’s Vic Gregg and I come from—”


    “Thanks,” cut in the other. “I’m glad to know your name but in case anybody might be askin’ me I wouldn’t care to know where you come from.” He smiled. “I’m Dan Barry.”


    It had to be a left-handed shake on the part of Vic, a thing of which he often thought in the days that followed, but now he sent his memory hunting.


    “Seems like I’ve heard your name before,” he murmured. “I dunno where. Were you ever around Alder, Barry?”


    “No.” His manner suggested that the topic might as well be closed. He reached over and dropped his hand lightly on the forehead of Vic. A tingling current flowed from it into the brain of the wounded man. “Your blood’s still a bit hot,” he added. “Lie quiet and don’t even think. You’re safe here. They ain’t a thing goin’ to get at you. Not a thing. You’ll stay till you get ready to leave. S’long. I’ll see that you get something to eat.”


    He went out with that unusual, padding step which Vic had noticed before and closed the door softly behind him. In spite of that barrier Gregg could hear the noises from the next room quite clearly, as some one brought in wood and dropped it on a stone hearth, rattling. He fell into a pleasant doze, just stretching his body now and then to enjoy the coolness of the sheets, the delicious sense of being cared for and the returning strength in his muscles. Through that haze he heard voices, presently, which called him back to wakefulness.


    “That ought to be good for him. Take it in, Kate.”


    “I shall. Dan, what has Joan done?”


    “She went in there. I told her to leave him alone.”


    “But she says he asked her to come in—said he would take the blame.”


    “I told her not to go.”


    “Poor baby! She’s outside, now, weeping her eyes out on Bart’s shoulder and he’s trying to comfort her.”


    It was purer English than Vic was accustomed to hear even from his schoolmistress, but more than the words, the voice surprised him, the low, controlled voice of a woman of gentle blood. He turned his head and looked out the window, baffled. Far above, shooting out of sight, went the slope of a mountain, a cliff shining in the slant sun of the afternoon here, a tumbled slide of rocks and debris there, and over the shoulder of this mountain he saw white-headed monsters stepping back in range beyond range. Why should a girl of refinement choose the isolation of such a place as this for her home? It was not the only strange thing about this household, however, and he would dismiss conjectures until he was once more on his feet.


    She was saying: “Won’t you speak to her now?”


    A little pause. Then: “No, not until evenin’.”


    “Please, Dan.”


    “She’s got to learn.”


    A little exclamation of unhappiness and then the door moved open; Vic found himself looking up to the face with the golden hair which he remembered out of his nightmare. She nodded to him cheerily.


    “I’m so happy that you’re better,” she said. “Dan says that the fever is nearly gone.” She rested a large tray she carried on the foot of the bed and Vic discovered, to his great content, that it was not hard to meet her eyes. Usually girls embarrassed him, but he recognized so much of Joan in the features of the mother that he felt well acquainted at once. Motherhood, surely, sat as lightly on her shoulders as fatherhood did on Dan Barry, yet he felt a great pity as he looked at her, this flowerlike beauty lost in the rocks and snow with only one man near her. She was like music played without an audience except senseless things.


    “Yep, I’m a lot better,” he answered, “but it sure makes me terrible sorry, ma’am, that I got your little girl in trouble. Mostly, it was my fault.”


    She waved away all need of apology.


    “Don’t think an instant about that, Mr. Gregg. Joan needs a great deal of disciplining.” She laughed a little. “She has so much of her father in her, you see. Now, are you strong enough to lift yourself higher in the pillows?”


    They managed it between them, for he was weaker than he thought and when he was padded into position with cushions she laid the tray across his knees. His head swam at sight of it. Forty-eight hours of fasting had sharpened his appetite, and the loaded tray whetted a razor edge, for a great bowl of broth steamed forth an exquisite fragrance on one side and beside it she lifted a napkin to let him peek at a slice of venison steak. Then there was butter, yellow as the gold for which he had been digging all winter, and real cream for his coffee—a whole pitcher of it—and snowy bread. Best of all, she did not stay to embarrass him with her watching while he ate, since above all things in the world a hungry man hates observation when the board is spread.


    Afterwards, consuming sleep rippled over him from his feet to his eyes to his brain. He partially roused when the tray was removed, and the pillows slipped from under his back, but with a vague understanding that expert hands were setting the bed in order his senses fled once more.


    Hours and hours later he opened his eyes in utter darkness with a thin, sweet voice still ringing in his ears. He could not place himself until he turned his head and saw a meager, broken, rectangular line of light which was the door, and immediately afterwards the voice cried: “Oh, Daddy Dan! And what did the wolf do then?”


    “I’m comin’ to that, Joan, but don’t you talk about wolves so loud or old Black Bart’ll think you’re talkin’ about him. See him lookin’ at you now?”


    “But please go on. I won’t say one little word.”


    The man’s voice began again, softly, so that not a word was audible to Gregg; he heard the crackle of burning logs upon the hearth; saw the rectangle of light flicker; caught a faint scent of wood smoke, and then he slept once more.

  

  
    
      The long arm of the law

    

    From the first the wound healed rapidly, for Vic’s blood was perfectly pure, the mountain air a tonic which strengthened him, and his food and care of the best. The high-powered rifle bullet whipped cleanly through his shoulder, breaking no bone and tearing no ligament, and the flesh closed swiftly. Even Vic’s mind carried no burden to oppress him in care for the future or regret for the past, for if he occasionally remembered the limp body of Hansen on the floor of Captain Lorrimer’s saloon he could shrug the picture into oblivion. It had been fair fight, man to man, with all the odds in favor of Blondy, who had been allowed to pull his gun first. If Vic thought about the future at all, it was with a blind confidence that some time and in some unrevealed way he would get back to Alder and marry Betty Neal. In the meantime, as the days of the spring went mildly by, he was up and about and very soon there was only a little stiffness in his right arm to remind him of Pete Glass and the dusty roan.


    He spent most of his time close to the cabin, for though he had forgotten the world there was no decisive proof that the world would forget him half so easily; that was not the way of the sheriff. He had been known to spend years in the hunt for a single misdoer and Vic had no care to wander out where he might be seen. Besides, it was very pleasant about the cabin. The house itself was built solidly, roomily, out of logs hewn on the timbered slopes above and dragged down to this little plateau. Three mountains, to the north, south and west, rolled back and up, cutting away the sunlight in the early afternoon, but at this point the quick slopes put out shoulders and made, among them, a comfortable bit of rolling ground, deep soiled and fertile. Here, so Kate Barry assured him, the wild flowers came even earlier than they did in the valley so far below them, and to be sure when Vic first walked from the house he found the meadow aflame with color except for the space covered by the truck-garden and the corral. In that enclosure he found Grey Molly fenced away from the black with several other horses of commoner blood, for the stallion, he learned, recognized no fraternity of horseflesh, but killed what he could reach. Grey Molly was quite recovered from her long run, and she greeted him in her familiar way, with ears flattened viciously.


    He might have stayed on here quite happily for any space of time, but more and more Vic felt that he was an intruder; he sensed it, rather than received a hint of word or eye. In the first place the three were complete in themselves, a triangle of happiness without need of another member for variety or interest. It was plain at a glance that the girl was whole-heartedly happy, and whatever incongruity lay between her and these rough mountains he began to understand that her love for Barry and the child made ample amends. As for the other two, he always thought of them in the same instant, for if the child had her eyes and her hair from her mother, she had her nature from the man. They were together constantly, on walks up the mountain, when she rode Black Bart up the steep places: on dips into the valley, when he carried her before him on the stallion. She had the same soft voice, the same quick, furtive ways, the same soundless laughter, at times; and when Barry sat in the evening, as he often did for hours, staring at empty air, she would climb on his knee, place his unresisting arm around her, and she looking up into his face, sharing his silences. Sometimes Vic wondered if the young mother were not troubled, made a little jealous by this perfect companionship, but he never found a trace of it. It was she, finally, who made him determine to leave as soon as his shoulder muscles moved with perfect freedom, for as the days slipped past he felt that she grew more and more uneasy, and her eyes had a way of going from him to her husband as though she believed their guest a constant danger to Barry. Indeed, to some small extent he was a danger, for the law might deal hardly with a man who took a fugitive out of the very grip of its hand.


    By a rather ironical chance, on the very morning when he decided that he must start his journey the next day but one, Vic learned that he must not linger even so long as that. Pete Glass and the law had not forgotten him, indeed, nearly so well as he had forgotten the law and Pete Glass, for as he sat in his room filling a pipe after breakfast the voice of Barry called him out, and he found his host among the rocks which rimmed the southern end of the plateau, in front of the house. To the north the ground fell away smoothly, rolled down to the side of the mountain, and then dipped easily to the valley —the only direction from which the cabin was accessible, though here the grade was possible for a buckboard. To the south the plateau ended in a drop that angled sharply down, almost a cliff in places, and from this point of vantage the eye carried nameless miles down the river.


    “Are them friends of yours?” asked Dan Barry, as he stood among those rocks. “Take a long look.” And he handed a strong pair of field glasses to Gregg.


    The latter peered over the dizzy edge. Down there, in the very act of fording the river to get to their side of it, he marked five horsemen— no, six, for he almost missed the leader of the troop, a dusty figure which melted into the background. All the terror of the first flight rushed back on Vic. He stood palsied, not in fear of that posse but at the very thought of pursuit.


    “There’s only one way,” he stammered at length. “I’ll—Dan, give me a hand to get a saddle on Grey Molly and I’ll laugh at ’em yet. Damn ’em!”


    “What you goin’ to do?” It was the same unhurried voice which had spoken to Vic on the day of the rescue and it irritated him in the same manner now. Kate had come running from the house with her apron fluttering.


    “I’m going down that slope to the north,” said Vic, “and I’ll get by ’em hell-bent-for-election. Once I show my heels to that lot they’re done!”


    He talked as much to restore his courage as from, confidence, for if the posse sighted him going down that slope on the gray it would take a super- horseman and a super-horse to escape before they closed the gap. Barry considered the situation with a new gleam in his eye.


    “Wait a minute,” he said, as Vic started towards the corral. “That way you got planned is a good way—to die. You listen to me.”


    But here Kate broke in on them. “Dan, what are you going to do?”


    “I’m going to take the gray and go down the slope. I’m going to lead ’em off Vic’s trail,” said Barry quietly, but it seemed to Vic that he avoided his wife’s eye.


    The voice of Betty Neal, Vic knew, would have risen shrill at a time like this. Kate spoke even more low than usual, but there was a thing in her voice that struck a tremor through Gregg. “If it’s death for him, what is it for you?”


    “Nothing at all. If they see me and head for me before the way’s clear, I’ll let ’em come up and see they have the wrong man. If I get the chance, I’ll lead ’em away. And Vic, you’ll hit between those two mountains—see ’em? —and cut across country. No hoss could carry you there, except Satan, and you couldn’t ride him. You’ll have to go on foot but they’ll never look for you on that side. When you get to the easygoin’, down in the valley, buy a hoss and hit for the railroad.”


    Kate turned on Vic, trembling. “Are you going to let him do it?” she asked. “Are you going to let him do it, again?”


    He had seen a certain promise of escape held before him the moment before, but pride made him throw that certainty away.


    “Not in a million years,” he answered.”


    “You’ll do what I say, and you’ll start now. I got a better idea than that. If you head just over the side of that north mountain you’ll find a path that a hoss can follow. It won’t take you clear away from them down below, but there ain’t a chance in ten that they’ll come that way. Take my old brown hoss with the white face. He’ll carry you safe.”


    Vic hesitated. The fierce eyes of Kate were on him and with all his soul he wanted to play the man, but liberty was sweet, sweeter than ever to Vic. She seemed to give him up as he stood there with his heart, in his throat; she turned back to Barry.


    “Dan!” she pleaded.


    She had not touched him, but he made a vague gesture as though brushing away a restraining hand. She cried: “If you come close to them—if, they start shooting—you might want to fight back—”


    “They shot before,” he answered, “and I didn’t fire once.”


    “But the second time?”


    To be sure, there would be danger in it, but as Barry himself had said, if the way was closed to him he could surrender to them, and they could not harm him. Vic tried in vain to understand this overmastering terror in the girl, for she seemed more afraid of what Dan might do to the posse than what the posse might do to Dan.


    “This ain’t a day for fightin’,” said Dan, and he waved towards the mountains. It was one of those misty spring days when the sun raises a vapor from the earth and the clouds blow low around the upper peaks; every ravine was poured full of blue shadow, and even high up the slopes, where patches of snow had melted, grass glimmered, a tender green among the white. “This ain’t a day for fighting,” he repeated.


    A shrill, quavering neigh, like the whinney of a galloping horse, rang from beyond the house, and Vic saw the black stallion racing up and down his corral. Back and forth he wove, then raced straight for the bars, flashed above them, and stood free beyond, with the sunshine trembling on him. He seemed to pause, wondering what to do with his new freedom, then he came at a loose gallop for the master. Not Satan alone, for now Black Bart slid across the plateau like a shadow, weaving among the boulders, and came straight towards Barry. Vic himself felt a change, a sort of uneasy happiness; he breathed it with the air. The very sunlight was electric. He saw Kate run close to Barry.


    “If you go this time, you’ll never come back, Dan!”


    The black stallion swung up beside them, and as he halted his hoofs knocked a rattling spray of pebbles ahead. On the other side of the woman and the man the wolf-dog ran uneasily here and there, trying to watch the face of the master which Kate obscured.


    “I ain’t goin’ far. I just want to get a hoss runnin’ under me enough to cut a wind.”


    “Even Satan and Bart feel what I feel. They came without being called. They never do that unless there’s danger ahead. What can I do to convince you? Dan, you’ll drive me mad!”


    He made no answer, and if the girl wished him to stay now seemed the time for persuasion; but she gave up the argument suddenly. She turned away, and Vic saw in her face the same desperate, helpless look as that of a boy who cannot swim, beyond his depth in the river. There was no sign of tears; they might come afterwards.


    What had come over them? This desperation in Kate, this touch of anxiety in the very horse and the wolf-dog? Vic forgot his own danger while he stared and it seemed to him that the spark of change had come from Barry. There was something in his eyes which Vic found hard to meet.


    “The moment you came I knew you brought bad luck with you!” cried Kate. “He brought you in bleeding. He saved you and came in with blood on his hands and I guessed at the end. Oh, I wish you—”


    “Kate!” broke in Barry.


    She dropped upon one of the stones and buried her face in her hands and Dan paid no more attention to her.


    “Hurry up,” he said. “They’re across the river.”


    And Vic gave up the struggle, for the tears of Kate made him think of Betty Neal and he followed Dan towards the corral. Around them the stallion ran like a hunting dog eager to be off.

  

  
    
      One trail ends

    

    “You can trust Grey Molly to me, Vic,” said Dan, standing at the head of the gray mare. “I’ll keep her as safe as if she was Satan.”


    Gregg watched her almost sadly. He had always taken a rather childish pride in her fierceness. She knew him as a dog knows its master and he had always been the only one who could handle her readily in the saddle. But one who knew nothing of horses and their ways could see the entente which had been instantly established between Barry and Grey Molly. When he spoke her ears pricked. When he raised his hand she stretched her nose inquisitively.


    There was no pitch in her when Barry swung into the saddle and that was a thing without precedent in Molly’s history. She tried none of her usual catlike side-steps and throwing of the head. Altogether, Vic was troubled even as he would have been at the sight of Betty Neal in the arms of another man. It was desertion.


    “Dan,” he said, “I know what you’ve done for me and I know what you’re doin’ now.” He took the slender hand of the other in his big paw.


    “If the time comes when I can pay you back, so help me God—”


    “Oaths don’t do no good,” cut in Barry without a trace of emotion. He added frankly: “It ain’t altogether for your sake. Those gents down there have played tag once with me and now I’d like to play with them. Molly’s fresh today.”


    He was already looking over his shoulder while he spoke; as if his mind were even then at work upon the posse.


    “S’long.”


    “S’long, partner. Good luck.”


    So they parted and Vic, jogging slowly up the steep path, saw Grey Molly wheeled and sent at a sweeping gallop over the meadow. His heart leaped jealously and the next moment went out in a flood of gratitude, admiration, as Barry swung off the shoulder of the mountain, waved his hat towards Kate, and dipped at once out of sight.


    The shelving ground along which Barry rode sometimes was a broad surface like a spacious, graded road; again it shelved away and opened a view of all the valley. When he reached the first of these places the rider looked back and down and saw the posse skirting rapidly on his side of the river, behind him and close to the cliff. They rode at an easy lope, and he could see that their heads were bent to watch the ground. Even at this casual gait they would reach the point at which he and the gray must swing onto the floor of the valley before him unless he urged Molly to top speed. He must get there at a sufficient distance from them to escape close rifle fire, and certainly beyond point-blank revolver range. Accordingly he threw his weight more into the stirrups and over the withers of the mare. This brought greater poundage on her forehand and made her apt to stumble or actually miss her step, but it increased her running power.


    There was no need of a touch of the spurs. The gathering of the reins seemed to tell Molly everything. One ear flickered back, then she leaped out at full speed. It was as though the mind of the man had sent an electric current down the reins and told her his thought. Now she floundered at her foot, struck a loose stone, now she veered sharply and wide to escape a boulder, now she cleared a gulley with a long leap, and riding high as he was, bent forward out of balance to escape observation from below. It was only a miracle of horsemanship that kept her from breaking her neck as they lurched down the pitch. Grey Molly seemed to be carrying no weight, only a clinging intelligence.


    At this speed he was sure to reach the valley safely in front unless the posse caught sight of him on the way and gave chase, and Barry counted on that instinct in hunting men which makes them keep their eyes low—the same sense which leads a searcher to look first under the bed and last of all at the wall and ceiling. Once more, as he neared his goal, he looked back and down, and there came the six horsemen, their quirts swinging, their hat-brims blown straight up they raced at full speed. They had seen the gray and they rode for blood.


    The outstretched neck of Grey Molly, her flattened ears, the rapid clangor of her hoofs on the rocks, seemed to indicate that she already was doing her uttermost, but after the glimpse of the pursuit, Barry crouched a little lower, his hand gathering the reins just behind her head, his voice was near her, speaking softly, quickly. She responded with a snort of effort, as though she realized the danger and willingly accepted it. One ear, as she rushed down the slope, was pricked and one flagged back to the guiding, strengthening voice of the rider.


    The path wound in leisurely curves now, but there was a straight cut down a slide of gravel, a dangerous slope even in firm ground, a terrible angle with those loose pebbles underfoot. Yet this was a time for chance-taking. Already the dusty man on the roan rode with his revolver balanced for the snap shot. The next instant his gun swung down, he actually reined up in astonishment. The fugitive had flung himself far back against the cantle and sent Grey Molly at the slide. It was not a matter of running as the mare shot over the brink. Molly sat back on her haunches, braced her forelegs, and went down like an avalanche. Over the rush and roar of the pebbles, over the yell of wonder from the pursuers, she heard the voice of her rider, a clear and steady voice, and the tautened reins telegraphed to her bewildered mind the wish of the man. She struck the level with stunning force, toppled, nearly fell, and then straightened along her course in a staggering gallop. Started from its nice balance by the rush of stones they loosened, a ten-ton rock came toppling after, leaped up from the valley floor like a live thing, and then thundered away towards the river.


    Grey Molly, finding her legs once more, tried the level going. She had beaten the same horses before under the crushing impost of Gregg’s weight. With this lighter rider who clung like a part of her, who gave perfectly to the rhythm of her gallop, she fairly walked away from the posse. Once, twice and again the gun spoke from the hand of Pete Glass, but it was the taking of a long last chance rather than a sign of closing on his chase. In ten minutes Grey Molly dipped out of sight among the hills.


    After the first hour Barry could have cut away across country with little fear of discovery from the sheriff, but he was in no hurry to escape. Sometimes he dismounted and looked to his cinches and talked to the horse. Grey Molly listened with pricking ears and often canted her head to one side as though she strove to understand the game.


    It was a new and singular pleasure to Barry. He was accustomed to the exhaustless, elastic strength of Satan, with the cunning brain of a beast of prey and the speed of an antelope. On the black horse he could have ridden circles around that posse all day. But Grey Molly was a different problem. She was not a force to be simply directed and controlled. She was something to be helped. Her very weakness, compared with the stallion, appealed to him. And it was a thrilling pleasure to feel his power over her grow until she, also, seemed to have entered the game.


    A game it was, as he had said to Vic when they parted, with the rather essential difference that in this pastime one was tagged with a forty-five caliber chunk of lead and was quite apt to remain “it” for the remainder of eternity. Barry dropped further and further back towards the posse. The danger fascinated him. Once he whistled high and shrill as a hawk’s scream from the top of a bluff while the posse labored through a ravine below. He saw the guns flash out, and waited. He heard the sing of the bullets around him, and the splashing lead on a solid-rock face just beneath him; he listened till the deep echoes spoke from the gulch, then waved his hat and disappeared.


    This was almost defeating the purpose of his play for if he came that close again they would probably make out that they were following a decoy. Accordingly, since he had now drawn them well away from Vic’s line of escape, he turned his back reluctantly on the posse and struck across the hills.


    He kept on for the better part of an hour before he doubled and swung in a wide circle towards his cabin. He had laid out a course which the wise sheriff could follow until dark and be none the wiser; and if Pete Glass were the finest trailer who ever studied sign and would never be able to read the tokens of the return ride. Accordingly, with all this well in mind, he brought Grey Molly to a full halt and gazed around, utterly stunned by surprise, when, half way up the valley, a rifle spoke small but sharp from one side, and a bullet clipped the rocks not the length of the horse away. He understood. When he cut straightaway across the country he had indeed left a baffling trail, a trail so dim, in fact, that Pete Glass had wisely given it up and taken the long chance by cutting back to the point at which the hunt began. So their paths crossed.


    Barry spoke sharply to the mare and loosed the reins, but she started into a full gallop too late. There came a brief hum, a thudding blow, and Grey Molly pitched forward.

  

  
    
      A new trail begins

    

    If he had been an ordinary rider, sitting heavily far back in the saddle, at the end of a long ride, Barry would either have been flung clear and smashed horribly against the rocks, or, more likely, he would have been entangled in the stirrups and crushed to death instantly by the weight of his horse; but he rode always lightly poised and when the mare pitched forward his feet were already clear of the stirrups. He landed, catlike, on hands and feet, unhurt.


    It had been a long shot, a lucky hit even for a marksman of the sheriff’s caliber, and now the six horsemen streamed over a distant hilltop and swept into the valley to take their quarry dead, or half dead, from his fall. However, that approaching danger was nothing in the eye of Barry. He ran to the fallen mare and caught her head in his arms. She ceased her struggles to rise as soon as he touched her and whinneyed softly. The left foreleg lay twisted horribly beneath her, broken. Grey Molly had run her last race, and as Barry kneeled, holding the brave head close to him, he groaned, and looked away from her eyes. It was only an instant of weakness, and when he turned to her again he was drawing his gun from its holster.


    The beating hoofs of the posse as they raced towards him made a growing murmur through the clear air. Barry glanced towards them with a consummate loathing. They had killed a horse to stop a man, and to him it was more than murder. What harm had she done them except to carry her rider bravely and well? The tears of rage and sorrow which a child sheds welled into the eyes of Dan Barry. Every one of them had a hand in this horrible killing; was, to that half animal and half-childish nature, a murderer.


    His chin was on his shoulder; the quiver of pain in her nostrils ended as he spoke; and while the fingers of his left hand trailed caressingly across her forehead, his right carried the muzzle to her temple.


    “Brave Molly, good girl,” he whispered, “they’ll pay for you a death for a death and a man for a hoss.” The yellow which had glinted in his eyes during the run was afire now. “It ain’t far; only a step to go; and then you’ll be where they ain’t any saddles, nor any spurs to gall you, Molly, but just pastures that’s green all year, and nothin’ to do but loaf in the sun and smell the wind. Here’s good luck to you, girl.”


    His gun spoke sharp and short and he laid the limp head reverently on the ground.


    It had all happened in very few seconds, and the posse was riding through the river, still a long shot off, when Barry drew his rifle from its case on the saddle. Moreover, the failing light which had made the sheriff’s hit so much a matter of luck was now still dimmer, yet Barry snapped his gun to the shoulder and fired the instant the butt lay in the grove. For another moment nothing changed in the appearance of the riders, then a man leaned out of his saddle and fell full length in the water.


    Around him his companions floundered, lifted and placed him on the bank, and then threw themselves from their horses to take shelter behind the first rocks they could find; they had no wish to take chances with a man who could snap-shoot like this in such a light, at such a distance. By the time they were in position their quarry had slipped out of sight and they had only the blackening boulders for targets.


    “God amighty,” cried Ronicky Joe, “are you goin’ to let that murderin’ hound-dog get clear off, Pete? Boys, who’s with me for a run at him?”


    For it was Harry Fisher who had fallen and lay now on the wet bank with his arms flung wide and a red spot rimmed with purple in the center of his forehead; and Fisher was Ronicky Joe’s partner.


    “You lay where you are,” commanded the sheriff, and indeed there had been no rousing response to Ronicky Joe’s appeal.


    “You yaller quitters,” groaned Joe. “Give me a square chance and I’ll tackle Vic Gregg alone day or night, on hoss or on foot. Are we five goin’ to lay down to him?”


    “If that was Vic Gregg,” answered the sheriff, slipping over the insult with perfect calm, “I wouldn’t of told you to scatter for cover; but that ain’t Vic.”


    “Pete, what in hell are you drivin’ at?”


    “I say it ain’t Vic,” said the sheriff. “Vic is a good man with a hoss and a good man with a gun, but he couldn’t never ride like the gent over there in the rocks, and he couldn’t shoot like him.”


    He pointed, in confirmation, at the body of Harry Fisher.


    “You can rush that hill if you want, but speakin’ personal, I ain’t ready to die.”


    A thoughtful silence held the others until Sliver Waldron broke it with his deep bass. “You ain’t far off, Pete. I done some thinkin’ along them lines when I seen him standin’ up there over the arroyo wavin’ his hat at the bullets. Vic didn’t never have the guts for that.”


    All the lower valley was gray, dark in comparison with the bright peaks above it, before the sheriff rose from his place and led the posse towards the body of Grey Molly. There they found as much confirmation of Pete’s theory as they needed, for Vic’s silver-mounted saddle was known to all of them, and this was a plain affair which they found on the dead horse. Waldron pushed back his hat to scratch his head.


    “Look at them eyes, boys,” he suggested. “Molly has been beatin’ us all day and she looks like she’s fightin’ us still.”


    The sheriff was not a man of very many words, and surely of little sentiment; perhaps it was the heat of the long chase which now made him take off his hat so that the air could reach his sweaty forehead. “Gents,” he said, “she lived game and she died game. But they ain’t no use of wastin’ that saddle. Take it off.”


    And that was Grey Molly’s epitaph.


    They decided to head straight back for the nearest town with the body of Harry Fisher, and, fagged by the desperate riding of that day, they let their horses go with loose rein, at a walk. Darkness gathered; the last light faded from even the highest peaks; the last tinge of color dropped out of the sky as they climbed from the valley. Now and then one of the horses cleared its nostrils with a snort, but on the whole they went in perfect silence with the short grass silencing the hoofbeats, and never a word passed from man to man.


    Beyond doubt, if it had not been for that same silence, if it had not been for the slowness with which they drifted through the dark, what follows could never have happened. They had crossed a hill, and descended into a very narrow ravine which came to so sharp a point that the horses had to be strung out in single file. The ravine twisted to the right and then the last man of the procession heard the sheriff call: “Halt, there! Up with your hands, or I’ll drill you!” When they swung from side to side, craning their heads to look, they made out a shadowy horseman facing Pete head on. Then the sheriff’s voice again: “Gregg, I’m considerable glad to meet up with you.”


    If that meeting had taken place in any other spot probably Gregg would have taken his chance on escaping through the night, but in this narrow pass he could swing to neither side and before he could turn the brown horse entirely around the sheriff might pump him full of lead. They gathered in a solemn quiet around him; the irons were already upon his wrists.


    “All right, boys,” he said, “you’ve got me, but you’ll have to give in that you had all the luck.”


    A moment after that sharp command in the familiar, dreaded voice of Pete Glass, Vic had been glad that the lone flight was over. Eventually this was bound to come. He would go back and face the law, and three men lived to swear that Blondy had gone after his gun first.


    “Maybe luck,” said the sheriff. “How d’ you come back this way?”


    “Made a plumb circle,” chuckled Gregg. “Rode like a fool not carin’ where I hit out for, and the end of it was that it was dark before I’d had sense to watch where the sun went down.”


    “Kind of cheerful, ain’t you?” cut in Ronicky Joe, and his voice was as dry as the crisping leaves in an autumn wind.


    “They ain’t any call for me to wear crepe yet,” answered Gregg. “Worst fool thing I ever done was to cut and run for it. The old Captain will tell you gents that Blondy went for his gun first—had it clean out of the leather before I touched mine.”


    He paused, and the silence of those dark figures sank in upon him.


    “I got to warn you,” said Pete Glass, “that what you say now can be used again you later on before the jury.”


    “My God, boys,” burst out Vic, “d’you think I’m a plain, low-down, murderin’ snake? Harry, ain’t you got a word for me? Are you like the rest of ’em?”


    No voice answered.


    “Harry,” said Ronicky, “why don’t you speak to him?”


    It was a brutal thing to do, but Ronicky was never a gentle sort in his best moments; he scratched a match and held it so that under the spluttering light Gregg found himself staring into the face of Harry Fisher. And he could not turn his eyes away until the match burned down to Ronicky’s finger tip and then dropped in a streak of red to the ground.


    Then the sheriff spoke cold and hard.


    “Partner,” he said, “in the old days, maybe your line of talk would do some good, but not now. You picked that fight with Blondy. You knew you was faster on the draw and Hansen didn’t have a chance. He was the worst shot in Alder and everybody in Alder knew it. You picked that fight and you killed your man, and you’re goin’ to hang for it.”


    Another hush; no murmur of assent or dissent.


    “But they’s one way out for you, Gregg, and I’m layin’ it clear. We wanted you bad, and we got you; but they’s another man we want a lot worse. A pile! Gregg, take me where I can find the gent what done for Harry Fisher and you’ll never stand up in front of a jury. You got my word on that.”

  

  
    
      The crisis

    

    Those mountains above the Barry cabin were, as he told Vic Gregg, inaccessible to men on horseback except by one path, yet there was a single class of travelers who roamed at will through far more difficult ground than this. Speaking in general, where a man can go a burro can go, and where a burro can go he usually manages to carry his pack. He crawls up a raged down-pitch of rocks that comes dangerously close to the perpendicular; he walks securely along a crumbling ledge with half his body over a thousand yards of emptiness. Therefore the prospectors with their burros have combed the worst mountains of the West and it was hardly a surprise to Kate Barry when she saw two men come down the steepest slope above the cabin with two little pack animals scrambling and sliding before them. It was still some time before nightfall, but the sun had dropped out of sight fully an hour ago and now the western mountains were blackening against a sky whose thin, clear blue grew yellow towards evening.


    Against that dark mass of the mountainside, she could not make out the two travelers clearly, so she shaded her eyes and peered up, high up. The slope was so sheer that if one of the four figures lost footing it would come crashing to her very feet. When they saw her and shouted down the sound fell as clearly as if they had called from the cabin, yet they had a good half hour’s labor between that greeting and the moment they came out on the level before Kate. From the instant they called she remained in motionless, deep thought, and when they came now into full view, she cried out joyously: “Buck, oh Buck!” and ran towards them. Even the burros stopped and the men stood statue-like; it is rarely enough that one finds a human being in those mountains, almost an act of Providence that lead to a house, and a miracle when the trail crosses the path of a friend. The prospectors came out of their daze with a shout and rushed to meet her. Each of them had her by a hand, wringing it; they talked all together in a storm of words.


    “Kate, I’m dreamin’!—Dear old Buck!—Have you forgotten me?—Lee Haines! I should say not.—Don’t pay any attention to him. Five years. And I’ve been hungerin’ to see you all that—.— Where have you been?—Everywhere! but this is the best thing I’ve seen. —Come in.—Wait till we get these packs off the poor little devils.—Oh, I’m so glad to see you; so glad!—Hurry up, Lee. Your fingers asleep?—How long have you been out?—Five months. —Then you’re hungry.—We’ve just ate.—But a piece of pie? —pie? I’ve been dreamin’ of pie!”


    A fire already burned in the big living-room of the cabin, for at this season, at such an altitude, the shadows were always cold, and around the fire they gathered, each of the men with half a huge pie before him. They were such as one might expect that mountain region to produce, big, gaunt, hard-muscled. They had gone unshaven for so long that their faces were clothed not with an unsightly stubble but with strong, short beard that gave them a certain grim dignity and made their eyes seem sunken. They were opposite types, which is usually the case when two men strike out together. Buck Daniels was black- haired, with an ugly, shrewd face and a suggestion of rather dangerous possibilities of swift action; but Lee Haines was a great bulk of a man, with tawny beard, handsome, in a leonine fashion, more poised than Daniels, fitted to crush. The sharp glance of Buck flitted here and there, in ten seconds he knew everything in the room; the steady blue eye of Lee Haines went leisurely from place to place and lingered; but both of them stared at Kate as if they could not have enough of her. They talked without pause while they ate. A stranger in the room would have sealed their lips in utter taciturnity, but here they sat with a friend, five months of loneliness and labor behind them, and they gossiped like girls.


    Into the jangle of talk cut a thin, small voice from outside, a burst of laughter. Then: “Bart, you silly dog!” and Joan stood at the open door with her hand buried in the mane of the wolf-dog. The fork of Buck Daniels stopped halfway to his lips and Lee Haines straightened until the chair groaned.


    They spoke together, hushed voices: “Kate!”


    “Come here, Joan!” Her face glistened with pride, and Joan came forward with wide eyes, tugging Black Bart along in a reluctant progress.


    “It ain’t possible!” whispered Buck Daniels. “Honey, come here and shake hands with your Uncle Buck.” The gesture called forth deep throated warning from Bart, and he caught back his hand with a start.


    “It’s always that way,” said Kate, half amused, half vexed; “Bart won’t let a soul touch her when Dan isn’t home. Good old Bart, go away, you foolish dog! Don’t you see these are friends?”


    He cringed a little under the shadow of the hand which waved him off but his only answer was a silent baring of the teeth.


    “You see how it is. I’m almost afraid to touch her myself when Dan’s away; she and Bart bully me all day long.”


    In the meantime the glance of Joan had cloyed itself with sufficient examination of the strangers, and now she turned back towards the door and the meadow beyond.


    “Bart!” she called softly. The sharp ears of the dog quivered; he came to attention with a start. “Look! Get it for me!”


    One loud scraping of his claws on the floor as he started, and Black Bart went like a bolt through the door with Joan scrambling after him, screaming with excitement; from the outside, they heard the cry of a frightened squirrel, and then its angry chattering from a place of safety up a tree.


    “Shall I call her back again?” asked Kate.


    “Not if Bart comes with her,” answered Lee Haines. “I’ve seen enough of him to last me a while.”


    “Well, we’ll have her to ourselves when Dan comes; of course Bart leaves her to tag around after Dan.”


    “When is he comin’ back?” asked Buck, with polite interest.


    “Anytime. I don’t know. But he’s always here before it’s completely dark.”


    The glance of Buck Daniels kicked over to Lee Haines, exchanged meanings with him, and came back to Kate.


    “Terrible sorry,” he said, “but I s’pose we’ll have to be on our way before it’s plumb dark.”


    “Go so soon as that? Why, I won’t let you.”


    “I—” began Haines, fumbling for words.


    “We got to get down in the valley before it’s dark,” filled in Buck.


    Suddenly she laughed, frankly, happily.


    “I know what you mean, but Dan is changed; he isn’t the same man he used to be.”


    “Yes?” queried Buck, without conviction.


    “You’ll have to see him to believe; Buck, he doesn’t even whistle any more.”


    “What?”


    “Only goes about singing, now.”


    The two men exchanged glances of such astonishment that Kate could not help but notice and flush a little.


    “Well,” murmured Buck, “Bart doesn’t seem to have changed much from the old days.”


    She laughed slowly, letting her mind run back through such happiness as they could not understand and when she looked up she seemed to debate whether or not it would be worth while to let them in on the delightful secret. The moment she dwelt on the burning logs they gazed at her and then to each other with utter amazement as if they sat in the same room with the dead come to life. No care of motherhood had marked her face, but on the white, even forehead was a sign of peace; and drifting over her hands and on the white apron across her lap the firelight pooled dim gold, the wealth of contentment.


    “If you’d been here today you would have seen how changed he is. We had a man with us whom Dan had taken while he was running from a posse, wounded, and kept him here until he was well, and—”


    “That’s Dan,” murmured Lee Haines. “He’s gold all through when a man’s in trouble.”


    “Shut up, Lee,” cut in Buck. He sat forward in his chair, drinking up her story.


    “Go on.”


    “This morning we saw the same posse skirting through the valley and knew that they were on the old trail. Dan sent Gregg over the hills and rode Vic’s horse down so that the posse would mistake him, and he could lead them out of the way. I was afraid, terribly, I was afraid that if the posse got close and began shooting Dan would—”


    She stopped; her eyes begged them to understand.


    “Go on,” said Lee Haines, shuddering slightly. “I know what you mean.”


    “But I watched him ride down the slope,” she cried joyously, “and I saw the posse close on him—almost on top of him when he reached the valley. I saw the flash of their guns. I saw them shoot. I wasn’t afraid that Dan would be hurt, for he seems to wear a charm against bullets—I wasn’t much afraid of that, but I dreaded to see him turn and go back through that posse like a storm. But—” she caught both hands to her breast and her bright face tilted up—“even when the bullets must have been whistling around him he didn’t look back. He rode straight on and on, out of view, and I knew” —her voice broke with emotion—“oh, Buck, I knew that he had won, and I had won; that he was safe forever; that there was no danger of him ever slipping back into that terrible other self; I knew that I’d never again have to dream of that whistling in the wind; I knew that he was ours—Joan’s and mine.”


    “By God,” broke out Buck, “I’m happier than if you’d found a gold mine, Kate. It don’t seem no ways—but if you seen that with your own eyes, it’s possible true. He’s changed.”


    “I’ve been almost afraid to be happy all these years,” she said, “but now I want to sing and cry at the same time. My heart is so full that it’s overflowing, Buck.”


    She brushed the tears away and smiled at them.


    “Tell me all about yourselves. Everything. You first, Lee. You’ve been longer away.”


    He did not answer for a moment, but sat with his head fallen, watching her thoughtfully. Women had been the special curse in Lee Haines’ life; they had driven him to the crime that sent him West into outlawry long years before; through women, as he himself foreboded, he would come at last to some sordid, petty end; but here sat the only one he had loved without question, without regret, purely and deeply, and as he watched her, more beautiful than she had been in her girlhood, it seemed, as he heard the fitful laughter of Joan outside, the old sorrow came storming up in him, and the sense of loss.


    “What have I been doing?” he murmured at length. He shrugged away his last thoughts. “I drifted about for a while after the pardon came down from the governor. People knew me, you see, and what they knew about me didn’t please them. Even today Jim Silent and Jim Silent’s crew isn’t forgotten. Then don’t look at me like that, Kate; no, I played straight all the time—-then I ran into Buck and he and I had tried each other out, we had at least one thing in common”—here he looked at Buck and they both flushed—“and we made a partnership of it. We’ve been together five years now.”


    “I knew you could break away, Lee. I used to tell you that.”


    “You helped me more than you knew,” he said quietly.


    She smiled and then turned to escape him. “And now you, Buck?”


    “Since then we’ve made a bit of coin punching cows and we’ve blown it in again prospecting. Blown it in? Kate, we’ve shot enough powder to lift that mountain yonder but all we’ve got is color. You could gild the sky with what we’ve seen but we haven’t washed enough dust to wear a hole in a tissue-paper pocket. I’ll tell you the whole story. Lee packs a jinx with him. But— Haines, did you ever see a lion as big as that?”


    The dimness of evening had grown rapidly through the room while they talked and now the light from the door was far less than the glow of the fire. The yellow flicker picked out a dozen pelts stretching as rugs on the floor or hanging along the wall; that to which Buck pointed was an enormous skin of a mountain lion stretched sidewise, for if it had been hung straight up a considerable portion of the tail must have dragged on the floor. Buck went to examine it. Presently he exclaimed in surprise and he passed his fingers over it as though searching for something.


    “Where was it shot, Kate? I don’t find nothin’ but this cut that looks like his knife slipped when he was skinnin’.”


    “It was a knife that killed it.”


    “What!”


    “Don’t ask me about it; I see the picture of it in my dreams still. The lion had dragged the trap into a cave and Bart followed it. Dan went in pushing his rifle before him, but—when he tried to fire it jammed.”


    “Yes?” they cried together.


    “Don’t ask me the rest!”


    They would hardly have let her off so easily if it had not been for the entrance of Joan who had come back on account of the darkness. Black Bart went promptly to a corner of the hearth and lay down with his head on his paws and the little girl sat beside him watching the fire, her head leaning wearily on his shoulder. Kate went to the door.


    “It’s almost night,” she said. “Why isn’t he here?”


    “Buck, they couldn’t have overtaken—”


    She started. “Dan?”


    Buck Daniels grinned reassuringly.


    “Not unless his hoss is a pile of bones; if it has any heart in it, Dan’ll run away from anything on four legs. No call for worryin’, Kate. He’s simply led ’em a long ways off and waited for evenin’ before he doubled back. He’ll come back right enough. If they didn’t catch him that first run they’ll never get the wind of him.”


    It quieted her for a time, but as the minutes slipped away, as the darkness grew more and more heavy until a curtain of black fell across the open door, they could see that she was struggling to control her trouble, they could see her straining to catch some distant sound. Lee Haines began to talk valiantly, to beguile the waiting time, and Buck Daniels did his share with stories of their prospecting, but eventually more and more often silences came on the group. They began to watch the fire and they winced when a log crackled, or when the sap in a green place hissed. By degrees they pushed farther and farther back so that the light would not strike so fully upon them, for in some way it became difficult to meet each other’s eyes.


    Only Joan was perfectly at ease. She played for a time with the ears of Black Bart, or pried open his mouth and made him show the great white fangs, or scratched odd designs on the hearth with pieces of charcoal; but finally she lost interest in all these things and let her head lie on the rough pelt of the wolf-dog, sound asleep. The firelight made her hair a patch of gold.


    Black Bart slept soundly, too, that is, as soundly as one of his nature could sleep, for every now and then one of his ears twitched, or he stirred a paw, or an eyelid quivered up. Yet they all started when he jumped from his sleep into full wakefulness; the motion made Joan sit up, rubbing her eyes, and Black Bart reached the center of the room noiselessly. He stood facing the door, motionless.


    “It’s Dan,” cried Kate. “Bart hears him! Good old Bart!”


    The dog pointed up his nose, the hair about his neck bristled into a ruff, and out of his quaking body came a sound that seemed to moan and whimper from the distance at first, but drew nearer, louder, packed the room with terror, the long drawn howl of a wolf.

  

  
    
      Equal payment

    

    They knew what it meant; even Joan had heard the cry of the lone wolf hunting in the lean time of winter, and of all things sad, all things lonely, all things demoniacal, the howl of a wolf stands alone. Lee Haines reached for his gun, little Joan stood up silent on the hearth, but Kate and Buck Daniels sat listening with a sort of hungry terror, as the cry sobbed away to quiet. Then out of the mountains and the night came an answer so thin, so eerie, one might have said it was the voice of the mountains and white stars grown audible; it stole on the ear as the pulse of a heart comes to the consciousness.


    Truly it was an answer to the cry of the wolf-dog, for in the slender compass it carried the same wail, the same unearthly quality with this great difference, that a thrilling happiness went through it, as if some one walked through the mountains and rejoiced in the unknown terrors. A sob formed in the throat of Kate and the wolf turned its head and looked at her, and the yellow of things that see in the night swam in its eyes. Lee Haines struck the arm of Buck Daniels.


    “Buck, let’s get clear of this. Let’s start. He’s coming.”


    At the whisper Buck turned a livid face; one could see him gather his strength.


    “I stick,” he said with difficulty, as though his lips were numb. “She’ll need me now.”


    Lee Haines stood in a moment’s indecision but then settled back in his chair and gripped his hands together. They both sat watching the door as if the darkness were a magnet of inescapable horror. Only Joan, of all in that room, showed no fear after the first moment. Her face was blanched indeed, but she tilted it up now, smiling; she stole towards the door, but Kate caught the child and gathered her close with strangling force. Joan made no attempt to escape. “S-sh!” she cautioned, and raised a plump little forefinger. “Munner, don’t you hear? Don’t you like it?”


    As if the sound had turned a corner, it broke all at once clearly over them in a rain of music; a man’s whistling. It went out; it flooded about them again like beautiful, cold light. Once again it stopped, and now they sensed, rather than heard, a light, rapid, padding step that approached the cabin. Dan Barry stood in the door and in that shadowy place his eyes seemed luminous. He no longer whistled, but a spirit went from him which carried the same sense of the untamed, the wild happiness which died out with his smile as he looked around the room. The brim of his hat curved up, his neckerchief seemed to flutter a little. The wolf-dog reached the threshold in the same instant and stood looking steadily up into the face of the master.


    “Daddy Dan!” cried Joan.


    She had slipped from the nerveless arms of Kate and now ran towards her father, but here she faltered, there she stopped with her arms slowly falling back to her sides. He did not seem to see her, but looked past her, far beyond every one in the room as he walked to the wall and took down a bridle that hung on a peg. Kate laid her hands on the arms of the chair, but after the first effort to rise, her strength failed.


    “Dan!” she said. It was only a whisper, a heart-stopping sound. “Dan!” Her voice rang, then her arms gathered to her, blindly, Joan, who had shrunk back. “What’s happened?”


    “Molly died.”


    “Died.”


    “They broke her leg.”


    “The posse!”


    “With a long shot.”


    “What are you going to do!”


    “Get Satan. Go for a ride.”


    “Where?”


    He looked about him, troubled, and then frowned. “I dunno. Out yonder.”


    He waved his arm. Black Bart followed the turn of the master’s body, and switching around in front continued to stare up into Dan’s face.


    “You’re going back after the posse?”


    “No, I’m done with them.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “They paid for Grey Molly.”


    “You shot one of their—horses?”


    “A man.”


    “God help us!” Then life came to her; she sprang up and ran between him and the door. “You shan’t go. If you love me!” She was only inches from Black Bart, and the big animal showed his teeth in silent hate.


    “Kate, I’m goin’. Don’t stand in the door.”


    Joan, slipping around Bart, stood clinging to the skirts of her mother and watched the face of Dan, fascinated, silent.


    “Tell me where you’re going. Tell me when you’re coming back. Dan, for pity!”


    Loud as a trumpet, a horse neighed from the corral. Dan had stood with an uncertain face, but now he smiled.


    “D’you hear? I got to go!”


    “I heard Satan whinney. But what does that mean? How does that make you go?”


    “Somewhere,” he murmured, “something’s happening. I felt it on the wind when I was comin’ up the pass.”


    “If you—oh, Dan, you’re breaking my heart!”


    “Stand out of the door.”


    “Wait till the morning.”


    “Don’t you see I can’t wait?”


    “One hour, ten minutes. Buck—Lee Haines—”


    She could not finish, but Buck Daniels stepped closer, trying to make a smile grow on his ashen face.


    “Another minute, Dan, and I’ll tell a man you’ve forgotten me.”


    Barry pivoted suddenly as though uneasy at finding something behind him, and Daniels winced.


    “Hello, Buck. Didn’t see you was here. Lee Haines? Lee, this is fine.”


    He passed from one to the other and his handshake was only the elusive passage of his fingers through their palms. Haines shrugged his shoulders to get rid of a weight that clung to him; a touch of color came back to his face.


    “Look here, Dan. If you’re afraid that gang may trail you here and start raising the devil—how many are there?”


    “Five.”


    “I’m as good with a gun as I ever was in the old days. So is Buck. Partner, let’s make the show down together. Stick here with Kate and Joan and Buck and I will help you hold the fort. Don’t look at me like that. I mean it. Do you think I’ve forgotten what you did for me that night in Elkhead? Not in a thousand years. Dan, I’d rather make my last play here than any other place in the world. Let ’em come! We’ll salt them down and plant them where they won’t grow.”


    As he talked the pallor quite left him, and the fighting fire blazed in his eyes, he stood lion-like, his feet spread apart as if to meet a shock, his tawny head thrown back, and there was about him a hair-trigger sensitiveness, in spite of his bulk, a nervousness of hand and coldness of glance which characterizes the gun-fighter. Buck Daniels stepped closer, without a word, but one felt that he also had walked into the alliance. As Barry watched them the yellow which swirled in his eyes flickered away for a moment.


    “Why, gents,” he murmured, “they ain’t any call for trouble. The posse? What’s that got to do with me? Our accounts are all squared up.”


    The two stared dumbly.


    “They killed Grey Molly; I killed one of them.”


    “A horse—for a man?” repeated Lee Haines, breathing hard.


    “A life for a life,” said Dan simply. “They got no call for complainin’.”


    Glances of wonder, glances of meaning, flashed back and forth from Haines to Buck.


    “Well, then,” said the latter, and he took in Kate with a caution from the corner of his eye, “if that’s the case, let’s sit down and chin for a minute.”


    Dan stood with his head bowed a little, frowning; two forces pulled him, and Kate leaned against the wall off in the shadow with her eyes closed, waiting, waiting, waiting through the crisis.


    “I’d like to stay and chin with you, Buck—but, I got to be off. Out there—in the night—something may happen before mornin’.” Black Bart licked the hand of the master and whined. “Easy, boy. We’re startin’.”


    “But the night’s just beginnin’,” said Buck Daniels genially. “You got a world of time before you, and with Satan to fall back on you don’t have to count your minutes. Pull up a chair beside me, Dan, and—”


    The latter shook his head, decided. “Buck, I can’t do it. Just to sit here”—he looked about him—“makes me feel sort of choked. Them walls are as close—as a coffin.”


    He was already turning; Kate straightened in the shadow, desperate.


    “As a matter of fact, Dan,” said Lee Haines, suddenly, “we need your help badly.”


    “Help?”


    The heart of Kate stood in her eyes as she looked at Lee Haines.


    “Sit down a minute, Dan, and I’ll tell you about it.”


    Barry slipped into a chair which he had pulled to one side—so that the back of it was towards the wall, and every one in the room was before him.

  

  
    
      Suspense

    

    The help which Lee Haines wanted, it turned out, was guidance across a difficult stretch of country which he and Buck Daniels wanted to prospect, and while he talked Barry listened uneasily. It was constitutionally impossible for him to say no when a favor was asked of him, and Haines counted heavily on that characteristic; in the meantime Black Bart lay on the hearth with his wistful eyes turned steadily up to the master; and Buck Daniels went to Kate on the farther side of the room. She sat quivering, alternately crushing and soothing Joan with the strength of her caresses. Buck drew a chair close, with his back half towards the fire.


    “Turn around a little, Kate,” he cautioned. “Don’t let Dan see your face.”


    She obeyed him automatically.


    “Is there a hope, Buck? What have I done to deserve this? I don’t want to live; I want to die! I want to die!”


    “Steady, steady!” he cut in, and his face was working. “If you keep on like this you’ll bust down in a minute or two. And you know what tears do to Dan; he’ll be out of this house like a scairt coyote. Brace up!”


    She struggled and won a partial control.


    “I’m fighting hard, Buck.”


    “Fight harder still. You ought to know him better than I do. When he’s like this it drives him wild to have other folks thinkin’ about him.”


    He looked over to Dan. In spite of the bowed head of the latter as he listened to Haines yarning he gave an impression of electric awareness to all that was around him.


    “Talk soft,” whispered Buck. “Maybe he knows we’re talkin’ about him.”


    He raised his voice out of the whisper, breaking in on a sentence about Joan, as if this were the tenor of their talk. Then he lowered his tone again.


    “Think quick. Talk soft. Do you want Dan kept here?”


    “For God’s sake, yes.”


    “Suppose the posse gets him here?”


    “We musn’t dodge the law.”


    They were gauging their voices with the closest precision. Talking like this so close to Barry was like dancing among flasks of nitroglycerine. Once, and once only, Lee Haines cast a desperate eye across to them, begging them to come to his rescue, then he went back to his talk with Dan, raising his voice to shelter the conference of the other two.


    “If they come, he’ll fight.”


    “No, he isn’t at the fighting pitch yet, I know!”


    “If you’re wrong they’ll be dead men here.”


    “He sees no difference between the death of a horse and the death of a man. He feels that the law has no score against him. He’ll go quietly.”


    “And we’ll find ways of fightin’ the law?”


    “Yes, but it needs money.”


    “I’ve got a stake.”


    “God bless you, Buck.”


    “Take my advice.”


    “What?”


    “Let him go now.”


    She glanced at him wildly.


    “Kate, he’s gone already.”


    “No, no, no!”


    “I say he’s gone. Look at his eyes.”


    “I don’t dare.”


    “The yaller is comin’ up in ’em. He’s wild again.” She shook her head in mute agony. Buck Daniels groaned, softly.


    “Then they’s goin’ to be a small-sized hell started around this cabin before mornin’.”


    He got up and went slowly back towards the fire. Lee Haines was talking steadily, leisurely, going round and round his subject again and again, and Barry listened with bowed head, but his eyes were fixed upon those of the wolf- dog at his feet. When he grew restless, Haines chained him to the chair with some direct question, yet it was a hard game to play. All this time the posse might be gathering around the cabin; and the forehead of Haines whitened and glistened with sweat. His voice was the only living thing in the cabin, after a time, sketching his imaginary plans for the benefit of Barry—his voice and the wistful eyes of Joan which kept steadily on Daddy Dan. Something has come between them and lifted a barrier which she could not understand, and with all her aching child’s heart she wondered at it.


    For the second time that evening the wolf stood up on the hearth, but he was not yet on his feet before Dan was out of his chair and standing close to the wall, where the shadows swallowed him. Lee Haines sat with his lips frozen on the next unspoken word. Two shadows, whose feet made no sound, Black Bart and Dan glided to the door and peered into the night—then Barry went back, step by step, until his back was once more to the wall. Not until that instant did the others hear. It was a step which approached behind the house; a loud rap at the back door.


    It was the very loudness of the knock which made Kate draw a breath of relief; if it had been a stealthy tap she would have screamed. He who rapped did not wait for an answer; they heard the door creak open, the sound of a heavy man’s step.


    “It’s Vic,” said Dan quietly, and then the door opened which led into the kitchen and the tall form of Gregg entered. He paused there.


    “Here I am again, ma’am.”


    “Good evening,” she answered faintly.


    He cleared his throat, embarrassed.


    “Darned if I didn’t play a fool game today—hello, Dan.”


    The other nodded.


    “Rode in a plumb circle and come back where I started.” He laughed, and the laughter broke off a little shortly. He stepped to the wall and hung up his bridle on its peg, which is the immemorial manner of asking hospitality in the mountain-desert. “Hope I ain’t puttin’ you out, Kate. I see you got company.”


    She started, recalled from her thoughts.


    “Excuse me, Vic. Vic Gregg, Buck Daniels, Lee Haines.”


    They shook hands, and Vic detained Haines a moment.


    “Seems to me I’ve heard of you, Haines.”


    “Maybe.”


    Gregg looked at the big man narrowly, and then swung back towards Dan. He knew many things, now. Lee Haines—yes, that was the name. One of the crew who followed Jim Silent; and Dan Barry? What a fool he had been not to remember! It was Dan Barry who had gone on the trail of Silent’s gang and hounded it to death; Lee Haines alone had been spared. Yes, half a dozen years before the mountain-folk had heard that story, a wild and improbable one. It fitted in with what Pete Glass had told him of the shooting of Harry Fisher; it explained a great deal which had mystified him since he first met Barry; it made the thing he had come to do at once easier and harder.


    “I s’pose Molly showed a clean pair of heels to the whole lot of ’em?” he said to Dan.


    “She’s dead.”


    “Dead?” His astonishment was well enough affected. “God amighty, Dan, not Grey Molly—my hoss?”


    “Dead. I shot her.”


    Vic gasped. “You?”


    “They’d busted her leg. I put her out of pain.”


    Gregg dropped into a chair. It was not altogether an affectation, not altogether a piece of skilful acting now, for though the sheriff had told him all that happened he had not had a chance to feel the truth; but now it swept over him, all her tricks, all her deviltry, all that long companionship. His head bowed.


    No smile touched the faces of the others in the room, but a reverent silence fell on the room. Then that figure among the shadows moved out, stepped to the side of Vic, and a light hand rested on his shoulder. The other looked up, haggard.


    “She’s gone, partner,” Dan said gently, “but she’s paid for.”


    “Paid for? Dan, they ain’t any money could pay me back for Grey Molly.”


    “I know; I know! Not that way, but there was a life given for a life.”


    “Eh?”


    “One man died for Molly.”


    As the meaning came home to Gregg he blinked, and then, looking up, he found a change in the eyes of Barry, for they seemed to be lighted from within coldly, and his glance went down to the very bottom of Vic’s soul, probing. It was only an instant, a thing of which Gregg could not make sure, and then Dan slipped back into his place among the shadows by the wall. But a chill sense of guilt, a premonition of danger, stayed in Gregg. The palms of his hands grew moist.

  

  
    
      Seven for one

    

    Dangerous men were no novelty for Gregg. He had lived with them, worked with them, as hard-fisted himself as any, and as ready for trouble, but the man of the mountain-desert has a peculiar dread for the practiced, known gun- fighter. In the days of the rapier when the art of fence grew so complicated that half a life was needed for its mastery, men would as soon commit suicide as ruffle it with an assured duellist; and the man of the mountain-desert has a similar respect for those who are born, it might be said, gun in hand. There was ample reason for the prickling in his scalp, Vic felt, for here he sat on an errand of consummate danger with three of these deadly fighters. Two of them he knew by name and repute, however dimly, and as for Buck Daniels, unless all signs failed the dark, sharp-eyed fellow was hardly less grim than the others. Vic gauged the three one by one. Daniels might be dreaded for an outburst of wild temper and in that moment he could be as terrible as any. Lee Haines would fight coolly, his blue eyes never clouded by passion, for that was his repute as the right hand man of Jim Silent, in the days when Jim had been a terrible, half-legendary figure. One felt that same quiet strength as the tawny haired man talked to Barry now; his voice was a smooth, deep current. But as for Barry himself, Gregg could not compute the factors which entered into the man. By all outward seeming that slender, half-timid figure was not a tithe of the force which either of the others represented, but out of the past Gregg’s memory gathered more and more details, clear and clearer, of the wolf-dog, the black stallion, and the whistling man who tracked down Silent—“Whistling Dan” Barry; that was what they called him, sometimes. Nothing was definite in the mind of Gregg. The stories consisted of patched details, heard here and there at third or fourth hand, but he remembered one epic incident in which Barry had ridden, so rumor told, into the very heart of Elkhead, taken from the jail this very man, this Lee Haines, and carried him through the cordon of every armed man in Elkhead. And there was another picture, dimmer still, which an eye witness had painted: of how, at an appointed hour, Barry met Jim Silent and killed him.


    Out of these thoughts he glanced again at the man in the shadow, half expecting to find his host swollen to giant size. Instead, he found the same meager form, the same old suggestion of youth which would not age, the same pale hands, of almost feminine litheness. Lee Haines talked on—about a porphyry dyke somewhere to the north—a ledge to be found in the space of ten thousand square miles—a list of vague clues—an appeal for Barry to help them find it—and Barry was held listening though ever seeming to drift, or about to drift, towards the door. Black Bart lay facing his master, and his snaky head followed every movement. Kate sat where the firelight barely touched on her, and in her arms she held Joan, whose face and great bright eyes were turned towards Daddy Dan. All things in the room centered on the place where the man sat by the wall, and the sense of something impending swept over Gregg; then a wild fear—did they know the danger outside? He must make conversation; he turned to Kate, but at the same moment the voice of Buck Daniels beside him, close.


    “I know how you feel, old man. I remember an old bay hoss of mine, a Morgan hoss, and when he died I grieved for near onto a year, mostly. He wasn’t much of a hoss to look at, too long coupled, you’d say, and his legs was short, but he got about like a coyote and when he sat down on a rope you couldn’t budge him with a team of Percherons. That’s how good he was! When he was a four year old I was cutting out yearlin’s with him, and how—”


    The loud, cheerful tone fell away to a confidential murmur, Daniels leaned closer, with a smile of prospective humor, but the words which came to Gregg were: “Partner, if I was you I’d get up and git and I wouldn’t stop till I put a hell of a long ways between me and this cabin!”


    It spoke well of Vic’s nerve that no start betrayed him. He bowed his head a little, as though to catch the trend of the jolly story better, nodding.


    “What’s wrong?” he muttered back.


    “Barry’s watchin’ you out of the shadow.”


    Then: “You fool, don’t look!”


    But there was method in Vic’s raising his head. He threw it back and broke into laughter, but while he laughed he searched the shadow by the wall where Dan sat, and he felt glimmering eyes fixed steadily upon him. He dropped his head again, as if to hear more.


    “What’s it mean, Daniels?”


    “You ought to know. I don’t. But he don’t mean you no good. He’s lookin’ at you too steady. If I was you—”


    Through the whisper of Buck, through the loud, steady talk of Lee Haines, cut the voice of Barry.


    “Vic!”


    The latter looked up and found that Barry was standing just within the glow of the hearth-light and something about him made Gregg’s heart shrink.


    “Vic, how much did they pay you?”


    He tried to answer; he would have given ten years of life to have his voice under control for an instant; but his tongue froze. He knew that every one had turned toward him and he tried to smile, look unconcerned, but in spite of himself his eyes were wide, fixed, and he felt that they could stare into the bottom of his soul and see the guilt.


    “How much?”


    Then his voice came, but he could have groaned when he heard its crazily shaken, shrill sound.


    “What d’you mean, Dan?”


    The other smiled and Gregg added hastily: “If you want me to be movin’ along, Dan, of course you’re the doctor.”


    “How much did they pay?” repeated the quiet, inexorable voice.


    He could have stood that, even without much fear, for no matter how terrible the man might be in action his hands were tied in his own house; but now Kate spoke: “Vic, what have you done?”


    Then it came, in a flood. Hot shame rolled through him and the words burst out:


    “I’m a yaller houn’-dog, a sneakin’ no-good cur! Dan, you’re right. I’ve sold you. They’re out there, all of ’em, waitin’ in the rocks. For God’s sake take my gun and pump me full of lead!”


    He threw his arms out, clear of his holster and turned that Barry might draw his revolver. Vaguely he knew that Haines and Buck had drawn swiftly close to him from either side; vaguely he heard the cry of Kate; but all that he clearly understood was the merciless, unmoved face of Barry. It was pretense; with all his being he wanted to die, but when Barry made no move to strike he turned desperately to the others.


    “Do the job for him. He saved my life and then I used it to sell him. Daniels, Haines, I got no use for livin’.”


    “Vic,” he said, “take—this!—and march to your friends outside; and when you get through them, plant a forty-five slug in your own dirty heart and then rot.” Haines held out his gun with a gesture of contempt.


    But Kate slipped in front of him, white and anguish.


    “It was the girl you told me about, Vic?” she said. “You did it to get back to her?”


    He dropped his head.


    “Dan, let him go!”


    “I got no thought of usin’ him.”


    “Why not?” cried Vic suddenly. “I’ll do the way Haines said. Or else let me stay here and fight ’em off with you. Dan, for God’s sake give me one chance to make good.”


    It was like talking to a face of stone.


    “The door’s open for you, and waitin’. One thing before you go. That’s the same gang you told me about before? Ronicky Joe, Harry Fisher, Gus Reeve, Mat Henshaw, Sliver Waldron and Pete Glass?”


    “Harry Fisher’s dead, Dan, if you’ll give me one fightin’ chance to play square now—”


    “Tell ’em that I know ’em. Tell ’em one thing more. I thought Grey Molly was worth only one man. But I was wrong. They’ve done me dirt and played crooked. They come huntin’ me—with a decoy. Now tell ’em from me that Grey Molly is worth seven men, and she’s goin’ to be paid for in full.”


    He stepped to the wall and took down the bridle which Vic had hung there.


    “I guess you’ll be needin’ this?”


    It ended all talk; it even seemed to Gregg that as soon as he received the bridle from the hand of Barry the truce ended with a sudden period and war began. He turned slowly away.

  

  
    
      Man-hunting

    

    As Vic Gregg left the house, the new moon peered at him over a black mountain-top, a sickle of white with a half imaginary line rounding the rest of the circle, and to the shaken mind of Vic it seemed as if a ghostly spectator had come out to watch the tragedy among the peaks. At the line of the rocks the sheriff spoke.


    “Gregg, you’ve busted your contract. You didn’t bring him out.”


    Vic threw his revolver on the ground.


    “I bust the rest of it here and now. I’m through. Put on your irons and take me back. Hang me and be damned to you, but I’ll do no more to double-cross him.”


    Sliver Waldron drew from his pocket something which jangled faintly, but the sheriff stopped him with a word. He sat up behind his rock.


    “I got an idea, Gregg, that you’ve finished up your job and double- crossed us! Does he know that I’m out here? Sit down there out of sight.”


    “I’ll do that,” said Gregg, obeying, “because you got the right to make me, but you ain’t got the right to make me talk, and nothin’ this side of hell can pry a word out of me!”


    The sheriff drew down his brows until his eyes were merely cavities of blackness. Very tenderly he fondled the rifle-butt which lay across his knees, and never in the mountain-desert had there been a more humbly unpretentious figure of a man.


    He said: “Vic, I been thinkin’ that you had the man-sized makin’s of a skunk, but I’m considerable glad to see I’ve judged you wrong. Sit quiet here. I ain’t goin’ to put no irons on you if you give me your parole.”


    “I’ll see you in hell before I give you nothin’. I was a man, or a partways man, till I met up with you tonight, and now I’m a houn’-dog that’s done my partner dirt! God amighty, what made me do it?”


    He beat his knuckles against his forehead.


    “What you’ve done you can’t undo,” answered the sheriff. “Vic, I’ve seen gents do considerable worse than you’ve done and come clean afterwards. You’re goin’ to get off for what you’ve done to Blondy, and you’re goin’ to live straight afterwards. You’re goin’ to get married and you’re goin’ to play white. Why, man, I had to use you as far as I could. But you think I wanted you to bring me out Barry? You couldn’t look Betty square in the face if you’d done what you set out to do. Now, I ain’t pressin’ you, but I done some scouting while you was away, and I heard four men’s voices in the house. Can you tell me who’s there?”


    “You’ve played square, Pete,” answered Vic hoarsely, “and I’ll do my part. Go down and get on your hosses and ride like hell; because in ten minutes you’re goin’ to have three bad ones around your necks.”


    A mutter came from the rest of the posse, for this was rather more than they had planned ahead. The sheriff, however, only sighed, and as the moonlight increased Vic could see that he was deeply, childishly contented, for in the heart of the little dusty man there was that inextinguishable spark, the love of battle. Chance had thrown him on the side of the law, but sooner or later dull times were sure to come and then Pete Glass would cut out work of his own making go bad. The love of the man-trail is a passion that works in two ways, and they who begin by hunting will in the end be the hunted; the mountain- desert is filled with such histories.


    “Three to five,” said the sheriff, “sounds more interestin’, Vic.”


    A sudden passion to destroy that assured calm rose in Gregg.


    “Three common men might make you a game,” he said, glowering, “but them ain’t common ones. One of ’em I don’t know, but he has a damned nervous hand. Another is Lee Haines!”


    He had succeeded in part, at least. The sheriff sat bolt erect; he seemed to be hearing distant music.


    “Lee Haines!” he murmured. “That was Jim Silent’s man. They say he was as fast with a gun as Jim himself.” He sighed again. “They’s nothing like a big man, Vic, to fill your sights.”


    “Daniels and Haines, suppose you count them off agin’ the rest of your gang, Pete. That leaves Barry for you.” He grinned maliciously. “D’you know what Barry it is?”


    “It’s a kind of common name, Vic.”


    “Pete, have you heard of Whistlin’ Dan?”


    No doubt about it, he had burst the confidence of the sheriff into fragments. The little man began to pant and even in the dim light Vic could see that his face was working.


    “Him!” he said at length. And then: “I might of knowed! Him!” He leaned closer. “Keep it to yourself, Vic, or you’ll have the rest of the boys runnin’ for cover before the fun begins.”


    He snuggled a little closer to his rock and turned his head towards the house.


    “Him!” he said again.


    Columbus, when he saw the land of his dream wavering blue in the distance, might have hailed it with such a heart-filling whisper, and Vic knew that when these two met, these two slender, small men—with the uneasy hands, there would be a battle whose fame would ring from range to range.


    “If they was only a bit more light,” muttered the sheriff. “My God, Vic, why ain’t the moon jest a mite nearer the full!”


    After that, not a word for a long time until the lights in the house were suddenly extinguished,


    “So they won’t show up agin no background when they make their run,” murmured the sheriff. He pushed up his hat brim so that it covered his eyes more perfectly. “Boys, get ready. They’re comin’ now!”


    Mat Henshaw took up the word, and repeated it, and the whisper ran down the line of men who lay irregularly among the rocks, until at last Sliver Waldron brought it to a stop with a deep murmur. Not even a whisper could altogether disguise his booming bass. It seemed to Vic Gregg that the air about him grew more tense; his arm muscles commenced to ache from the gripping of his hands. Then a door creaked—they could tell the indubitable sound as if there were a light to see it swing cautiously wide.


    “They’re goin’ out the back way,” interpreted the sheriff, “but they’ll come around in front. They ain’t any other way they can get out of here. Pass that down the line, Mat.”


    Before the whisper had trailed out half its course, a woman screamed in the house. It sent a jag of lightning through the brain of Vic Gregg; he started up.


    “Get down,” commanded the sheriff ‘curtly. “Or they’ll plant you.”


    “For God’s sake, Pete, he’s killin’ his wife—an’—he’s gone mad—I seen it comin’ in his eyes!”


    “Shut up,” muttered Glass, “an’ listen.”


    A pulse of sound floated out to them, and stopped the breath of Gregg; it was a deep, stifled sobbing.


    “She’s begged him to stay with her; he’s gone,” said the sheriff. “Now it’ll come quick.”


    But the sheriff was wrong. There was not a sound, not a sign of a rush.


    Presently: “What sort of a lass is she, Gregg?”


    “All yaller hair, Pete, and the softes’ blue eyes you ever see.”


    The sheriff made no answer, but Vic saw the little bony hand tense about the barrel of the rifle. Still that utter quiet, with the pulse of the sobbing lying like a weight upon the air, and the horror of the waiting mounted and grew, like peak upon peak before the eyes of the climber.


    “Watch for ’em sneakin’ up on us through the rocks. Watch for ’em close, lads. It ain’t goin’ to be a rush.”


    Once more the sibilant murmur ran down the line, and the voice of Sliver Waldron brought it faintly to a period.


    “Three of ’em,” continued the sheriff, “and most likely they’ll come at us three ways.”


    Through the shadow Vic watched the lips of Glass work and caught the end of his soft murmur to himself : “…all three!”


    He understood; the sheriff had offered up a deep prayer that all three might fall by his gun.


    Up from the farther end of the line the whisper ran lightly, swiftly, with a stammer of haste in it: “To the right!”


    Ay, there to the right, gliding from the corner of the house, went a dark form, and then another, and disappeared among the rocks. They had offered not enough target for even chance shooting.


    “Hold for close range” ordered the sheriff, and the order was repeated. However much he might wish to win all the glory of the fray, the sheriff took no chances—threw none of his odds away. He was a methodical man.


    A slight patter caught the ear of Vic, like the running of many small children over a heavy carpet, and then two shades blew around the side of the house, one small and scudding close to the ground, the other vastly larger —a man on horseback. It seemed a naked horse at first, so close to the back did the rider lean, and before Vic could see clearly the vision burst on them all. Several things kept shots from being fired earlier.


    The first alarm had called attention to the opposite side of the house from that on which the rider appeared; then, the moon gave only a vague, treacherous light, and the black horse blended into it—the grass lightened the fall of his racing feet.


    Like a ship driving through a fog they rushed into view, the black stallion, and Bart fleeting in front, and the surprise was complete. Vic could see it work even in the sheriff, for the latter, having his rifle trained towards his right jerked it about with a short curse and blazed at the new target, again, again, and the line of the posse joined the fire. Before the crack of their guns went from the ears of Vic, long before the echoes bellowed back from the hills, Satan leaped high up. Perhaps that change of position saved both it and its rider. Straight across the pale moon drove the body with head stretched forth, ears back, feet gathered close—a winged horse with a buoyant figure upon it. It cleared a five foot rock, and rushed instantly out of view among the boulders. The fugitive had fired only one shot, and that when the stallion was at the crest of its leap.

  

  
    
      The second man

    

    The sheriff was on his feet, whining with eagerness and with the rest of his men he sent a shower of lead splashing vainly into the deeper night beside the mountain, where the path wound down.


    “It’s done! Hold up, lads!” called Pete Glass. “He’s beat us!”


    The firing ceased, and they heard the rush of the hoofs along the graveled slope and the clanging on rocks.


    “It’s done,” repeated the sheriff. “How?”


    And he stood staring blankly, with a touch or horror in his face.


    “By God, Mat’s plugged.”


    “Mat Henshaw? Wha—?”


    “Clean through the head.”


    He lay in an oddly twisted heap, as though every bone in his body were broken, and when they drew him about they found the red mark in his forehead and even made out the dull surprise in his set face. There had been no pain in that death, the second for the sake of Grey Molly.


    “The other two!” said the sheriff, more to himself than to Vic, who stood beside him.


    “Easy, Pete,” he cautioned. “You got nothin’ agin Haines and Daniels.”


    The sheriff flashed at him that hungry, baffled glance.


    “Maybe I can find something. You Gregg, keep your mouth shut and stand back. Halloo!”


    He sent a long call quavering between the lonely mountains.


    “You yonder—Lee Haines! D’you give up to the law?”


    A burst of savage laughter flung back at him, and then: “Why the hell should I?”


    “Haines, I give you fair warnin’! For resistin’ the law and interferin’, I ask you, do you surrender?”


    “Who are you?”


    The big voice fairly swallowed the rather shrill tone of the sheriff.


    “I’m sheriff Pete Glass.”


    “You lie. Whoever heard of a sheriff come sneakin’ round like a coyote lookin’ for dead meat?”


    Pete Glass grinned with rage.


    “Haines, you ain’t much better’n spoiled meat if you keep back. I gave you till I count ten—”


    “Why, you bob-tailed skunk,” shouted a new voice. “You bone-spavined, pink-eyed rat-catcher,” continued this very particular describer, “what have you got on us? Come out and dicker and we’ll do the same!”


    The sheriff sighed, softly, deeply.


    “I thought maybe they wouldn’t get down to talk,” he murmured. But since the last chance for a battle was gone, he stepped fearlessly from behind his rock and advanced into the open. Two tall figures came to meet him.


    “Now,” said Lee Haines, stalking forward. “One bad move, just the glint of a single gun from the rest of you sheep thieves, and I’ll tame your pet sheriff and send him to hell for a model.”


    They halted, close to each other, the two big men, Haines in the front, and the sheriff.


    “You’re Lee Haines?”


    “You’ve named me.”


    “And you’re Buck Daniels?”


    “That’s me.”


    “Gents, you’ve resisted an officer of the law in the act of makin’ an arrest. I s’pose you know what that means?”


    Big Lee Haines laughed.


    “Don’t start a bluff, sheriff. I know a bit about the law.”


    “Maybe by experience?”


    It was an odd thing to watch the three, every one of them a practiced fighter, every one of them primed for trouble, but each ostentatiously keeping his hands away from the holsters.


    “What we might have done if we had come to a pinch,” said Haines, “is one thing, and what we did do is another. Barry was started and off before we had a chance to show teeth, my friend, and you never even caught the flash of our guns. If he’d waited but he didn’t. There’s nothing left for us to do except say good-by.”


    The little dusty man stroked his moustaches thoughtfully. He had gone out there hoping against hope that his chance might come—to trick the two into violence, even to start an arrest for reasons which he knew his posse would swear to; but it must be borne in mind that Pete Glass was a careful man by instinct. Taking in probable speed of hand and a thousand other details at a glance, Pete sensed the danger of these two and felt in his heart of hearts that he was more than master of either of them, considered alone; better than Buck Daniels by an almost safe margin of steadiness; better than Lee Haines by a flickering instant of speed. Had either of them alone faced him, he would have taken his chance, perhaps, to kill or be killed, for the long trail and the escape had fanned that spark within him to a cold, hungry fire; but to attempt a play with both at the same time was death, and he knew it. Seeing that the game was up, he laid his cards on the table with characteristic frankness.


    “Gents,” he said, “I reckon you’ve come clean with me. You ain’t my meat and I ain’t goin’ to clutter up your way. Besides”—even in the dull moonshine they caught the humorous glint of his eyes—“a friend is a friend, and I’ll say I’m glad that you didn’t step into the shady side of the law while Barry was gettin’ away.”


    No one could know what it cost Pete Glass to be genial at that instant, for this night he felt that he had just missed the great moment which he had yearned for since the day when he learned to love the kick of a six-shooter against the heel of his hand. It was the desire to meet face to face one whose metal of will and mind was equal to his own, whose nerves were electric energies perfectly under command, whose muscles were fine spun steel. He had gone half a lifetime on the trail of fighters and always he had known that when the crisis came his hand would be the swifter, his eyes the more steady; the trailing was a delight always, but the actual kill was a matter of slaughter rather than a game of hazard. Only the rider of the black stallion had given him the sense of equal power, and his whole soul had risen for the great chance of All. That chance was gone; he pushed the thought of it away—for the time—and turned back to the business at hand.


    “They’s only one thing,” he went on. “Sliver! Ronicky! Step along, gents, and we’ll have a look at the insides of that house.”


    “Steady!” broke in Haines. He barred the path to the front door. “Sheriff, you don’t know me, but I’m going to ask you to take my word for what’s in that house.”


    Glass swept him with a look of a new nature.


    “I got an idea your word might do. Well, what’s in the house?”


    “A little five-year-old girl and her mother; nothing else worth seeing.”


    “Nothing else,” considered the sheriff, “but that’s quite a lot. Maybe his wife could tell me where he’s going? Give me an idea where I might call on him?”


    “Partner, you can’t see her.”


    “Can’t?”


    “No, by God!”


    “H-m-m!” murmured the sheriff. He watched the big man plant himself, swaying a little on his feet as though poising for action, and beside him a slightly smaller figure not less determined.


    “That girl in there is old man Cumberlan’s daughter,” said Daniels, “and no matter what her—what Dan Barry may be, Kate Cumberland is white folks.”


    The sheriff remembered what Vic had said of yellow hair and soft blue eyes.


    “Leastways,” he said, “she seems to have a sort of way with the men.”


    “Sheriff you’re on a cold trail,” said Haines. “Inside that house is just a heart-broken girl and her baby. If you want to see them—go ahead!”


    “She might know something,” mused the sheriff, “and I s’pose I’d ought to pry it out of her right now: but I don’t care for that sort of pickin’s.” He repeated softly: “A girl and a baby!” and turned on his heel. “All right, boys, climb your hosses. Two of you take Mat. We’ll bury him where we put Harry. I guess we can pack him that far.”


    “How’s that?” This from Haines. “One of your gang dropped?”


    “He is.”


    They followed him and stood presently beside the body. Aside from the red mark in the forehead he seemed asleep, and smiling at some pleasant dream; a handsome fellow in the strength of first manhood, this man who was the second to die for Grey Molly.


    “It’s the end of Dan Barry,” said Buck. “Lee, we’ll never have Whistlin’ Dan for a friend again. He’s wild for good.”


    The sheriff turned and eyed him closely.


    “He’s got to come back,” said Haines. “He’s got to come back for the sake of Kate.”


    “He’d better be dead for the sake of Kate,” answered Buck.


    “Why, partner, this isn’t the first time he’s gone wild.”


    “Don’t you see, Lee?”


    “Well?”


    “He’s fighting to kill. He’s shooting to kill, and he ain’t ever done that before. He crippled his men; he put ’em out of the way with a busted leg or a plugged shoulder; but now he’s out to finish ’em. Lee, he’ll never come back.”


    He looked to the white face of Vic Gregg, standing by, and he said without anger; “Maybe it ain’t your fault, but you’ve started a pile of harm. Look at these gents around you, the sheriff and all—they’re no better’n dead, Gregg, and that’s all along of you. Barry has started on the trail of all of you. Look at that house back there. It’s packed full of hell, and all along of you. Lee, let’s get back. I’m feelin’ sick inside.”

  

  
    
      Concerning the strength of women

    

    There were three things discussed by Lee Haines and Buck Daniels in the dreary days which followed. The first was to keep on their way across the mountains and cut themselves away from the sorrow of that cabin. The second was to strike the trail of Barry and hunt until they found his refuge and attempt to lead him back to his family. The third was simply to stay on and where they found the opportunity, help Kate. They discarded the first idea without much talk; it would be yellow, they decided, and the debt they owed to the Dan Barry of the old days was too great to be shouldered off so easily: they cast away the second thought still more quickly, for the trail which baffled the shrewd sheriff, as they knew, would be too much for them. It remained to stay with Kate, making excursions through the mountains from day to day to maintain the pretence of carrying on their own business, and always at hand in time of need.


    It was no easy part to play, for in the house they found Kate more and more silent, more and more thoughtful, never speaking of her trouble, but behind her eyes a ghost of waiting that haunted them. If the wind shrilled down the pass, if a horse neighed from the corral, there was always the start in her, the thrill of hope, and afterwards the pitiful deadening of her smile. She was not less beautiful they thought, as she grew paler, but the terrible silence of the place drove them away time and again. Even Joan no longer pattered about the house, and when they came down out of the mountains they never heard her shrill laughter. She sat cross-legged by the hearth in her old place during the evenings with her chin resting on one hand and her eyes fixed wistfully upon the fire; and sometimes they found her on the little hillock behind the house, from the top of which she could view every approach to the cabin. Of Dan and even of Black Bart, her playmate she soon learned not to speak, for the mention of them made her mother shrink and whiten. Indeed, the saddest thing in that house was the quiet in which the child waited, waited, waited, and never spoke.


    “She ain’t more’n a baby,” said Buck Daniels, “and you can leave it to time to make her forget.”


    “But,” growled Lee Haines, “Kate isn’t a baby. Buck, it drives me damn near crazy to see her fade this way.”


    “Now you lay to this,” answered Buck. “She’ll pull through. She’ll never forget, maybe, but she’ll go on livin’ for the sake of the kid.”


    “You know a hell of a lot about women, don’t you?” said Haines.


    “I know enough, son,” nodded Buck.


    He had, in fact, reduced women to a few distinct categories, and he only waited to place a girl in her particular class before he felt quite intimate acquaintance with her entire mind and soul.


    “It’ll kill her,” pronounced Lee Haines. “Why, she’s like a flower, Buck, and sorrow will cut her off at the root. Think of a girl like that thrown away in these damned deserts! It makes me sick—sick! She ought to have nothing but velvet to touch—nothing but a millionaire for a husband, and never a worry in her life.” He grew excited. “But here’s the flower thrown away and the heel crushing it without mercy.”


    Buck Daniels regarded him with pity.


    “I feel kind of sorry for you, Lee, when I hear you talk about girls. No wonder they make a fool of you. A flower crushed under the foot, eh? You just listen to me, my boy. You and me figure to be pretty hard, don’t we? Well, soft pine stacked up agin’ quartzite, is what we are compared to Kate.”


    Lee Haines gaped at him, too astonished to be angry. He suggested softening of the brain to Buck, but the latter waved aside the implications.


    “Now, supposin’ Kate was one of these dark girls with eyes like black diamonds and a lot of snap and zip to her. If she was like that I s’pose you’d figure her to forget all about Dan inside of a month—and maybe marry you?”


    “You be damned!”


    “Maybe I am. Them hard, snappy lookin’ girls are the ones that smash. They’re brittle, that’s why; but you take a soft lookin’ girl like Kate, maybe she ain’t a diamond point to cut glass, but she’s tempered steel that’ll bend, and bend, and bend, and then when you wait for it to break it flips up and knocks you down. That’s Kate.”


    Lee Haines rolled a cigarette in silence. He was too disgusted to answer, until his first puff of smoke dissolved Buck in a cloud of thin blue.


    “You ought to sing to a congregation instead of to cows, Buck. You have the tune, and you might get by in a church; but cows have sense.”


    “Kate will buckle and bend and fade for a while,” went on Buck, wholly unperturbed, “but just when you go out to pick daisies for her you’ll come back and find her singing to the stove. Her strength is down deep, like some of these outlaw hosses that got a filmy, sleepy lookin’ eye. They save their hell till you sink the spurs in ’em. You think she loves Dan, don’t you?”


    “I have a faint suspicion of it,” sneered Haines. “I suppose I’m wrong?”


    “You are.”


    “Buck, I may have slipped a nickel into you, but you’re playing the wrong tune. Knock off and talk sense, will you?”


    “When you grow up, son, you’ll understand some of the things I’m tryin’ to explain in words of one syllable.


    “She don’t love Dan. She thinks she does, but down deep they ain’t a damned thing in the world she gives a rap about exceptin’ Joan. Men? What are they to her? Marriage? That’s simply an accident that’s needed so she can have a baby. Delicate, shrinkin’ flower, is she? I tell you, my boy, if it was necessary for Joan she’d tear out your heart and mine and send Dan plumb to hell. You fasten on to them words, because they’re gospel.”


    It was late afternoon while they talked, and they were swinging slowly down a gulch towards the home cabin. At that very time Kate, from the door of the house where she sat, saw a dark form slink from rock to rock at the rim of the little plateau, a motion so swift that it flicked through the corner of her eye, a thing to be sensed rather than seen. She set up very stiff, her lips white as chalk, but nothing more stirred. A few minutes later, when her heart was beating almost at normal she heard Joan scream from behind the house, not in terror, or pain, as her keen mother-ear knew perfectly well, but with a wild delight. She whipped about the corner of the house and there she saw Joan with her pudgy arms around the neck of Black Bart.


    “Bart! Dear old Bart! Has he come? Has he come?”


    And she strained her eyes against the familiar mountains around her as if she would force her vision through rock. There was no trace of Dan, no sign or sound when she would even have welcomed the eerie whistle. The wolf-dog was already at play with Joan. She was on his back and he darted off in an effortless gallop, winding to and fro among the rocks. Most children would have toppled among the stones at the first of his swerves, but Joan clung like a burr, both hands dug into his hair, shrieking with excitement. Sometimes she reeled and almost slid at one of those lightning turns, for the game was to almost unseat her, but just as she was sliding off Bart would slacken his pace and let her find a firm seat once more. They wound farther and farther away, and suddenly Kate cried, terror-stricken: “Joan! Come back!”


    A tug at the ear of the wolf-dog swung them around; then as they approached, the fear left the mind of the mother and a new thought came in its place. She coaxed Joan from Bart—they could play later on, she promised, to their heart’s desire—and led her into the house. Black Bart followed to the door, but not all their entreaty or scolding could make him cross the threshold. He merely snarled at Kate, and even Joan’s tugging at his ears could not budge him. He stood canting his head and watching them wistfully while Kate changed Joan’s clothes.


    She dressed her as if for a festival, with a blue bonnet that let the yellow hair curl out from the edges, and a little blue cloak, and shiny boots incredibly small, and around the bonnet she laid a wreath of yellow wild flowers. Then she wrote her letter, closed it in an envelope, and fastened it securely in the pocket of the cloak.


    She drew Joan in front of her and held her by both hands.


    “Joan, darling,” she said, “munner wants you to go with Bart up through the mountains. Will you be afraid?”


    A very decided shake of the head answered her, for Joan’s eyes were already over her shoulder looking towards the big dog. And she was a little sullen at these unnecessary words.


    “It might grow dark,” she said. “You wouldn’t care?”


    Here Joan became a little dubious, but a whine from Bart seemed to reassure her.


    “Bart will keep Joan,” she said.


    “He will. And he’ll take you up through the rocks to Daddy Dan.”


    The face of the child grew brilliant.


    “Daddy Dan?” she whispered.


    “And when you get to him, take this little paper out of your pocket and give it to him. You won’t forget?”


    “Give the paper to Daddy Dan,” repeated Joan solemnly.


    Kate dropped to her knees and gathered the little close, close, until Joan cried out, but when she was eased the child reached up an astonished hand, touched the face of Kate with awe, and then stared at her finger tips.


    A moment later, Joan stood in front of Black Bart, with the head of the wolf-dog seized firmly between her hands while she frowned intently into his face.


    “Take Joan to Daddy Dan,” she ordered.


    At the name, the sharp ears pricked; a speaking intelligence grew up in his eyes.


    “Giddap,” commanded Joan, when she was in position on the back of Bart. And she thumped her heels against the furry ribs.


    Towards Kate, who stood trembling in the door, Bart cast the departing favor of a throat-tearing growl, and then shambled across the meadow with that smooth trot which wears down all other four-footed creatures. He was already on the far side of the meadow, and beginning the ascent of the first slope when the glint of the sun on the yellow wild flowers flashed on the eye of Kate. It had all seemed natural until that moment, the only possible thing to do, but now she felt suddenly that Joan was thrown away thought of the darkness which would soon come—remembered the yellow terror which sometimes gleamed in the eyes of Black Bart after nightfall.


    She cried out, but the wolf-dog kept swiftly on his way. She began to run, still calling, but rapidly as she went, Black Bart slid steadily away from her, and when she reached the shoulder of the mountain, she saw the dark form of Bart with the blue patch above it drifting up the wall of the opposite ravine.


    She knew where they were going now; it was the old cave upon which she and Dan had come one day in their rides, and Dan had prowled for a long time through the shadowy recesses.

  

  
    
      The venture

    

    From the moment Joan gave the name of Daddy Dan, the wolf- dog kept to the trail with arrowy straightness. Whatever the limitations of Bart’s rather uncanny intelligence, upon one point he was usually letter-perfect, and even when a stranger mentioned Dan in the hearing of the dog it usually brought a whine or at least an anxious look. He hewed to his line now with that animal sense of direction which men can never wholly understand. Boulders and trees slipped away on either side of Joan; now on a descent of the mountain-side he broke into a lope that set the flowers fluttering on her bonnet; now he prowled up the ravine beyond, utterly tireless.


    He was strictly business. When she slipped a little from her place as he veered around a rock he did not slow up, as usual, that she might regain her seat, but switched his head back with a growl that warned her into position. That surprise was hardly out of her mind when she saw a gay patch of wild- flowers a little from the line of his direction, and she tugged at his ear to swing him towards it. A sharp jerk of his head tossed her hand aside, and again she caught the glint of wild eyes as he looked back at her. Then she grew grave, puzzled. She trusted Black Bart with all her heart, as only a child can trust dumb animals, but now she sensed a change in him. She had guessed at a difference on that night when Dan came home for the last time; and the same thing seemed to be in the dog today.


    Before she could make up her mind as to what it might be, Black Bart swung aside up a steep slope, and whisked her into the gloom of a cave. Into the very heart of the darkness he glided and stopped.


    “Daddy Dan!” she called.


    A faint echo, after a moment, came back to her from the depths of the cave, making her voice strangely deep. Otherwise, there was no answer.


    “Bart!” she whispered, suddenly frightened by the last murmur of that echo, “Daddy Dan’s not here. Go back!”


    She tugged at his ear to turn him, but again that jerk of the head freed his ear. He caught her by the cloak, crouched close to the floor, and she found herself all at once sitting on the gravelly floor of the cave with Bart facing her.


    “Bad Bart!” she said, scrambling to her feet.


    “Naughty dog!”


    She was still afraid to raise her voice in that awful silence, and in the dark. When she glanced around her, she made out vague forms through the dimness that might be the uneven walls of the cave, or might be strange and awful forms of night.


    “Take me home!”


    A growl that went shuddering down the cave stopped her, and now she saw that the eyes of Bart glowed green and yellow. Even then she could not believe that he would harm her, and stretched out a tentative hand. This time she made out the flash of his teeth as he snarled. He was no longer the Bart she had played with around the cabin, but a strange wild thing, and with a scream she darted past him toward the door. Never had those chubby legs flown so fast, but even as the light from the mouth of the cave glimmered around her, she heard a crunching on the gravel from behind, and then a hand, it seemed, caught her cloak and jerked her to a stop.


    She fell sprawling, head over heels, and when she looked up, there sat Bart upon his haunches above her, growling terribly, and gripping the end of the cloak. No doubt about it now. Black Bart would have his teeth in her throat if she made another movement toward the entrance. A city child would have either gone mad with terror or else made that fatal struggle to reach the forbidden place, but Joan had learned many things among the mountains, and among others, she knew the difference between the tame and the free. The old dappled cow was tame, for instance; and the Maltese cat, which came too close to Bart the year before and received a broken back for its carelessness, had been tame; and the brown horse with the white face and the dreary eyes was tame. They could be handled, and teased, and petted and bossed about at will. Other creatures were different. For instance, the scream of the hawk always made her shrink a little closer to the ground, or else run helter-skelter for the house, and sometimes, up the gulches, she had heard the wailing of a mountain lion on the trail, hunting swiftly, and very hungry. There was even something about the dead eyes of certain lynxes and coyotes and bobcats which Daddy Dan trapped that made Joan feel these animals belonged to a world where the authority of man was only the strength of his hand or his cunning. Not that she phrased these thoughts in definite words, but Joan was very close to nature, and therefore her instincts gave her a weird little touch of wisdom in such matters.


    And when she lay there tangled in her cloak and looked up into the glowing eyes of Bart and heard his snarling roll around her, and pass in creepy chills up her back, she nearly died of fear, to be sure, but she lay as still as still, frozen into a part of the rock. Black Bart was gone, and in his place was a terrible creature which belonged there among the shadows, for it could see in the night.


    Presently the bright eyes disappeared, and now she saw that Bart lay stretched across the entrance to the cave, where the long shadow was now creeping down the slope. Inches by inches she ventured to sit up, and all it brought from Bart was a quick turn of the head and a warning growl. It meant as plainly as though he had spoken in so many words: “Stay where you are and I don’t care in the least what you do, but don’t try to cross this entrance if you fear the length of my teeth and the keenness thereof.” And she did fear them, very much, for she remembered the gashes across the back and the terrible rips up the side, of the dead Maltese cat.


    She even took a little heart, after a time. A grownup cannot feel terror or grief as keenly as a child, but neither does terror or grief pass away a tithe as fast. She seemed at liberty to roam about in the cave as long as she did not go near the entrance, and now the shadows and the dimness no longer frightened her. Nothing was terrible except that long, dark body which lay across the entrance to the cave, and she finally got to her feet and began to explore. She came first on a quantity of dead grass heaped in a corner that was where Satan was stalled, no doubt, and it made all the cave seem almost homelike. She found, too, a number of stones grouped together with ashes in the hollow circle-that was where the fires were built, and there to the side lay the pile of dead wood. A little down the cave and directly in the center of the top, she next saw the natural aperture where the smoke must escape and last of all she came on the bed. Boughs heaped a foot thick with the blankets on top, neatly stretched out, and the tarpaulin over all, made a couch as soft as down and fragrant with the pure scent of evergreens.


    Joan tried the surface with a foot that sank to her ankle, then with her hands, and finally sat down to think. The first fear was almost gone; she understood that Bart was keeping her here until Dan came home, and fear does not go hand in hand with understanding. She only wondered, now, at the reason that kept Daddy Dan living in this cave so far from the warm comfort of the cabin, and so far away from her mother; but thinking makes small heads drowsy, and in five minutes Joan lay with her head pillowed on her arm, sound asleep.


    When she awoke, the evening-gray of the cave had given place to utter blackness, alarming and thick. Joan sat up with a start; she would have cried out, bewildered, but now she heard a noise on the gravel, and turned to see Daddy Dan entering the cave with Satan behind him, quite distinctly outlined by the sunset outside. Black Bart walked first, looking back over his shoulder as though he led the way.


    It was partly because the black, silhouetted figures awed her, somewhat, and partly because she wished to give Daddy Dan a gay surprise, that Joan did not run to him. And then, in the darkness, she heard Satan munching the dried grass, and the squeak and rattle as the saddle was drawn off and hung up, scraping against the rock.


    “What you been doin’, Bart?” queried the voice of Daddy Dan, and the last of Joan’s fears fell from her as she listened. “You act kind of worried. If you been runnin’ rabbits all day and got your pads full of thorns I’ll everlastin’ly treat you rough.”


    The wolf-dog whined.


    “Well, speak up. What you want? Want me over there?”


    It would have been a trifle unearthly to most people, but Joan knew the ways of Daddy Dan with Satan and Black Bart. She lay quite still, shivering with pleasure as the footsteps approached her. Then a match scratched— she saw by the blue spurt of flame that he was lighting a pine torch, then whirling it until the flame ate down to the pitchy knot. He held it above his head, and now she saw him plainly: the light cascaded over his shoulders, glowed on his eyes, and then puffed out sidewise in a draught.


    Joan was upon her feet, and running toward him with a cry of joy, until she remembered that he was not to be approached like her mother. There were never any bear-hugs from him, no caresses, not much laughter. She stopped barely in time, and stood with her fingers interlaced, staring up at him, half delighted, half afraid. She read his mind by microscopic changes in his eyes and lips.


    “Munner sent me.”


    That was wrong, she saw at once.


    “And Bart brought me.” Much better, now. “And oh, Daddy Dan, I’ve been lonesome for you!”


    He continued to stare at her for another moment, and even Joan could not tell whether be were angry or indifferent or pleased.


    “Well,” he murmured at length, “I guess you’re hungry, Joan?”


    She knew it was complete acceptance, and she could hardly keep from a shout of happiness. Daddy Dan had a great aversion to sudden outcries.


    “I guess I am,” said Joan.

  

  
    
      Discipline

    

    He made the preparation for supper with such easy speed that everything seemed to be done by magic hands. When Joan’s mother cooked supper there was always much rattling of the stove, then the building of the fire, a long preparation of food, and another interval when things steamed and sizzled on the fire. There followed the setting of the table, and then a long, aching time of hunger when the food was in sight, but one could not eat until Daddy Dan had done this, and Munner had done that. Also, when one did eat, half the taste was taken from things by the necessity of various complicated evolutions of knife and fork. Instance the absurdity of taking the fork under the thumb with the forefinger pressing along the back of the wobbly instrument, when any one could see that the proper, natural way of using a fork was to grasp it daggerwise and drive it firmly through that skidding piece of meat. Not only this, but a cup must be held in one hand, and bread must be broken into little pieces before putting butter on it. Above all, no matter how terribly hard one tried, there was sure to be a mistake, and then a: “Now, Joan, don’t do that. This is the way—”


    But how different everything was in this delightful house of Daddy Dan!


    In an incredibly short time three torches flared about them and filled the air with scents of freshness and the outdoors-scents that went tingling up the nose and filled one with immense possibilities of eating. At the very same time, a few motions caused a heap of wood to catch fire and blaze among the stones while a steady stream of blue-white smoke wavered up toward the top of the cave and disappeared in the shadows. After this her father showed her a little stream of water which must come from a spring far back in the cave, and the current slipped noiselessly along one wall, and dipped of sight again before it reached the entrance to the place. Here she discovered a little bowl, made out of small stones nicely fitted together, and allowing the water to pour over one edge and out at another with a delicious purling—such crystal clear water that one actually wanted to wash in it even if it was cold, and even if one had the many sore places on fingers and nose and behind the ears.


    Behold! no sooner did one turn from the washing of hands and face than the table was miraculously spread upon the surface of a flat rock, with other stones nearby to serve as chairs; and on the table steamed “pone,” warmed over; coffee with milk in it—coffee, which was so strictly banned at home! —potatoes sliced to transparent thinness and fried to crisp brown at the edges, and a great slab of meat that fairly shouted to the appetite.


    So far so good, but the realization was a thousand fold better than anticipation. No cutting of one’s own meat at this enchanted board! The shining knife of Daddy Dan divided it into delectable bits with the speed of light, and it needed only the slightest amount of experimenting and cautious glances to discover that one could use a fork daggerwise, and when in doubt even seize upon a morsel with one’s fingers and wipe the fingers afterwards on a bit of the dry grass. One could grasp the cup by both sides, scorning the silly handle, and if occasionally one sipped the coffee with a little noise— which added astonishingly to the taste—there was no sharp warning, no frowning eye to overlook. Besides, at Munner’s table, there was never time to pay attention to Joan, for there was talk about vague, abstract things— the price of skins, the melting of the snows, the condition of the passes, the long and troubling argument about the wicker chairs, with some remarkably foolish asides, now and then, concerning happiness and love—when all the time any one with half an eye could see that the thing to do was to eat and eat and eat until that hollow place ceased to be. Talking came afterwards.


    In the house of Daddy Dan all these things were ordered as they should be. Not a word was said; not a glance of criticism rested upon her; when her tin plate was cleared she heard no reproofs for eating too greedily, but she was furnished anew from the store of good things on the rock.


    In place of conversation, there were other matters to occupy the mind during the meal. For presently she observed the beautiful head of Satan just behind his master—Satan, who could pass over noisy gravel with the softness of a cat, and now loomed out of the deeper night down the cavern. Inch by inch, with infinite caution and keenly pricked ears, the head lowered beside Dan, and the quivering, delicate muzzle stole towards a fragment of the “pone.” Joan watched breathlessly and then she saw that in spite of the caution of that movement her father knew all about it—just a glint of amusement in the corner of his eyes, just a slight twitch at the corners of his mouth to tell Joan that he was as delighted as a boy playing a trick. Barely in time to save the morsel of pone, he spoke and the head was dashed up. Yet Satan was not entirely discouraged. If he could not steal the bread he would beg for it. It made Joan pause in her destruction of the edibles, not to watch openly, for an instinct told her that the thing to do was to note these by-plays from the corner of one’s eye, as Daddy Dan did, and swallow the ripples of mirth that came tickling in the throat. She knew perfectly well that Satan would have it in the end, for of all living things not even Munner had such power over Dan as the black stallion. He maneuvered adroitly. First he circled the table and stood opposite the master, begging with his eyes, but Dan looked fixedly down at the rock until an impatient whinny called up his eyes. Then he pretended the most absolute surprise.


    “Why, Satan, you old scoundrel, what are you doin’ over there? Get back where you belong?”


    He gestured with a thumb over his shoulder and Satan glided around the rock and stood once more behind Dan.


    “Manners?” continued Dan. “You ain’t got ’em. You’ll be tryin’ to sit down at the table with me, pretty soon.” He concluded: “But I’ll teach you one of these days, and you’ll smart for a week.”


    Even at the mock menace Joan trembled a little, but to her astonishment Satan paid not the slightest heed. Dan sat with his hat on his head— which was a new and delightful event at the table—and now the stallion took the hat by the crown, dexterously, and raised it just an inch and put it back in place. Black Bart, having crept out of the shadows sat down near Joan with his long red tongue lolling out. This procedure called a growl from him, but the master continued eating without the slightest interest, apparently, in Satan’s insolence.


    A velvety muzzle appeared, with the chin resting on the shoulder of Dan and the great, luminous eyes above. He whinnied so softly that it was not more than a human whisper, and meant almost as much.


    “Oh,” said Dan, in all seeming just roused to attention, “hungry, old boy?”


    He raised the morsel of “pone” between thumb and forefinger, holding it tightly. Then it was a joy to watch Satan. He tried to tug it all away at once, but only a fragment broke off. He stamped in impatience, and then went to work to nibble the bread away on all sides of Dan’s fingers, very fine work for such broad, keen chisels as Satan’s teeth, but he went about it with the skill of long practice, turning his head this way and that and always watching the face of the master with sidewise eyes, one ear forward and one ear back. Finally the tight fingers opened out, and Satan gathered the last crumbs from the smooth palm.


    Two or three times during this performance Black Bart had half risen from his haunches and a growl swelled almost inaudibly in his throat, but now he stalked around the table and pushed his narrow head between Dan’s shoulder and the stallion. A snarl of incredible ferocity made Satan turn, but without the slightest dread, apparently. For an instant the two stood nose to nose, Black Bart a picture of snarling danger and Satan with curiously pricking ears and bright eyes. The growling rose towards a crescendo, a terrible sound; then a lean hand shot out with that speed which Joan could never comprehend— and which always made her think, rather breathlessly, of the strike of a snake. The fingers settled around the muzzle of Bart.


    “Of all the no-good houn’-dogs,” declared Dan, “you’re the worst, and the most jealousest. Lie down!”


    Bart obeyed, slowly, but his evil eyes were fixed upwards upon the head of Satan.


    “If you got any manners,” remarked Dan, “you’ll be sayin’ that you’re sorry.”


    The ears flattened along the snaky head; otherwise no answer.


    “Sorry!” repeated the master.


    Out of the deep throat of Black Bart, infinitely, ludicrously small, came a whine which was more doglike than anything Joan had ever heard, before, from the wolf.


    “Now,” continued the implacable master, “you go over in that corner, and lie down.”


    Black Bart arose with a finally ugly look for Satan and sneaked with hanging head and tail to the outer edge of the circle of light.


    “Farther! Clear over there in the dark,” came the order, and Bart had to uncoil himself again in the very act of lying down and retreat with another ominous growl clear into the darkness. Satan held his head high and watched triumphantly.


    But Joan felt that this was a little hard on Bart; she wanted to run over and comfort him, but she knew from of old that it was dangerous to interfere where Daddy Dan was disciplining either horse or wolf; besides, she was not quite free from her new awe for Bart.


    “All right,” said the master presently, and without raising his voice.


    It brought a dark thunder bolt rushing into the circle of the light and stopping at Dan’s side with such suddenness that his paws slid in the gravel. There he stood, actually wagging his bushy tail—an unprecedented outburst of joy for Bart!—and staring hungrily into the face of Dan. She saw a wonderful softening in the eyes of her father as he looked at the great, dangerous beast.


    “You ain’t a bad sort,” he said, “but you need puttin’ in place continual.”


    Black Bart whined agreement.


    After that, when the dishes were being cleared away and cleaned with a speed fully as marvelous as the preparation of the supper, Joan remembered with a guilty start the message which she should have given to Daddy Dan, and she brought out the paper, much rumpled.


    He stood by the fire to read the letter.


    “Dan come back to us. The house is empty and there’s no sign of you except your clothes and the skins you left drying in the vacant room. Joan sits all day, mourning for you, and my heart is breaking. Oh, Dan, I don’t grieve so much for what has been done, but I tremble for what you may do in the future.”


    With the letter still in his hand Dan walked thoughtfully to Satan and took the fine head between his fingers.


    “S’pose some gent was to drop you, Satan,” he murmured. “S’pose he was to plug you while you was doin’ your best to take me where I want to go. S’pose he shot you not for anything you’d done but because of something agin me. And s’pose after killin’ you he was to sneak up on me with a lot of other gents and try to murder me before I had a chance to fight back. Satan, wouldn’t I be right to trail ’em all—and kill ’em one by one? Wouldn’t it?”


    Joan heard very little of the words—only a soft murmur of anxiety, and she saw that Daddy Dan was very thoughtful indeed. The stallion reached for the brim of Dan’s hat—it was withdrawn from his reach —his head bowed, like a nod of assent.


    “Why, even Satan can see I’m right,” murmured Dan, and moving back to the fire, he tore the letter into many pieces which fluttered down in a white stream and made the blaze leap up.

  

  
    
      The acid test

    

    Mrs. Johnny Sommers managed to preserve her dignity while she escorted the visitor into the front room, and even while she asked him to sit down and wait, but once she had closed the door behind her she cast dignity far away and did two steps at a time going upstairs. The result was that she, reached the room of Betty Neal entirely out of breath; two hundred pounds of fat, good- natured widowhood do not go with speed. She tossed open the door without any preliminary knock and stood there very red with a clearly defined circle of white in the center of each check. For a moment there was no sound except her panting and Betty Neal stared wildly at her from above her book.


    “He’s come!” gasped Mrs. Sommers.


    “Who?”


    “Him!”


    As if this odd explanation made everything clear, Betty Neal sprang from her chair and she grew so pale that every freckle stood out.


    “Him!” she echoed ungrammatically.


    Then: “Where is he? Let me downstairs.”


    But the widow closed the door swiftly behind her and leaned her comfortable bulk against it.


    “You ain’t goin’,” she asserted. “You ain’t goin’, leastways not till you got time to think it over.”


    “I haven’t time to think. I—he—”


    “That was the way with me,” nodded Mrs. Sommers, and her eyes were tragic. “I went ahead and married Johnny in spite of everything, and look at me now—a widder! No, I ain’t sorry for myself because I was a fool.”


    “Mrs. Sommers,” said Betty, “will you please step out of my way?”


    “Honey, for heaven’s sake think a minute before you go down and face that man. He’s dangerous. When I opened the door and seen him, I tell you the shivers went up my back.”


    “Is he thin? Is he pale?” cried Betty Neal. “How did he get away? Did he escape? Did they parole him? Did they pardon him? Did he—”


    “Let me get down!” she cried.


    Mrs. Sommers flung away from the door.


    “Then go and marry your man-killer!”


    But Betty Neal was already clattering down the stairs. Half way to the bottom her strength and courage ebbed suddenly from her; she went on with short steps, and when at last she closed the parlor door behind her, she was staring as if she looked at a ghost.


    Yet Vic Gregg was not greatly changed—a little thinner perhaps, and just now he certainly did not have his usual color. The moment she appeared he jumped to his feet as if he had heard a shot, and now he stood with his feet braced a little to meet a shock, one hand twitching and playing nervously with the embroidered cloth on the table. She did not speak; merely stood with her fingers still gripping the handle of the door as if she were ready to dart away at the first alarm. A wave of pain went over the face of Vic Gregg and remained looking at her out of his eyes, for all that his single-track, concentrated mind could perceive in her was the thing he took for fear.


    “Miss Neal,” he said. His voice shook, straightened out again. He made her think of one of her big school boys who had forgotten his lesson and now stood cudgeling his memory and dreading that terrible nightmare of “staying after school.” She had a wild desire to laugh.


    “Miss Neal, I ain’t here to try to take up things that can’t be took up ag’in.” Apparently he had prepared the speech carefully, and now he went on with more ease: “I’m leavin’ these here parts for some place unknown. Before I go I jest want to say I know I was wrong from the beginnin’. All I want to say is that I was jest all sort of tied up in a knot inside and when I seen you with him—” He stopped. “I hope you marry some gent that’s worth you, only they ain’t any such. An’—I want to wish you good-luck, an’ say good-by—”


    He swept the perspiration from his forehead, and caught up his hat; he had been through the seventh circle of torture.


    “Oh, Vic, dear!” cried a voice he had never heard before. Then a flurry of skirts, then arms about him, then tears and laughter, and eyes which went hungrily over his face.


    “I been a houn’-dog. My God, Betty, you don’t mean—”


    “That I love you, Vic. I never knew what it was to love you before.”


    “After I been a man-killin’, lyin’, sneakin’—”


    “Don’t you say another word. Vic, it was all my fault.”


    “It wasn’t. It was mine. But if you’d only kind of held off a little and gone easy with me”


    “You didn’t give me a chance.”


    “When I looked back from the road you wasn’t standin’ in the door.”


    “I was. And you didn’t look back.”


    “I did.”


    “Vic Gregg, are you trying to—”


    But the anger fled from her as suddenly as it had come.


    “I don’t care. I’ll take all the blame.”


    “I don’t want you to. I won’t let you.”


    She laughed hysterically.


    “Vic, tell me that you’re free?”


    “I’m paroled.”


    “Thank God! Oh, I’ve prayed and prayed—Vic, don’t talk. Sit down there—so! I just want to look and look at you. There’s a hollow, hungry place in me that’s filling up again.”


    “It was Pete Glass,” said Gregg brokenly. “He—he trusted me clean through when the rest was lookin’ at me like I was a snake. Pete got word to the governor, an’—”


    There followed a long interval of talk that meant nothing, and then, as the afternoon waned towards evening, and the evening toward dark, he told her the whole story of the long adventure. He left out nothing, not a detail that might tell against him. When he came to the moment when Glass persuaded him to go back and betray Barry he winced, but set his jaw and plunged ahead. She, too, paled when she heard that, and for a moment she had to cover her eyes, but she was older by half a life-time than she had been when he was last with her, and now she read below the surface. Besides, Vic had offered to undo what he had done, had offered to stay and fight for Barry, and surely that evened the score!


    There was a light rap on the door, and then Mrs. Sommers came in with a tray.


    “Maybe you young folks forgot about supper,” she said. “I just thought I’d bring in a bite for you.”


    She placed it on the table, and then lingered, delighted, while her eyes went over them together and one by one. Perhaps Betty Neal was a fool for throwing herself away on a gun-fighter, but at least Mrs. Sommers was furnished with a story which half Alder would know by tomorrow. The walls of her house were not sound proof. Besides, Mrs. Sommers had remarkably keen ears.


    “They’s been a gentleman here ask for you, Vic,” she said, “but I thought maybe you wouldn’t like it much to be disturbed. So I told him you wasn’t here.”


    Her smile fairly glowed with triumph.


    “Thanks,” said Gregg, “but who was he?”


    “I never seen him before. Anyway, it didn’t much matter. He wanted to see some of the rest of the boys quite bad: Pete Glass and Ronicky Joe, and Sliver Waldron, and Gus Reeve. He seemed to want to see ’em all particular bad.”


    “Pete Glass and Ronicky and—the posse!” murmured Vic. He grew thoughtful. “He wanted to see me, too?”


    “Very particular, and he seemed kind of down-hearted when he found that Pete was out of town. Wanted to know when he might be back.”


    “What sort of a lookin’ gent was he?” asked Vic, and his voice was sharp.


    “Him? Oh, he looked like a tenderfoot to me. Terrible polite, though, and he had a voice that wasn’t hardly rougher’n a girl’s. Seemed like he was sort of embarrassed jest talkin’ to me.” She smiled at the thought, but Gregg was on his feet now, his hands on the shoulders of Mrs. Sommers as though he would try to shake information from her loose bulk.


    “Look quick, now,” he said. “Where did you send him?”


    “How you talk! Why, where should I send him? I told him like as not Ronicky and Sliver and Gus would be down to Lorrimer’s—”


    The groan of Vic made her stop with a gasp.


    “What did be look like?”


    Mrs. Sommers was very sober. Her smile congealed.


    “Black hair, and young, and good-lookin’, and b-b-brown eyes, and —”


    “God!”


    “Vic,” cried Betty Neal, “what is it!” She looked around her in terror.


    “It’s Barry.”


    He turned towards the door, and then stopped, in an agony of indecision. Betty Neal was before him, blocking the way with her arms outstretched.


    “Vic, you shan’t go. You shan’t go. You’ve told me yourself that he’s sure death.”


    “God knows he is.”


    “You won’t go, Vic?”


    “But the others! Ronicky—Gus—”


    She stammered in her fear.


    “That’s their lookout! They’re three to one. Let them kill—”


    “But they don’t know him. They’ve never been close enough to see his face. Besides, no three men I—he—for God’s sake tell me what to do!”


    “Stay here—if you love me. I won’t let you go. I won’t!”


    “I got to warn them.”


    “You’ll be killed!”


    He tore away her hands.


    “I got to warn them—but who’ll I help? Them three against Dan? He saved me—twice! But—I got. I got to go.”


    “If you fight for him first he’ll only turn on you afterwards. Vic, stay here.”


    “What good’s my life? What good’s it if I’m a yaller dog ag’in? I’m goin’ out—and be a man!”

  

  
    
      The fifth man

    

    The moment Vic Gregg stood in the open air, with the last appeal of Betty ringing still at his ear, he felt a profound conviction that he was about to die and he stood a moment breathing deeply, taking the faint alkali scent of the dust and looking up to the stars. It was that moment when night blends with day and there is no sign of light in the sky except that the stars burn more and more bright as the darkness thickens, and Vic Gregg watched the stars draw down more closely and believed that he was seeing this for the last time. Alder seemed inexpressibly dear to him as he stood there through a little space, and the vaguely discernible outlines of the shacks along the street were like the faces of friends. In that house behind him was Betty Neal, waiting, praying for him, and indeed, had it not been for shame, he would have weakened now and turned back. For he hardly knew which way to turn. He wanted to save Ronicky and the other two from the attack of Barry, yet he would not lay a trap for Dan. To Barry he owed a vast debt; his debt to the three was that which any human being owes to another. He had to save them from the wolf which ran through the night in the body of a man.


    That thought sent him at a run for Captain Lorrimer’s saloon. It was lighted brilliantly by the gasoline lamp within, but a short distance away from it he heard no sound and his imagination drew a terrible picture of the big, empty room, with three dead men lying in the center of it where the destroyer had reached them one by one. That was what took the blood from his face and made him a white mask of tragedy when he stepped into the door of the saloon. It was quiet, but half a dozen men sat at the tables in the corner, and among them were Ronicky and the other two. Sliver Waldron was in the very act of pulling back his chair, and perhaps all three had just come in. Perhaps Barry had come here to look for his quarry and found them not yet arrived; perhaps he was now hunting in other places through the town; perhaps he was even now crouched in the shadow near at hand and ready to attack.


    It made the hand of Vic Gregg contract with a cruel pressure when it fell on the shoulder of Sliver Waldron.


    “Now, what in hell!” grunted that hardened warrior.


    He had no love for Vic Gregg since that day when the posse rode through the hills after him; neither had Ronicky or Gus Reeve, who rose from their chairs as if at a signal. “Come with me, gents,” said Vic. “An’ come quick!”


    They asked no questions and did not stay to argue the point for he had that in his face which meant action. He led them outside, and behind the horse shed of the saloon.


    “We’re alone?” he asked.


    “Nothin’ in sight.”


    “Look sharp.”


    They peered about them through the night, and a wan moon only helped to make the darkness visible.


    “Gents, we may be alone now, but we ain’t goin’ to be alone long. Get your bosses and ride like hell. Barry is in town!”


    “Vic, you’re drunk.”


    “I tell you, he’s been seen—”


    “Then by God,” growled Sliver Waldron, “lead me to him. I need to have a little talk with that gent.”


    “Lead you to him?” echoed Vic Gregg. “Sliver, are you hungerin’ to push daisies?”


    “Look here, Bud,” answered the older man, and he laid a hand on the shoulder of Vic. “You been with this Barry, gent, and you’ve lived in his house. D’you mean to say you’re one of the lot that talks about him like he was a ghost bullets couldn’t harm? I tell you, son, they’s been so much chatter about him that folks forget he’s human. I’m goin’ to remind ’em of that little fact.”


    Vic Gregg groaned. Even while he talked he was glancing over his shoulder as if he feared the shadows under the moon. His voice was half gasp, half whisper.


    “Sliver—Ronicky—don’t ask me how I know—jest believe me when I say Dan Barry’ll never die by the hand of any man. I tell you —he can see in the dark!”


    A soft oath from Gus Reeve; a twitching of Ronicky’s head told that this last had taken effect. Sliver Waldron suddenly altered his manner.


    “All right, Vic. Trot back into town, or come with us. We’re going to move out.”


    “The wisest thing you ever done, Sliver.”


    “I’m feelin’ the same way,” breathed Gus Reeve.


    “S’long,” whispered Vic Gregg, and faded into the night, running.


    The others, without a word among themselves, gathered their horses and struck down the valley out of Alder. The padding and swish of the sand about the feet of their mounts; the very creaking of the saddle leather seemed to alarm them, and they were continually turning and looking back. That is, Gus Reeve and Ronicky Joe manifested these signs of trouble, but Sliver Waldron, riding in the center of the trio, never moved his head. They were hardly well out of the town when a swift rush of hoof beats swept up from behind, and a horseman darted into the pale mist of the valley bending low over his pommel to cut the wind of his riding.


    “Who is it?”


    “Vic Gregg!” muttered Gus Reeve. “Stir, along, Sliver. Vic ain’t lingerin’ any!”


    But Sliver Waldron drew rein, and let his horse go on at a walk.


    “Hearin’ you talk, Ronicky,” he said, “you’d think you was really scared of Dan Barry.”


    Ronicky Joe stiffened in his saddle and peered through the uncertain light to make out if Sliver were jesting. But the latter seemed perfectly grave.


    “A gent would almost think,” went on Sliver, “that we three was runnin’ away from Barry, instead of goin’ out to set a trap for him,”


    There was something nearly akin to a grunt from Gus Reeve, but Ronicky merely continued to stare at the leader.


    “‘S a matter of fact,” said Sliver, “when Vic was talkin’ I sort of felt the chills go up my back. How about you, Ronicky?”


    “I’ll tell a man,” sighed Ronicky. “While Vic was talkin’ I seen that devil comin’ on his hoss like he done when he broke out of the cabin that night. I’ll tell you straight, Sliver. I had my gun drilled on him. I couldn’t of missed; but after I fired he kept straight on. It was like puncturin’ a shadow!”


    “Sure,” nodded Sliver. “Shootin’ by night ain’t ever a sure thing.”


    Ronicky wiped his heated brow.


    “So I sent Vic away before he had a chance to get real nervous. But when he comes back—well, boys, it’ll be kind of amusin’ to watch Vic’s face when he saunters into town tomorrow and sees Dan Barry—maybe dead, maybe in the irons. Eh?”


    Only a deep silence answered him, but in the interest which his words excited the terror seemed to have left Ronicky and Gus. They rode close, their heads toward Sliver alone.


    “There goes Vic,” mused Sliver. “There he goes—go on. Mac, you old fool!—scared to death, ridin’ for his life. And why? Because he believes some ghost stories he’s heard about Dan Barry!”


    “Ghost stories?” echoed Reeve. “Some of ’em ain’t fairy tales, Sliver.”


    “Jest name one that ain’t!”


    “Well, the way he trailed Jim Silent. We’ve all heard of Silent, and Barry—was too good for him.”


    “Bah,” sneered Sliver. “Too good for Silent? Ye lied readily enough: booze done for Silent long before Barry come along.”


    “That right?”


    “I’ll tell a man it is. Mind you, I don’t say Barry ain’t handy with his gun; but he’s done a little and the gents have furnished the trimmin’s. Look here, if Barry is the man-eater they say, why did he pick a time for comin’ down when the sheriff was out of town?”


    “By God!” exclaimed Ronicky. “I never thought of that!”


    “Sure you didn’t,” chuckled Sliver. “But this sucker figures that you and Gus and me will be easy pickin’s. He figures we’ll do what Vic did—hit for the tall pines. Then he’ll blow around how he ran the four of us out of Alder. Be pleasant comin’ back to talk like that, eh?”


    There was a volley of rapid curses from the other two.


    “We’ll get this cheap skate, Sliver,” suggested Ronicky. “We’ll get this ghost and tie him up and take him back to Alder and make a show of him.”


    “We will,” nodded Sliver. “Have you figured how?”


    “Lie out here in the bush. He’ll hunt around Alder all night and when the mornin’ comes he’ll leave and he’ll come out this way. We’ll be ready for him where the valley’s narrow down there. They say his hoss and his dog is as bad as any two ordinary men. Well, that’s three of them and here’s three of us. It’s an even break, eh?”


    “Ronicky,” murmured Sliver, “I always knowed you had the brains. We’ll take this gent and tame him, and run him back to Alder on the end of a rope.”


    Gus Reeve whooped and waved his hat at the thought.


    So the three reached the point where the shadowy walls of the valley narrowed, drew almost together. There they placed the horses in a hollow near the southern cliff, and they returned to take post. There was only one bridle path which wound through the gulch here, and the three concealed themselves behind a thicket of sagebrush to wait.


    They laid their plan carefully. Each man was to have his peculiar duty: Gus Reeve, an adept with the rope, would wait until the black stallion was cantering past and then toss his noose and throw the horse. At the same instant, Ronicky Joe would shoot the wolf-dog, and Sliver Waldron would perforate Dan Barry while the latter rolled in the dust, unless, indeed, he was pinioned by the fall of his horse, in which case they would have the added glory of taking him alive.


    By the time all these details were settled the pale moonlight was shot through with the rose of dawn. Then, rapidly, the mountains lifted into view, range beyond range, all their gullies deep blue and purple, and here and there sharp triangles of snow. There was not a cloud, not a trace of mist, and through the crisp, thin air the vision carried as if through a telescope. They could count the trees on the upper ridges; and that while the floor of the valley was still in shadow. This in turn grew brilliant, and everywhere the sage brush glittered like foliage carved in gray-green quartz.


    It was then that they saw Dan Barry, while the dawn was still around them, and before the sun pushed up in the east above the mountains. He came winding down the bridle path with the dawn glittering on the side of Satan, and a dark, swift form spiriting on ahead.


    “Look at him!” muttered Sliver Waldron. “The damned wolf is a scout. See him nose around that hummock? Watch him smell behind that bush. The black devil!”


    Bart, in fact, wove a loose course before his master, running here and there to all points of vantage, as if he knew that danger lurked ahead, but where he came close, with only the narrow passage between the cliffs, he seemed to make up his animal brain that there could be no trouble in so constricted a place, and darted straight ahead.


    “They’re ours,” whispered Waldron. “Steady, boys. Gus, get your rope, get ready!”


    Gus tossed the noose a little wider, and gathered himself for the throw, but it seemed as if the wolf saw or heard the movement. He stopped suddenly and stood with his head high; behind him the rider checked the black horse; all three waited.


    “He’s tryin’ to get the wind,” chuckled Waldron, “but the wind is ag’in’ our faces!”


    It was only a slight breeze, but it came directly against the lurking three; and moreover the scent of the sage was particularly keen at this time of the day, and quite sufficient to blur the scent of man even in the keen nostrils of Black Bart. Only for a second or so he stood there sniffing the wind, a huge animal, larger than any wolf the three had ever seen; his face wise in a certain bear-like fashion from the three gray marks in the center of his forehead. Now he trotted ahead, and the stallion broke into a gallop behind.


    “My God,” whispered Sliver to Gus, “don’t spoil that hoss when you daub the rope on him! Look at that action; like runnin’ water!”


    They came more rapidly. As if the rider knew that a point of danger was there to be passed, he spoke to his mount, and Satan lengthened into a racing gait that blew the brim of the rider’s hat straight up. On they came. The wolf- dog darted past. Then as the horse swept by, Gus Reeve rose from behind his bush and the rope darted snakelike from his hand. The forefeet of Satan landed in the noose, and the next instant the back-flung weight of Gus tightened the rope, and Satan shot over upon his side, flinging the master clear of the saddle.


    It sent him rolling over and over in the dust, and Sliver Waldron was on his feet with both guns in action, sending bullet after bullet towards the tumbling body. Gus Reeve was running towards the stallion, his rope in action to entangle one of the hindfeet and make sure of his prey; Ronicky Joe had leaped up with a yell and blazed away at Black Bart.


    It was no easy mark to strike, for the moment the rope shot out from the hand of Gus, the wolf-dog whirled in his tracks and darted straight for the scene of action. It was that, perhaps, which troubled the aim of Ronicky more than anything else, for wild animals do not whirl in this fashion and run for an assailant. He had expected to find himself plugging away at a flying target in the distance; instead, the black monster was rushing straight for him, silently. Indeed, all that followed was in silence after that first wild Indian yell from Ronicky Joe. His gun barked, but Black Bart was running like a football player down a broken field, swerving here and there with uncanny speed. Again, again, Joe missed, and then flung up his arm toward the flying danger. But Black Bart shot from the ground to make his kill. He could bring down the strongest bull in the herd. What was the arm of a man to him? His snake-like head shot through that futile guard; his teeth cut off the screams of Ronicky Joe. Down they went. The gun flew from the hand of Ronicky; for an instant he struggled with hands and writhing legs, and then the murderous teeth of Bart sank deeper, found the life. The dead body was limp, but Bart, shaking his hold deeper to make sure, glared across to the fallen master.


    The third man had died for Grey Molly.


    All this had happened in a second, and the body of Barry was still rolling when a gun flashed in his hand, drawn while he tumbled. It spat fire, and Sliver Waldron staggered forward drunkenly, waved both his armed hands as if he were trying to talk by signal, and pitched on his face into the dust.


    The fourth man had died for Grey Molly.


    No gun was destined for Gus Reeve, however. Black Bart had left the lifeless body of his victim and was darting towards the third man; the master was on his knee, raising his gun for the last shot; but Gus Reeve was blind to all that had happened. He saw only the black stallion, the matchless prize of horseflesh. He tossed a loop in the taut rope to entangle a bind foot, but that slackening of the line gave Satan his instant’s purchase, and a moment later he was on his feet, whirled, and two iron-hard hoofs crushed the whole framework of the man’s chest like an egg-shell. The impact lifted him from his feet, but before that body struck the ground the life was fled from it. The fifth man had died for Grey Molly.

  

  
    
      Bad news

    

    News of the Killing at Alder, as they call that night’s slaughter to this day in the mountain-desert, traveled swiftly, and lost nothing of bulk and burden on the way; so that two days later, when Lee Haines went down for mail to the wretched little village in the valley, he heard the store-keeper retailing the story to an awe-stricken group. How the tale had crossed all the wild mountains which lay between in so brief a space no man could say, but first there ran a whisper and then a stir, and then half a dozen men came in at once, each with an elaboration of the theme more horrible than the last. The store-keeper culled the choicest fragments from every version, strung them together with a narrative of his own fertile invention, polished off the tale by a few rehearsals in his home, and then placed his product on the open market. The very first day he kept the store-room well filled from dawn until dark.


    And this was the creation to which Lee Haines had to listen, impatient, sifting the chaff from the grains of truth. Down upon Alder, exactly at midnight, had ridden a cavalcade headed by that notorious, half-legendary man- slayer, Dan Barry—Whistling Dan. While his crew of two-score hardened ruffians held the doors and the windows with leveled rifles, Barry had entered with a gun and a wolf—a wild wolf, and had butchered ten men, wantonly. To add to the mystery, there was no motive of robbery for the crime. One sweeping visitation of death, and then the night-riders had rushed away. Nor was this all, for Sheriff Pete Glass, hearing of the tragedy, had ridden to Rickett, the county seat, and from this strategic point of vantage he was sending out a call for the most practised fighters on the mountain-desert. He wanted twenty men proved beyond the shadow of question for courage, endurance, speed, and surety in action.


    “And,” concluded the store-keeper, fixing his eye upon Lee Haines, “if you want a long ride free of charge, and ten bucks a day with chow thrown in —some of you gents ought to go to Rickett and chin with Pete.”


    Haines waited to hear no more. He even forgot to ask for the Barry mail, swung into his saddle, and rode with red spurs back to the cabin in the mountains. There he drew Buck Daniels aside, and they walked among the rocks while Haines told his story. When it was ended they sat on adjoining boulders and chucked pebbles aimlessly into the emptiness beyond the cliff.


    “Maybe,” said Buck suddenly, “it wasn’t Dan at all. He sure wouldn’t be ridin’ with no crowd of gents like that.”


    “A fool like that store-keeper could make a crowd of Indians out of one papoose,” answered Haines. “It was Dan. Who else would be traipsing around with a dog that looks like a wolf—and hunts men?”


    “I remember when Dan cornered Jim Silent in that cabin, and all Jim’s gang was with him. Black Bart—”


    “Buck,” cut in Haines, “you’ve remembered plenty.”


    After a moment: “When are you going in to break the news to Kate?”


    Buck Daniels regarded him with angry astonishment.


    “Me?” he cried. “I’d sooner cut my tongue out!” He drew a great breath. “I feel like—like Dan was dead!”


    “The best thing for Kate if he were.”


    “That’s a queer thing to say, Lee. The meat would be rotted off your bones six years ago in Elkhead if it hadn’t been for Whistlin’ Dan.”


    “I know it, Buck. But I’ll tell you straight that I could never feel towards Dan as if he were a human being, but a wolf in the hide of a man. He turned my blood cold; he always has.”


    Buck Daniels groaned aloud as thoughts poured back on him.


    “Of all the pals that ever a man had,” he said sadly, “there never was a partner like Whistlin’ Dan. There was never another gent that would go through hell for you jest because you’d eaten meat with him. The first time I met him I tried to double-cross him, because I had my orders from Silent. And Dan played clean with me—by God, he shook hands with me when he left.”


    He straightened a little.


    “So help me God, Lee, I’ve never done a crooked thing more since I shook hands with Dan that day.” He sat silent, but breathing hard. “Well, this is the end of Whistlin’ Dan. The law will never let up on him now; but I tell you, Haines, I’m sick inside and I’d give my right hand plumb to the wrist to set him straight and bring him back to Kate. Go in and tell her, Lee. I— I’ll wait for you here.”


    “You’ll be damned,” cried Haines. “I’ve done my share by bringing the word this far. You can relay it.”


    Buck Daniels produced a silver dollar.


    “Heads or tails?”


    “Heads!” said Haines.


    The dollar spun upwards, winking, and clanked on the rocks, tails up. Haines stared at it with a grisly face.


    “Good God,” he muttered, “what’ll I do, Buck, if she faints?”


    “Faints?” echoed Daniels, “there’s no fear of that! The first thing you’ll have to do is to saddle her horse.”


    “Now, what in hell are you driving at?”


    “She’ll be thinkin’ of Joan. God knows she worried enough because Dan hasn’t brought the kid back before this, but when she hears what he’s done now, she’ll know that he’s wild for keeps and she’ll be on the trail to bring the young’un home.”


    He turned his back cleanly on the house and set his shoulders tense.


    “Go on, Lee. Be a man.”


    He heard the steps of Haines start briskly enough for the house, but they trailed away, slowly and more slowly, and finally there was a long pause.


    “He’s standing at the door,” muttered Buck. “Thank God I ain’t in his boots.”


    He jerked out his papers and tobacco, but in the very act of twisting the cigarette tight the door slammed and he ripped the flimsy thing in two. He started to take another paper, but his fingers were so unsteady that he could not pull away the single sheet of tissue which he wanted. Then his hands froze in place.


    A faint tapping came out to him.


    “He—he’s rapping on her door,” whispered Buck, and remained fixed in place, his eyes staring straight before him.


    The seconds slipped away.


    “He’s turned yaller,” murmured Buck. “He couldn’t do it. It’ll be up to me!”


    But he had hardly spoken the words when a low cry came out to him from the house. Then the silence again, but Buck Daniels began to mop his forehead.


    After that, once, twice, and again he made the effort to turn towards the house, but when he finally succeeded it was whole minutes later, and Lee Haines was leading a saddled horse from the coral. Kate stood beside the cabin, waiting.


    When he reached her, she was already mounted. He halted beside her, panting, his hand on her bridle.


    “Don’t do it, Kate!” he pleaded. “Lemme go with you. Lemme go and try to help.”


    The brisk wind up the gulch set her clothes fluttering, stirred the hair about the rim of her hat, and she seemed to Buck more gracefully, more beautifully young than he had ever seen her; but her face was like stone.


    “You’d be no help,” she answered. “When I get to the place I may have to meet him! Would you face him, Buck?”


    His hand fell away from the bridle. It was not so much what she said as the cold, steady voice with which she spoke that unnerved him. Then, without a farewell, she turned the brown horse around and struck across the meadow at a swift gallop. Buck turned to meet the sick face of Haines.


    “Well?” he said.


    “Let me have that flask.”


    Buck produced a metal “life-saver,” and Haines with nervous hands unscrewed the top and lifted it to his lips. He lowered it after a long moment and stood bracing himself against the wall.


    “It was hell, Buck. God help me if I ever have to go through a thing like that again.”


    “I see what you done,” said Buck angrily. “You walked right in and took your story in both hands and knocked her down with it. Haines, of all the ornery, thick-headed cayuses I ever see, you’re the most out-beatin’est!”


    “I couldn’t help it.”


    “Why not?”


    “When I went in she took one look at me and then jumped up and stood as straight as a pine tree.


    “‘Lee,’ she said, ‘what have you heard?’”


    “‘About what?’ I asked her, and I looked sort of indifferent.”


    “Dan!” snorted Buck. “She could see death an’ hell written all over your face, most like.”


    “I suppose,” muttered Haines, “I—I was sick!


    “‘Tell me!’ she said, coming close up.


    “‘He’s gone wild again,’ was all I could put my tongue to.


    “Then I blurted it out. I had to get rid of the damned story some way, and the quickest way seemed the best—how Dan rode into Alder and did the killing.


    “When I got to that she gave one cry.”


    “I know,” said Buck, shuddering. “Like something dying.”


    “Then she asked me to saddle her horse. I begged her to let me go with her, and she said to me what she just now said to you. And so I stayed. What good could we do against that devil?”

  

  
    
      The music

    

    To the last ravine Kate’s horse carried her easily enough, but that mountain pass was impenetrable through all its length to anything except the uncanny agility of Satan, and so she left the cow-pony in the bottom of the gorge and climbed the last rise on foot.


    On the mountainside above her, it was not easy to locate the cave, for the slope was clawed into ravines and confused with meaningless criss-cross gulches. Whatever scrub evergreens grew there stood under the shade of boulders which threatened each instant to topple over and go thundering to the base. She had come upon the cave by chance in her ride with Dan, and now she hunted vainly through the great stones for the entrance. A fresh wind, chill with the snows of the upper peaks, pulled and tugged at her and cut her face and hands with flying bits of sand. It kept up a whistling so insistent that it was some time before she recognized in the hum of the gale a different note, not of pleasant music, but a thin, shrill sound that blended with the voice of the wind.


    The instant she heard it she stopped short on the lee side of a tall rock and looked about her in terror. The mountains walked away on every side, and those resolute masses gave her courage. She listened, for the big rock cut away the breath of the wind about her ears and she could make out the whistling more clearly. It was a strain as delicate as a pin point ray of light in a dark room, but it made Kate tremble.


    Until the sound ended she stayed there by the rock, hearkening, but the moment it ceased she gathered her resolution with a great effort and went straight toward the source of the whistling. It was only a moment away, although the wind had made it seem much farther, and she came on the tall, narrow opening with Joan sitting on a rock just within. Instead of the blue cloak, she was wrapped in a tawny hide, and the yellow hair blew this way and that, unsheltered from the wind. The loneliness of the little figure made Kate’s heart ache, made her pause on her way, and while she hesitated, Joan’s head rested back against the rock, her eyes half closed, her lips pursed, she began to whistle that same keen, eerie music.


    It brought Kate to her in a rush.


    “Oh Joan!” she cried. “My baby!”


    And she would have swept the child into her arms, but Joan slipped out from under her very fingers and stood a little distance off with her hands pressed against the wall on either side of her, ready to dart one way or the other. It was not sudden terror, but rather a resolute determination to struggle against capture to the end, and her blue eyes were blazing with excitement. Kate was on her knees with her arms held out.


    “Joan, dear, have you forgotten munner?”


    The wildness flickered away from the eyes of the child little by little.


    “Munner?” she repeated dubiously.


    No shout of welcome, no sudden rush, no arms to fling about her mother. But if her throat was dry and closed Kate allowed no sign of it to creep into her voice.


    “Where’s Daddy Dan?”


    “He’s gone away.”


    “Where?”


    “Oh—over there!”


    The mother rose slowly to her feet, and looked out across the mountains as if in search of aid. For her mind had harked back to that story her father used to tell of the coming of Dan Barry; how he had ridden across the hills one evening and saw, walking against the sunset, a tattered boy who whistled strangely as he went, and when old Joe Cumberland asked where he was going he had only waved a vague hand toward the north and answered, “Oh—over there. It was sufficient destination for him, it was sufficient explanation now for the child. She remembered how she, herself a child then, had sat at her father’s table and watched the brown face of the strange boy with fascination, and the wild, quick eyes which went everywhere and rested in no one place. They were the eyes which looked up to her now from Joan’s face, and she felt suddenly divorced from her baby, as if all the blood in Joan were the blood of her father.


    “He left you here alone?” she murmured.


    The child looked at her with a sort of curious amazement.


    “Joan isn’t alone.”


    She whistled softly, and around the corner of the rock peered two tiny, beady-bright eyes, and the sharp nose of a coyote puppy. It disappeared at once at the sight of the stranger, and now all the strength went from Kate. She slipped helplessly down, and sat on a boulder trying to think, trying to master the panic which chilled her; for she thought of the day when Whistling Dan brought home to the Cumberland Ranch the wounded wolf-dog, Black Bart. But the call of Joan had traveled far, and now a squirrel came in at a gallop with his vast tail bobbing behind him, and ran right up the rock until he was on the shoulder of the child. From this point of vantage, however, he saw Kate, and was instantly on the floor of the cave and scurrying for the entrance, chattering with rage.


    The wild things came to Joan as they came to her father, and the eyes of the child were the eyes of Dan Barry. It came home to Kate and she saw the truth for the first time in her life. She had struggled to win him away from his former life, but now she knew that it was not habit which controlled him, for he was wild by instinct, by nature. Just as the tang of his untamed blood had turned the child to this; and a few days more of life with him would leave her wild forever.


    “He left you alone here!” she repeated fiercely. “Where a thousand things might happen. Thank God I’ve found you.”


    Even if her words conveyed little meaning to Joan, the intonation carried a message which was perfectly clear.


    “Don’t you like Daddy Dan?”


    “Joan, Joan, I love him! Of course.”


    But Joan sat with a dubious eye which quickly darkened into fear.


    “Oh, Munner, don’t take us back!”


    Such horror and terror and sadness mixed! The tears rushed into the eyes of Kate.


    “Do you want to stay here, sweetheart?”


    “Yes, munner.”


    “Without me?”


    At first Joan shook her head decidedly, but thereafter she quickly became thoughtful.


    “No, except when we eat.”


    “You don’t want me here at dinner-time? Poor munner will get so hungry.”


    A great concession was about to burst from the remorseful lips of Joan, but again second thought sobered her. She remained in a quandary, unable to speak.


    “Don’t you want me even when you wake up at night?”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re so afraid of the dark.”


    “Joan’s not afraid. Oh, no! Joan loves the dark.”


    If Kate maintained a smile, it was a frozen grimace. It had only been a few days—hardly yesterday—that Joan left, and already she was a little stranger. Suppose Dan should refuse to come back himself; refuse even to give up Joan! She started up, clutching the hand of the child.


    “Quick, Joan, we must go!”


    “Joan doesn’t want to go!”


    “We’ll go—for a little walk. We—we’ll surprise Daddy Dan.”


    “But Daddy Dan won’t come back for long, long time. Not till the sun is away down behind that hill.”


    That should mean two hours, at least, thought Kate. She could wait a little.


    “Joan, what taught you not to be afraid of the dark?”


    This problem made Joan look about for an answer, but at length she called softly: “Jackie!”


    She waited, and then whistled; at once the bright eyes of the little coyote appeared around the edge of the rock.


    “Come here!” she commanded.


    He slunk out with his head turned towards Kate and cowered at the feet of the child. And the mother cringed inwardly at the sight; all wild things which hated man instinctively with tooth and claw were the friends, the allies of Whistling Dan, and now Joan was stepping in her father’s path. A little while longer and the last vestige of gentleness would pass from her. She would be like Dan Barry, following calls which no other human could even hear. It meant one thing: at whatever cost, Joan must be taken from Dan and kept Away.


    “Jackie sleeps near me,” Joan was saying. “We can see in the dark, can’t we, Jackie?”


    She lifted her head, and the moment her compelling eyes left him, Jackie scooted for shelter. The first strangeness had worn away from Joan and she began to chatter away about life in the cave, and how Satan played there by the firelight with Black Bart, and how, sometimes—wonderful sight!— Daddy Dan played with them. The recital was quite endless, as they pushed farther and farther into the shadows, and it was the uneasiness which the dim light raised in her that made Kate determine that the time had come to go home.


    “Now,” she said, “we’re going for that walk.”


    “Not away down there!” cried Joan.


    Kate winced.


    “It’s lots nicer here, munner. You’d ought to just see what we have to eat! And my, Daddy Dan knows how to fix things.”


    “Of course he does. Now put on your hat and your cloak, Joan.”


    “This is lots warmer, munner.”


    “Don’t you like it?” she added in alarm, stroking the delicate fur.


    “Take it off!”


    Kate ripped away the fastenings and tossed the skin far away.


    “Oh!” breathed Joan.


    “It isn’t clean! It isn’t clean,” cried Kate. “Oh, my poor, darling baby! Get your bonnet and your cloak, Joan, quickly.”


    “We’re coming back?”


    “Of course.”


    Joan trudged obediently to the side of the cave and produced both articles, sadly rumpled, and Kate buttoned her into them with trembling fingers. Something akin to cold made her shake now. It was very much like a child’s fear of the dark.


    But as she turned towards the entrance to the cave and caught the hand of Joan, the child wrenched herself free.


    “We’ll never come back,” she wailed. “Munner, I won’t go!”


    “Joan, come to me this instant.”


    Grief and fear and defiance had set the child trembling, but what the mother saw was the glint of the eyes, uneasy, hunting escape with animal cunning. It turned her heart cold, and she knew, with a sad, full knowledge that Dan was lost forever and that only one power could save Joan. That power was herself.


    “I won’t go!”


    “Joan!”


    A resolute silence answered her, and when she went threateningly forward, Joan shrank into the shadows near the rock. It was the play of light striking slantwise from the entrance, no doubt, but it seemed to Kate that a flicker of yellow light danced across the eyes of the child. And it stopped Kate took her breath with a new terror. Dan Barry, in the old days, had lived a life as quiet as a summer’s day until the time Jim Silent struck him down in the saloon; and she remembered how Black Bart had come for her and led her to the saloon, and how she found Dan lying on the floor, streaked with blood, very pale; and how she had kneeled by him in a panic, and how his eyes had opened and stared at her without answer and the yellow, inhuman light swirled in them until she rose and backed out the door and fled in a hysteria of fear up the road. That had been the beginning of the end for Dan Barry, that instant when his eyes changed; and now Joan—she ran at her swiftly and gathered her into her arms. One instant of wild struggling, and then the child lay still, her head straightened a little, a shrill whistle pealed through the cave.


    Kate stopped that piercing call with her hand, but when she turned, she saw in the entrance the dark body of Bart and his narrow, snake-like head.

  

  
    
      The battle

    

    “It’s Dan,” whispered Kate. “He’s come.”


    “Maybe Daddy Dan sent Bart back alone, munner.”


    “Does he do that often? Come quickly, Joan. Run!”


    She ran towards the entrance, stumbling over the uneven ground and dragging Joan behind her, but when they came close the wolf-dog bristled and sent down the cavern a low growl that stopped them like an invisible barrier. The softest sounds in his register were ominous warnings to those who did not know Black Bart, but Kate and Joan understood that this muttering, harsh thunder was an ultimatum. If she had worn her revolver, a light, beautifully mounted thirty-two which Dan had given her, Kate would have shot the wolf and gone on across his body; for she had learned from Whistling Dan to shoot quickly as one points a finger and straight by instinct. Even as she stood there barehanded she looked about her desperately for a weapon, seeing the daylight and the promise of escape beyond and only this dumb beast between her and freedom.


    Once before, many a year before, she had gone like this, with empty hands, and subdued Black Bart simply through the power of quiet courage and the human eye. She determined to try again.


    “Stand there quietly, Joan. Don’t move until I tell you.”


    She made a firm step towards Bart.


    “Manner, he’ll bite!”


    “Hush, Joan. Don’t speak!”


    At her forward movement the wolf-dog flattened his belly to the rock, and she saw his forepaws, large, almost, as the hands of a man, dig and work for a purchase from which he could throw himself at her throat.


    “Steady, Bart!”


    His silence was more terrible than a snarl; yet she stretched out her hand and made another step. It brought a sharp tensing of the body of Bart —the fur stood up about his throat like the mane of a lion, and his eyes were a devilish green. Another instant she kept her place, and then she remembered the story of Haines—how Bart had gone with his master to that killing at Alder. If he had killed once, he would kill again; wild as he had been on that other time when she quelled him, he had never before been like this. The courage melted out of her; she forgot the pleasant day outside; she saw only those blazing eyes and shrank back towards the center of the cave. The muscles of the wolf relaxed visibly, and not till that moment did she realize how close she had been to the crisis.


    “Bad Bart!” cried Joan, running in between. “Bad, bad dog!”


    “Stop, Joan! Don’t go near him!”


    But Joan was already almost to Bart. When Kate would have run to snatch the child away that deep, rattling growl stopped her again, and now she saw that Joan ran not the slightest danger. She stood beside the huge beast with her tiny fist raised.


    “I’ll tell Daddy Dan on you,” she shrilled.


    Black Bart made a furtive, cringing movement towards the child, but instantly stiffened again and sent his warning down the cave to Kate. Then a shadow fell across the entrance and Dan stood there with Satan walking behind. His glance ran from the bristling body of Bart to Kate, shrinking among the shadows, and lingered without a spark of recognition.


    “Satan,” he ordered, “go on in to your place.”


    The black stallion glided past the master and came on until he saw Kate. He stopped, snorting, and then circled her with his head suspiciously high, and ears back until he reached the place where his saddle was usually hung. There he waited, and Kate felt the eyes of the horse, the wolf, the man, and even Joan, curiously upon her. “Evenin’,” nodded Dan, “might you have come up for supper?” That was all. Not a step towards her, not a smile, not a greeting, and between them stood Joan, her hands clasped idly before her while she looked from face to face, trying to understand. All the pangs of heart which come to woman between girlhood and old age went burningly through Kate in that breathing space, and afterwards she was cold, and saw herself and all the others clearly.


    “I haven’t come for supper. I’ve come to bring you back, Dan.”


    Not that she had the slightest hope that he would come, but she watched him curiously, almost as if he were a stranger, to see how he would answer.


    “Come back?” he echoed. “To the cabin?”


    “Where else?”


    “It ain’t happy there.” He started. “You come up here with us, Kate.”


    “And raise Joan like a young animal in a cave?”


    He looked at her with wonder, and then at the child.


    “Ain’t you happy, Joan, up here?”


    “Oh, Daddy Dan, Joan’s so happy!”


    “You see,” he said to Kate, “she’s terribly happy.”


    It was his utter simplicity which convinced her that arguments and pleas would be perfectly useless. Just behind the cool command which she kept over herself now was hysteria. She knew that if she relaxed her purposefulness for an instant the love for him would rush over her, weaken her. She kept her mind clear and steady with a great effort which was like divorcing herself from herself. When she spoke, there was another being which stood aside listening in wonder to the words.


    “You’ve chosen this life, Dan, I won’t blame you for leaving me this time any more than I blamed you the other times. I suppose it isn’t you. It’s the same impulse, after all, that took you south after—after the wild geese.” She stopped, almost broken down by the memory, and then recalled herself sternly. “It’s the same thing that led you away after MacStrann through the storm. But whether it’s a weakness in you, or the force of something outside your control, I see this thing clearly; we can’t go on. This is the end.”


    He seemed troubled, vaguely, as a dog is anxious when it sees a child weep and cannot make out the reason.


    “Oh, Dan,” she burst out, “I love you more than ever! If it were I alone, I’d follow you to the end of the world, and live as you live, and do as you do. But it’s Joan. She has to be raised as a child should be raised. She isn’t going to live with—with wild horses and wolves all her life. And if she stays on here, don’t you see that the same thing which is a curse in you will grow strong and be a curse in her? Don’t you see it growing? It’s in her eyes! Her step is too light. She’s lost her fear of the dark. She’s drifting back into wildness. Dan, she has to go with me back to the cabin!”


    At that she saw him start again, and his hand went out with a swift, subtle gesture towards Joan.


    “Let me have her! I have to have her! She’s mine!” Then more gently: “You can come to see her whenever you will. And, finally pray God you will come and stay with us always.”


    He had stepped to Joan while she spoke, and his hands made a quick movement of cherishing about her golden head, without touching it. For the first and the last time in her life, she saw something akin to fear in his eyes.


    “Kate, I can’t come back. I got things to do—out here!”


    “Then let me take her.”


    She watched the wavering in him.


    “Things would be kind of empty if she was gone, Kate.”


    “Why?” she asked bitterly. “You say you have your work to do—out here?”


    He considered this gravely.


    “I dunno. Except that I sort of need her.”


    She knew from of old that such questions only puzzled him, and soon he would cast away the attempt to decide, and act. Action was his sphere. There was only one matter in which he was unfailingly, relentlessly the same, and that was justice. To that sense in him she would make her last appeal.


    “Dan, I can’t take her. I only ask you to see that I’m right. She belongs to me, I bought her with pain.”


    It was a staggering blow to Whistling Dan. He took off his sombrero and passed his hand slowly across his forehead, then looked at her with a dumb appeal.


    “I only want you to do the thing you think is square, Dan.”


    Once more he winced.


    Then, slowly: “I’m tryin’ to be square. Tryin’ hard. I know you got a claim in her. But it seems like I have, too. She’s like a part of me, mostly. When she’s happy, I feel like smilin’ sort of. When she cries it hurts me so’s I can’t hardly stand it.”


    He paused, looking wistfully from the staring child to Kate.


    He said with sudden illumination: “Let her do the judgin’! You ask her to go to you, and I’ll ask her to come to me. Ain’t that square?”


    For a moment Kate hesitated, but as she looked at Joan it seemed to her that when she stretched out her arms to her baby nothing in the world could keep them apart.


    “It’s fair,” she answered. Dan dropped to one knee.


    “Joan, you got to make up your mind. If you want to stay with, with Satan —speak up, Satan!”


    The stallion whinnied softly, and Joan smiled.


    “With Satan and Black Bart”—the wolf-dog had glided near, and now stood watching—“and with Daddy Dan, you just come to me. But if you want to go to—to Munner, you just go.” On his face the struggle showed —the struggle to be perfectly just. “If you stay here, maybe it’ll be cold, sometimes when the wind blows, and maybe it’ll be hard other ways. And if you go to munner, she always be takin’ care of you, and no harm’ll ever come to you and you’ll sleep soft between sheets, and if you wake up in the night she’ll be there to talk to you. And you’ll have pretty little dresses with all kinds of colors on ’em, most like. Joan, do you want to go to munner, or stay here with me?”


    Perhaps the speech was rather long for Joan to follow, but the conclusion was plain enough; and there was Kate, she also upon one knee and her arms stretched out.


    “Joan, my baby, my darling!”


    “Munner!” whispered the child and ran towards her.


    A growl came up in the throat of Black Bart and then sank away into a whine; Joan stopped short, and turned her head.


    “Joan!” cried Kate.


    Anguish made her voice loud, and from the loudness Joan shrank, for there was never a harsh sound in the cave except the growl of Bart warning away danger. She turned quite around and there stood Daddy Dan, perfectly erect, quite indifferent, to all seeming, as to her choice. She went to him with a rush and caught at his hands.


    “Oh, Daddy Dan, I don’t want to go. Don’t you want Joan?”


    He laid a hand upon her head, and she felt the tremor of his fingers; the wolf-dog lay down at her feet and looked up in her face; Satan, from the shadows beyond, whinnied again.


    After that there was not a word spoken, for Kate looked at the picture of the three, saw the pity in the eyes of Whistling Dan, saw the wonder in the eyes of Joan, saw the truth of all she had lost. She turned towards the entrance and went out, her head bowed, stumbling over the pebbles.

  

  
    
      The test

    

    The most that could be said of Rickett was that it had a courthouse and plenty of quiet so perfect that the minds of the office holders could turn and turn and hear no sound saving their own turning. There were, of course, more buildings than the courthouse, but not so many that they could not be grouped conveniently along one street. The hush which rested over Rickett was never broken except in the periods immediately after the spring and fall round-ups when the saloons and gaming tables were suddenly flooded with business. Otherwise it was a rare event indeed which injected excitement into the village.


    Such an event was the gathering of Sheriff Pete Glass’ posse.


    There had been other occasions when Pete and officers before his time had combed the county to get the cream of the fighting men, but the gathering of the new posse became different in many ways. In the first place the call for members was not confined to the county, for though it stretched as large as many a minor European kingdom, it had not the population of a respectable manufacturing town, and Pete Glass went far beyond its bounds to get his trailers. Everywhere he had the posters set up and on the posters appeared the bait. The state began the game with a reward of three thousand dollars; the county plastered two thousand dollars on top of that to make it an even five: then the town of Alder dug into its deep pockets and produced twenty-five hundred, while disinterested parties added contributions which swelled the total to a round ten thousand. Ten thousand dollars reward for the man described below, dead or alive. Ten thousand dollars which might be earned by the investment of a single bullet and the pressure on trigger; and above this the fame which such a deed would bring—no wonder that the mountain- desert hummed through all its peaks and plains, and stirred to life. Moreover, the news had gone abroad, the tale of the Killing of Alder and everything that went before. It went West; it appeared in newspapers; it cropped up at firesides; it gave a spark of terror to a myriad conversations; and every one in Rickett felt that the eye of the nation was upon it; every one in Rickett dreamed nightly of the man described: “Daniel Barry, called Whistling Dan, about five feet nine or ten, slender, black hair, brown eyes, age about thirty years.”


    Secretly, Rickett felt perfectly convinced that Sheriff Pete Glass alone could handle this fellow and trim his claws for they knew how many a “bad man” had built a reputation high as Babel and baffled posses and murdered right and left, until the little dusty man on the little dusty roan went out alone and came back alone, and another fierce name went from history into legend. However, there were doubters, since this affair had new earmarks. It had been buzzed abroad that Whistling Dan was not only the hunted, but also the hunter, and that he had pledged himself to strike down all the seven who first took his trail. Five of these were already gone; two remained, and of these two one was Vic Gregg, no despicable fighter himself, and the other was no less than the invincible little sheriff himself. To imagine the sheriff beaten in the speed of his draw or the accuracy of his shot was to imagine the First Cause, Infinity, or whatever else is inconceivable; nevertheless, there were such possibilities as bullets fired at night through the window, and attacks from the rear. So Rickett waited, and held its breath and kept his eyes rather more behind than in front.


    In the meantime, there was no lack of amusement, for from the four corners, blown by the four winds, men rode out of the mountain-desert and drifted into Rickett to seek for a place on that posse. Twenty men, that was the goal the sheriff had set. Twenty men trained to a hair. Beside the courthouse was a shooting gallery not overmuch used except during the two annual seasons of prosperity and reckless spending, and Pete Glass secured this place to test out applicants. After, they passed this trial they were mustered into his presence, and he gave them an examination for himself. Just what he asked them or what he could never be known, but some men came from his presence very red, and others extremely pale, and some men blustered, and some men swore, and some men rode hastily out of town and spoke not a word, but few, very few, were those who came out wearing a little badge on their vest with the pride of a Knight of the Garter. At first the hordes rode in, young and old, youths keen for a taste of adventure, rusty fellows who had once been noted warriors; but these early levies soon discovered that courage and willingness was not so much valued as accuracy, and the old-timers learned, also, that accuracy must be accompanied by speed; and even when a man possessed both these qualities of hand and eye the gentle, inscrutable little man in his office might still reject them for reasons they could not guess.


    This one thing was certain: the next time Pete Glass ran for office he would be beaten even by a greaser. He made enemies at the rate of a hundred a day during that period of selection.


    Still the twenty was not recruited to the full. Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen were gathered into the fold, but still five men were lacking to complete the toll. Most men would have started their man-hunt with that formidable force, but Pete Glass was methodical. In his own heart of hearts he would have given his hope of heaven to meet Barry face to face and hand to hand, and see which was the better man, but Pete Glass owed a duty to his state before he owed a duty to himself. He stuck by his first plan. And every day the inhabitants of Rickett gathered at the shooting gallery to watch the tests and wonder at the successes and smile at the failures.


    It was a very hard test which the sheriff had imposed. A man stood to one side of the iron-plate back wall which served as the target. He stood entirely out of sight and through an aperture in the side wall, at a signal, he tossed a round ball of clay, painted white. The marksman stood a good ten paces off, and he must strike that clay ball as it passed across the target. The balls were so small that even to strike them when they were stationary was a difficult task, and to hit them in motion was enough to task the quickest eye and the cunningest hand.


    It was old Pop Giersberg who stood with his ancient forty-five behind the counter, with his feet braced, on this bright morning, and behind him half of Rickett was gathered.


    “D’you give me warnin’, son?” he inquired of the man at the counter.


    “Nary a warnin’,” grinned the other, who was one of the chosen fifteen.


    He wished Pop well. So did they all, but they had seen every man fail for two days at that target and one and all they had their doubts. Pop had been a formidable man in his day, but now his hand was stiff and his hair gray. He was at least twenty years older than he felt.


    He had hardly finished asking his question when a white ball was tossed across the target. Up came the gun of Pop Giersberg, exploded, and the bullet clanged on the iron; the white ball floated idly on across the wall and disappeared on the other side.


    “Gimme another chance!” pleaded Pop, with a quaver in his voice. “That was just a try to get my eye in shape.”


    “Sure,” chuckled the deputy. “Everybody gets three tries. It ain’t hardly nacheral to hit that ball the first crack. Leastways, nobody ain’t done it yet. You jest keep your eye peeled, Pop, and that ball will come out ag’in.”


    And Pop literally kept his eye peeled.


    He had double reason to pray for success, for his “old woman” had smiled and shook her head when he allowed that he would try out for a place on that posse. All his nerves grew taut and keen. He waited.


    Once more the white streak appeared and surely he who threw the ball had every wish to see Pop succeed, for he tossed it high and easily. Again the gun barked from Giersberg’s hand, and again the ball dropped almost slowly out of sight.


    “It’s a trick!” gasped Pop. “It’s something damned queer.”


    “They’s a considerable pile of gents, that think the same way you do,” admitted the deputy sheriff, dryly.


    Pop glared at him and gritted his teeth.


    “Lead the damn thing on ag’in,” he said, and muttered the rest of his sentence to himself. He jerked his hat lower over his eyes, spread his feet a little more, and got ready for the last desperate chance.


    But fate was against Pop. Twenty years before he might have struck that mark if he had been in top condition, but today, though he put his very soul into the effort, and though the ball for the third time was lobbed with the utmost gentleness through the air, his bullet banged vainly against the sheet of iron and the white, inoffensive ball continued on its way.


    Words came in the throat of Pop, reached his opened mouth, and died there. He thrust the gun back into its holster, and turned slowly toward the crowd. There was no smile to meet his challenging eye, for Pop was a known man, and though he might have failed to strike this elusive mark that was no sign that he would fail to hit something six feet in height by a couple in breadth. When he found that no mockery awaited him, a sheepish smile began at his eyes and wandered dimly to his lips.


    “Well, gents,” he muttered, “I guess I ain’t as young as I was once. S’long!”


    He shouldered his way to the door and was gone.


    “That’s about all, friends,” said the deputy crisply. “I guess there ain’t any more clamorin’s for a place today?”


    He swept the crowd with a complacent eye.


    “If you got no objection,” murmured a newcomer, who had just slipped into the room, “I’d sort of like to take a shot at that.”

  

  
    
      The sixth man

    

    It caused a quick turning of heads.


    “I don’t want to put you out none,” said the applicant gently. His voice was extremely gentle, and there was about him all the shrinking aloofness of the naturally timid. The deputy looked him over with quiet amusement— slender fellow with the gentlest brown eyes—and then with a quick side glance invited the crowd to get in on the joke.


    “You ain’t puttin’ me out,” he assured the other. “Not if you pay for your own ammunition.”


    “Oh, yes,” answered the would-be man-hunter, “I reckon I could afford that.”


    He was so serious about it that the crowd murmured its amusement instead of bursting into loud laughter. If the man was a fool, at least he was not aggressive in his folly. They gave way and he walked slowly towards the counter and stepped into the little open space beside the master of ceremonies. Very obviously he was ill at ease to find himself the center of so much attention.


    “I s’pose you been practicin’ up on tin-cans?” suggested the deputy, leaning on the counter.


    “Sometimes I hit things and sometimes I don’t,” answered the stranger.


    “Well,” and this was put more crisply as the deputy brought out a large pad of paper, “jest gimme your name, partner.”


    “Joe Cumber.” He grew still more ill at ease. “I hear that even if you hit the mark you got to talk to the sheriff himself afterwards?”


    “Yep.”


    The applicant sighed.


    “Why d’you ask?”


    “I ain’t much on words.”


    “But hell with your gun, eh?” The deputy sheriff grinned again, but when the other turned his head toward him, his smile went out, suddenly while the wrinkle of mirth still lay in his cheek. The deputy stroked his chin and looked thoughtful.


    “Get your gun ready,” he ordered.


    The other slipped his hand down to his gun-butt and moved his weapon to make sure that it was perfectly loose in the leather.


    “Ain’t you goin’ to take your gun out?” queried the deputy.


    “Can I do that?”


    “I reckon not,” said the deputy, and looked the stranger straight in the eyes.


    His change to deadly earnestness put a hush over the crowd.


    Across the target, not tossed easily as it had been for Pop Giersberg, but literally thrown, darted the line of white, while the gun flipped out of its holster as if it possessed life of its own and spoke. The white line ended half way to the farther side of the target, and the revolver slid again into hiding.


    A clamor of amazement broke from the crowd, but the deputy looked steadily, without enthusiasm, at the stranger.


    “Joe Cumber,” he said, when the noise fell away a little, “I guess you’ll see the sheriff. Harry, take Joe Cumber up to Pete, will you?”


    One of the bystanders jumped at the suggestion and led the other from the room, with a full half of the crowd following. The deputy remained behind, thoughtful.


    “What’s the matter?” asked one of the spectators. “You look like you’d seen a ghost.”


    “Gents,” answered the deputy, “do any of you recollect seein’ this feller before?”


    They did not.


    “They’s something queer about him,” muttered the deputy.


    “He may be word-shy,” proffered a wit, “but he sure ain’t gun-shy!”


    “When he looked at me,” said the deputy, more to himself than to the others, “it seemed to me like they was a swirl of yaller come into his eyes. Made me feel like some one had sneaked up behind me with a knife.”


    In his thoughtfulness his eyes wandered, and wandering, they fell upon the notice of the reward for the capture, dead or alive, of Daniel Barry, about five feet nine or ten, slender, with black hair and brown eyes.


    “My God!” cried the deputy.


    But then he relaxed against the counter.


    “It ain’t possible,” he murmured.


    “What ain’t possible?”


    “However, I’m goin’ to go and hang around. Gents, I got a crazy idea.”


    He had no sooner started toward the door than he seemed to gain surety out of the motion.


    “It’s him!” he cried. He turned toward the others, white of face. “Come on, all of you! It’s him! Barry!”


    But in the meantime Harry had gone on swiftly to the office of the sheriff with “Joe Cumber.” Behind him swirled the curious crowd and for their benefit he asked his questions loudly.


    “Partner, that was sure a pretty play you made. I’ve seen ’em all try out to crack them balls, but I never seen none do it the way you did—with your gun in the leather at the start. What part of the country might you be from?”


    The other answered gently: “Why, from over yonder.”


    “The T O outfit, eh?”


    “Beyond that.”


    “Up in the Gray Mountains? That so! I s’pose you been on trails like this before?”


    “Nothin’ to talk about.”


    There might have been a double meaning in this remark, and Harry looked twice to make sure that there was no guile.


    “Well, here we are.” He threw open a door which revealed a bald-headed clerk seated at a desk in a little bare room. “Billy, here’s a gent that cracked it the first whack and started his gun from the leather, by God. He —”


    “Jest kindly close the door, Harry,” said Billy. “Step in, partner. Gimme your name?”


    The door closed on the discomfited Harry, and “Joe Cumber” stood close to it, apparently driven to shrinking into the wall in his embarrassment, but while he stood there his hand fumbled behind him and turned the key in the lock, and then extracted it.


    “My name’s Joe Cumber.”


    “Joe Cumber,“—this while inscribing it.


    “Age?”


    “About thirty-two, maybe.”


    “Don’t you know?”


    “I don’t exactly.”


    His eyes were as vague as his words, gentle, and smiling.


    “Thirty-two?” said Billy sharply. “You look more like twenty-five to me. S’pose we split the difference, eh?”


    And with a grin he wrote: “Age twenty-two or three.”


    “Business?”


    “Trapper.”


    “Good! The sheriff is pretty keen for ’em. You gents in that game got a sort of nose for the trail, mostly. All right, Cumber, you’ll see Glass.”


    He stood at the door.


    “By the way, Cumber, is that straight about startin’ your shot with your gun in the holster?”


    “I s’pose it is.”


    “You s’pose?” grunted the clerk. “Well, come on in.”


    He banged once on the door and then threw it open. “Joe Cumber, Pete. And he drilled the ball startin’ his gun out of the leather. Here’s his card.”


    He closed the door, and once more the stranger stood almost cringing against it, and once more his fingers deftly turned the key—softly, silently—and extracted it from the lock.


    The sheriff had not looked up from the study of the card, for reading was more difficult to him than man-killing, and Joe Cumber had an opportunity to examine the room. It was hung with a score of pictures. Some large, some small, but most of them enlargements, it was apparent of kodak snapshots, for the eyes had that bleary look which comes in photographs spread over ten times their intended space. The faces had little more than bleary eyes in common, for there were bearded men, and smooth-shaven faces, and lean and fat men; there were round, cherubic countenances, and lean, hungry heads; there were squared, protruding chins, and there were chins which sloped away awkwardly toward the neck; in fact it seemed that the sheriff had collected twenty specimens to represent every phase of weakness and strength in the human physiognomy. But beneath the pictures, almost without exception, there hung weapons: rifles, revolvers, knives, placed criss-cross in a decorative manner, and it came to “Joe Cumber” that he was looking at the galaxy of the dead who had fallen by the hand of Sheriff Pete Glass. Not a face meant anything to him but be knew, instinctively, that they were the chosen bad men of the past twenty years.


    “So you’re Joe Cumber?”


    The sheriff turned in his swivel chair and tossed his cigarette butt through the open window.


    “What can I do for you?”


    “I got an idea, sheriff, that maybe you’d sort of like to have my picture.”


    The sheriff looked up from his study of the card, and having looked up his eyes remained riveted. The other no longer cringed with embarrassment, but every line of his body breathed a great happiness. He was like one who has been riding joyously, with a sharp wind in his face.


    There was a distant rushing of feet, a pounding on the door of the next room.


    “What’s that?” muttered the sheriff, his attention called away.


    “They want me.”


    “Wait a minute,” called the voice of Billy without.


    “I’ll open the door. By God, it’s locked!”


    “They want me—five feet nine or ten, slender, black hair and brown eyes—”


    “Barry!”


    “Glass, I’ve come for you.”


    “And I’m ready. And I’ll say this”—he was standing, now, and his nervous hands were at his sides—“I been hungerin’ and hopin’ for this time to come. Barry, before you die, I want to thank you!”


    “You’ve followed me like a skunk,” said Barry, “from the time you killed a hoss that had never done no harm to you. You got on my trail when I was livin’ peaceable.”


    There was a tremendous beating on the outer door of the other room, but Barry went on: “You took a gent that was livin’ straight and you made a sneak and a crook out of him and sent him to double-cross me. You ain’t worth livin’. You’ve spent your life huntin’ men, and now you’re at the end of your trail. Think it over. You’re ready to kill ag’in, but are you ready to die?”


    The little dusty man grew dustier still. His mouth worked.


    “Damn you,” he whispered, and went for his gun.


    It was out, his finger on the trigger, the barrel whipping into line, when the weapon in Barry’s hand exploded. The sheriff spun on his heel and fell on his face. Three times, as he lay there, dead in all except the instinctive movement of his muscles, his right hand clawed at the empty holster at his side. The sixth man had died for Grey Molly.


    The outer door of Billy’s room crashed to the floor, and heavy feet thundered nearer. Barry ran to the window and whistled once, very high and thin. It brought a black horse racing around a corner nearby; it brought a wolf- dog from an opposite direction, and as they drew up beneath the window, he slid out and dropped lightly, catlike, to the ground. One leap brought him to the saddle, and Satan stretched out along the street.

  

  
    
      The blood of the father

    

    On the night of her failure at the cave, Kate came back to the cabin and went to her room without any word to Buck or Lee Haines, but when they sat before the fire, silent, or only murmuring, they could hear her moving about. Whatever sleep they got before morning was not free from dreams, for they knew that something was impending, and after breakfast they learned what it was. She struck straight out from the shoulder. She was going up to the cave and if Dan was away she would take Joan by force; she needed help; would they give it? They sat for a long time, looking at each other and then avoiding Kate with their eyes. It was not the fear of death but of something more which both of them connected with the figure of Whistling Dan. It was not until she took her light cartridge belt from the wall and buckled on her gun that they rose to follow. Before the first freshness of the morning passed they were winding up the side of the mountain, Kate a little in the lead, for she alone knew the way.


    Where they rounded the shoulder, the men reined the horses with which Kate had provided them and sat looking solemnly at each other.


    “Maybe we’ll have no chance to talk alone again,” said Lee Haines. “This is the last trail either for Barry or for us. And I don’t think that Barry is that close to the end of his rope. Buck, give me your hand and say good-bye. All that a man can do against Whistling Dan, and that isn’t much, I’ll do. Having you along won’t make us a whit stronger.”


    “Thanks,” growled Buck Daniels. “Jes save that kind farewell till I show yaller. Hurry up, she’s gettin’ too far ahead.”


    At the bottom of the ravine, where they dismounted for the precipitous slope above, Kate showed her first hesitation.


    “You both know what it means?” she asked them.


    “We sure do,” replied Buck.


    “Dan will find out that you’ve helped me, and then he’ll never forgive you. Will you risk even that?”


    “Kate,” broke in Lee Haines, “don’t stop for questions. Keep on and we’ll follow. I don’t want to think of what may happen.”


    She turned without a word and went up the steep incline.


    “What d’you think of your soft girl now?” panted Buck at the ear of Haines. The latter flashed a significant look at him but said nothing. They reached the top of the canyon wall and passed on among the boulders.


    Kate had drawn back to them now, and they walked as cautiously as if there were dried leaves under foot.


    She had only lifted a finger of warning, and they knew that they were near to the crisis. She came to the great rock around which she had first seen the entrance to the cave on the day before. Inch by inch, with Buck and Lee following her example, they worked toward the edge of the boulder and peered carefully around it.


    There opened the cave, and in front of it was Joan playing with what seemed to be a ball of gray fur. Her hair tumbled loose and bright about her shoulders; she wore the tawny hide which Kate had seen before, and on her feet, since the sharp rocks had long before worn out her boots, she had daintily fashioned moccasins. Bare knees, profusely scratched, bare arms rapidly browning to the color of the fur she wore, Haines and Buck had to rub their eyes and look again before they could recognize her.


    They must have made a noise—perhaps merely an intaking of breath inaudible even to themselves but clear to the ears of Joan. She was on her feet, with bright, wild eyes glancing here and there. There was no suggestion of childishness in her, but a certain willingness to flee from a great danger or attack a weaker force. She stood alert, rather than frightened, with her head back as if she scented the wind to learn what approached. The ball of gray fur straightened into the sharp ears and the flashing teeth of a coyote puppy. Buck Daniels’ foot slipped on a pebble and at the sound the coyote darted to the shadow of a little shrub and crouched there, hardly distinguishable from the shade which covered it, and the child, with infinitely cunning instinct, raced to a patch of yellow sand and tawny rocks among which she cowered and remained there moveless.


    One thing at least was certain. Whistling Dan was not in the cave, for if he had been the child would have run to him for protection, or at least cried out in her alarm. This information Haines whispered to Kate and she nodded, turning a white face toward him. Then she stepped out from the rock and went straight toward Joan.


    There was no stir in the little figure. Even the wind seemed to take part in the secret and did not lift the golden hair. Once the eyes of the child glittered as they turned toward Kate, but otherwise she made no motion, like a rabbit which will not budge until the very shadow of the reaching hand falls over it.


    So it was with Joan, and as Kate leaned silently over her she sprang to her feet and darted between the hands of her mother and away among the rocks. Past the reaching hands of Lee Haines she swerved, but it was only to run straight into the grip of Buck Daniels. Up to that moment she had not uttered a sound, but now she screamed out, twisted in his arms, and beat furiously against his face.


    “Joan!” cried Kate. “Joan!”


    She reached Buck and unwound his arms from the struggling body of the child.


    “Honey, why are you afraid? Oh, my baby!”


    For an instant Joan stood free, wavering, and her eyes held steadily upon her mother bright with nothing but fear and strangeness. Then something melted in her little round face, she sighed.


    “Munner!” and stole a pace closer. A moment later Kate sat with Joan in her arms, rocking to and fro and weeping.


    “What’s happened?” gasped Haines to Daniels. “What’s happened to the kid?”


    “Don’t talk,” answered Buck, his face gray as that of Kate. “It’s Dan’s blood.”


    He drew a great breath.


    “Did you see her try to—to bite me while I was holdin’ her?”


    Kate had started to her feet, holding Joan in one arm and dashing away her tears with the free hand. All weakness was gone from her.


    “Hurry!” she commanded. “We haven’t any time to lose. Buck, come here! No, Lee, you’re stronger. Honey, this is your Uncle Lee. He’ll take care of you; he won’t hurt you. Will you go to him?”


    Joan shrank away while she examined him, but the instincts of a child move with thrice the speed of a mature person’s judgment; she read the kindly honesty which breathed from every line of Haines’ face, and held out her arms to him.


    Then they started down the slope for the horses, running wildly, for the moment they turned their backs on the cave the same thought was in the mind of each, the same haunting fear of that small, shrill whistle pursuing. Half running, half sliding, they went down to the bottom of the gorge. While the pebble they started rushed after them in small avalanches, and they even had to dodge rocks of considerable size which came bounding after, Joan, alert upon the shoulder of Lee Haines, enjoyed every moment of it; her hair tossed in the sun, her arms were outstretched for balance. So they reached the horses, and climbed into the saddles. Then, without a word from one to the other, but with many a backward look, they started on the flight.


    By the time they reached the shoulder of the hill on the farther side, with a long stretch of down slope before, they had placed a large handicap between them and the danger of pursuit, but still they were not at ease. On their trail, sooner or later, would come three powers working towards one end, the surety of Black Bart following a scent, the swiftness of Satan which never tired, and above all the rider who directed them both and kept them to their work. His was the arm which could strike from the distance and bring them down. They spurted down the hill.


    No sooner were they in full motion than Joan, for the first time, seemed to realize what it was all about. She was still carried by Lee Haines, who cradled her easily in his powerful left arm, but now she began to struggle. Then she stiffened and screamed: “Daddy Dan! Daddy Dan!”


    “For God’s sake, stop her mouth or he’ll hear!” groaned Buck Daniels.


    “He can’t!” said Haines. “We’re too far away even if he were at the cave now.”


    “I tell you he’ll hear! Don’t talk to me about distance.”


    Kate reined her horse beside Lee.


    “Joan!” she commanded.


    They were sweeping across the meadow now at an easy gallop. Joan screamed again, a wild plea for help.


    “Joan!” repeated Kate, and her voice was fierce. She raised her quirt and shook it. “Be quiet, Munner whip—hard!”


    Another call died away on the lips of Joan. She looked at her mother with astonishment and then with a new respect.


    “If you cry once more, munner whip!”


    And Joan was silent, staring with wonder and defiance.


    When they came close to the cabin, Lee Haines drew rein, but Kate motioned him on.


    “Where to?” he called.


    “Back to the old ranch,” she answered. “We’ve got to have help.”


    He nodded in grim understanding, and they headed on and down the slope towards the valley.

  

  
    
      Billy the clerk

    

    If Sheriff Pete Glass had been the typical hard-riding, sure-shooting officer of the law as it is seen in the mountain-desert, his work would have died with his death, but Glass had a mind as active as his hands, and therefore, for at least a little while, his work went on after him. He had gathered fifteen practiced fighters who represented, it might be said, the brute body of the law, and when they, with most of Rickett at their heels, burst down the door of the Sheriff’s office and found his body, they had only one thought, which was to swing into the saddle and ride on the trail of the killer, who was even now in a diminishing cloud of dust down the street. He was riding almost due east, and the cry went up: “He’s streakin’ it for the Morgan Hills. Git after him, boys!” So into the saddle they went with a rush, fifteen tried men on fifteen chosen horses, and went down the street with a roar of hoof-beats. That was the body and muscle of the sheriff’s work going out to avenge him, but the mind of the law remained behind.


    It was old Billy, the clerk. No one paid particular attention to Billy, and they never had. He was useless on a horse and ridiculous with a gun, and the only place where he seemed formidable was behind a typewriter. Now he sat looking, down into the dead face of Pete Glass, trying to grasp the meaning of it all. From the first he had been with Pete, from the first the invincibility of the little dusty man had been the chief article of Billy’s creed, and now his dull eyes, bleared with thirty years of clerical labor, wandered around on the galaxy of dead men who looked down at him from the wall. He leaned over and took the hand of the sheriff as one would lean to help up a fallen man, but the fingers were already growing cold, and then Billy realized for the first time that this was death. Pete Glass had been; Pete Glass was not.


    Next he knew that something had to be done, but what it was he could not tell, for he sat in the sheriff’s office and in that room he was accustomed to stop thinking and receive orders. He went back to his own little cubby-hole, and sat down behind the typewriter; at once his mind cleared, thoughts came, and linked themselves into ideas, pictures, plans.


    The murderer must be taken, dead or alive, and those fifteen men had ridden out to do the necessary thing. They had seemed irresistible, as they departed; indeed, no living thing they met could withstand them, human or otherwise, as Billy very well knew. Yet he recalled a saying of the sheriff, a thing he had insisted upon: “No man on no hoss will ever ride down Whistlin’ Dan Barry. It’s been tried before and it’s never worked. I’ve looked up his history and it can’t be done. If he’s goin’ to be ran down it’s got to be done with relays, like you was runnin’ down a wild hoss.” Billy rubbed his bald head and thought and thought.


    With that orderliness which had become his habit of mind, from work with reports and papers, sorting and filing away, Billy went back to the beginning. Dan Barry was fleeing. He started from Rickett, and nine chances out of ten he was heading, eventually, towards those practically impenetrable mountain ranges where the sheriff before had lost the trail after the escape from the cabin and the killing of Mat Henshaw. Towards this same region, again, he had retreated after the notorious Killing at Alder. There was no doubt, then, humanly speaking, that he would make for the same safe refuge.


    At first glance this seemed quite improbable, to be sure, for the Morgan Hills lay due east, or very nearly east, while the place from which Barry must have sallied forth and to which be would return was somewhere well north of west, and a good forty miles away. It seemed strange that he should strike off in the opposite direction, so Billy closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair, and summoned up a picture of the country.


    Five miles to the east the Morgan Hills rolled, sharply broken ups and downs of country—bad lands rather than real hills, and a difficult region to keep game in view. That very idea gave Billy his clue. Barry knew that he would be followed hard and fast, and he headed straight for the Morgan’s to throw the posse off the final direction he intended to take in his flight. In spite of the matchless speed of that black stallion of which the sheriff had learned so much, he would probably let the posse keep within easy view of him until he was deep within the bad-lands. Then he would double, sharply around and strike out in the true direction of his flight.


    Having reached this point in his deductions, Billy smote his hands together. He was trembling with excitement so that he filled his pipe with difficulty. By the time it was drawing well he was back examining his mental picture of the country.


    West of Rickett about the same distance as Morgan Hills, ran the Wago Mountains, low, rolling ranges which would hardly form an impediment for a horseman. Across these Barry might cut at a good speed on his western course, but some fifteen or twenty miles from Rickett he was bound to reach a most difficult barrier. It was the Asper river, at this season of the year swollen high and swift with snow-water—a rare feat indeed if a man could swim his horse across such a stream. There were only two places in which it could be forded.


    About fifty miles north and a little east of the line from Rickett the Asper spread out into a broad, shallow bed, its streams dispersed for several miles into a number of channels which united again, farther down the course, and made the same strong river. Towards this ford, therefore, it was possible that Dan Barry would head, in the region of Caswell City.


    There was, however, another way of crossing the stream. Almost due west of Rickett, a distance of fifteen miles, Tucker Creek joined the Asper. Above the point of junction both the creek and the river were readily fordable, and Barry could cross them and head straight for his goal.


    It was true that to make Tucker Creek he would have to double out of the Morgan Hills and brush back perilously close to Rickett, but Billy was convinced that this was the outlaw’s plan; for though the Caswell City fords would be his safest route it would take him a day’s ride, on an ordinary horse, out of his way. Besides, the sheriff had always said: “Barry will play the chance!”


    Billy would have ventured his life that the fugitive would strike straight for the Creek as soon as he doubled out of Morgan Hills.


    Doors began to bang; a hundred pairs of boots thudded and jingled towards Billy; the noise of voices rolled through the outer hall, poured through the door, burst upon his ears. He looked up in mild surprise; the first wave of Rickett’s men had swept out of the courthouse to take the trail of the fugitive or to watch the pursuit; in this second wave came the remnants, the old men, the women; great-eyed children. In spite of their noise of foot and voice they appeared to be trying to walk stealthily, talk so softly. They leaned about his desk and questioned him with gesticulations, but he only stared. They were all dim as dream people to Billy the clerk, whose mind was far away struggling with his problem.


    “Pore old Billy is kind of dazed,” suggested a woman. “Don’t bother him, Bud. Look here!”


    The tide of noise and faces broke on either side of the desk and swayed off towards the inner office and vaguely Billy felt that they should not be there—the sheriff’s privacy—the thought almost drew him back to complete consciousness, but he was borne off from them, again, on a wave of study, pictures. Off there to the east went the fifteen best men of the mountain-desert on the trail of the slender fellow with the black hair and the soft brown eyes. How he had seemed to shrink with aloofness, timidity, when he stood there at the door, giving his name. It was not modesty. Billy knew now; it was something akin to the beasts of prey, who shrink from the eyes of men until they are mad with hunger, and in the slender man Billy remembered the same shrinking, the same hunger. When he struck, no wonder that even the sheriff went down; no wonder if even the fifteen men were baffled on that trail; and therefore, it was sufficiently insane for him, Billy the clerk, to sit in his office and dream with his ineffectual hands of stopping that resistless flight. Yet he pulled himself back to his problem.


    Considering his problem in general, the thing was perfectly simple: Barry was sure to head west, and to the west there were only two gates— fording the creek and the river above the junction in the first place, or in the second place cutting across the Asper far north at Caswell City.


    If he could be turned from the direction of Tucker Creek he would head for the second possible crossing, and when he drew near Caswell City if he were turned by force of numbers again he would unquestionably skirt the Asper, hoping against hope that he might find a fordable place as he galloped south. But, going south, he might be fenced again from Tucker Creek, and then his case would be hopeless and his horse worn down.


    It was a very clever plan, quite simple after it was once conceived, but in order to execute it properly it was necessary that the outlaw be pressed hard every inch of the way and never once allowed to get out of sight. He must be chased with relays. In ordinary stretches of the mountain-desert that would have been impossible, but the country around Rickett was not ordinary.


    Between the Morgan Hills and Wago there were considerable stretches of excellent farm land in the center of which little towns had grown up. Running north from the country seat, they were St. Vincent, Wago, and Caswell City. Coming south again along the Asper River there were Ganton and Wilsonville, and just above the junction of the river with Tucker Creek lay the village of Bly Falls. There was no other spot in the mountain-desert, perhaps, which could show so many communities. Also it was possible to get in touch with the towns from Rickett, for in a wild spirit of enterprise telephones had been strung to connect each village of the group.


    His hand went out mechanically and pushed in an open drawer of his filing cabinet as if he were closing up the affair, putting away the details of the plan. Each point was now clear, orderly assembled. It meant simply chasing Barry along a course which covered close to a hundred miles and which lay in a loosely shaped U. St. Vincent’s was the tip of the eastern side of that U. The men of St. Vincent’s were to be called out to turn the outlaw out of his course towards Tucker Creek, and then, as he struck northeast towards Caswell City, they were to furnish the posse with fifteen fresh horses, the best they could gather on such short notice. Swinging north along that side of the U, Wago would next be warned to get its contribution of fifteen horses ready, and this fresh relay would send Barry thundering along towards Caswell City at full speed. Then Caswell City would send out its contingent of men and horses, and turn the fugitive back from the fords. By this time, unless his horse were better winded than any that Billy had ever dreamed of, it would be staggering at every stride, and the fresh horses from Caswell City would probably ride him down before he had gone five miles. Even in case they failed in this, there was the little town of Ganton, which would be ready with its men and mounts. Perhaps they could hem in the desperado from the front and shoot him down there, as he skirted along the river. At the worst they would furnish the fresh horses and the fifteen hardy riders would spur at full speed south along the river. If again, by some miracle, the black stallion lasted out this run, Wilsonville lay due ahead, and that place would again give new horses to the chase.


    Last of all, the men of Bly Falls could be warned. Bly Falls was a town of size and it could turn out enough men to block a dozen Dan Barrys, no matter how desperate. If he reached that point, he must turn back. The following posse would catch him from the rear, and between two fires he must die ingloriously. Taking the plan as a whole it meant running Barry close to a hundred miles with six sets of horses.


    It all hinged, however, on the first step: Could the men of St. Vincent turn him out of his western course and send him north towards Caswell City? If they could, he was no better than a dead man. All things favored Billy. In the first place it was still morning, and eight hours of broad daylight would keep the fugitive in view every inch of the way. In the second place, much of the distance was cut up by the barb-wire fences of the farm-lands, and he must either jump these or else stop to cut them.


    A crackle of laughter cut in on Billy the clerk. They were laughing in that inner office, where the sheriff lay dead. Blood swept across his eyes, set his brain whirling, and he rushed to the door.


    “You yelpin’ coyotes!” shouted Billy the clerk. “Get out. I got to be alone! Get out, or by God—”


    It was not so much his words, or the fear of his threats, but the very fact that Billy the clerk, harmless, smiling old Billy, had burst into noisy wrath, scared them as if an earthquake had gripped the building. They went out sidling, and left the rooms in quiet. Then Billy took up the phone.


    “Pete Glass is dead,” he was saying a moment later to the owner of the general merchandise store at St. Vincent. “Barry came in this morning and shot him. The boys have run him east to the Morgan Hills. Johnny, listen hard and shut up. You got half an hour to turn out every man in your town. Ride south till you get in the hills on a bee-line east of where Tucker Creek runs into the old Asper. D’ye hear? Then keep your eyes peeled to the east, and watch for a man on a black hoss ridin’ hard, because Barry is sure as hell goin’ to double back out of the Morgan Hills and come west like a scairt coyote. The posse will be behind him, but they most like be a hell of a ways to the bad. Johnny, everything hangs on your turnin’ Barry back. And have fifteen fresh hosses, the best St. Vincent has, so that the boys in the posse can climb on ’em and ride hell-bent for Wago. Johnny, if we get him started north he’s dead —and if you turn him like I say I’ll see that you come in on the reward. D’ye hear?”


    But there was only an inarticulate whoop from the other end of the wire.


    Billy hung up. A little later he was talking to Wago.

  

  
    
      The Morgan Hills

    

    Once out of Rickett, Barry pulled the stallion back to an easy canter. He had camped during the latter part of the night near the town and ridden in in the morning, so that Satan was full of running. He rebelled now against this easy pace, and tossed his head with impatience. No curb restrained him, not even a bit; the light hackamore could not have held him for an instant, but the voice of the rider kept him in hand. Now, out of Rickett’s one street, came the thing for which Barry had waited, and delayed his course—a scudding dust cloud. On the top of a rise of ground he brought Satan to a halt and looked back, though Black Bart ran in a circle around him, and whined anxiously. Bart knew that they should be running; there was no good in that ragged dust-cloud. Finally he sat down on his haunches and looked his master in the face, quivering with eagerness. The posse came closer, at the rate of a racing horse, and near at hand the tufts of dust which tossed up above and behind the riders dissolved, and Whistling Dan made them out clearly, and more clearly.


    For one form he looked above all, a big man who rode somewhat slanting; but Vic Gregg was not among the crowd, and for the rest, Barry had no wish to come within range of their harm. The revolver at his side, the rifle in the case, were for the seventh man who must die for Grey Molly. These who followed him mattered nothing—except that he must not come within their reach. He studied them calmly as they swept nearer, fifteen chosen men as he could tell by their riding, on fifteen choice horses as he could tell by their gait. If they pushed him into a corner—well, five men were odds indeed, yet he would not have given them a thought; ten men made it a grim affair, but still he might have taken a chance; however, fifteen men made a battle suicide —he simply must not let them corner him. Particularly fifteen such men as these, for in the mountain-desert where all men are raised gun in hand, these were the quickest and the surest marksmen. Each one of them had struck that elusive white ball in motion, and each had done it with a revolver. What could they do with a rifle?


    That thought might have sent him rushing Satan down the farther slope, but instead, he raised his head a little more and began to whistle softly to himself. Satan locked an ear back to listen; Black Bart rose with a muffled growl. The posse rode in clear view now, and at their head was a tall, lean man with the sun glinting now and again on his yellow moustaches. He threw out his arm and the posse scattered towards the left. Obviously he was the accepted leader, and indeed few men in the mountain-desert would not willingly have followed Mark Retherton. Another gesture from Retherton, and at once a dozen guns gleaned, and a dozen bullets whizzed perilously close to Barry, then the reports came barking up to him; he was just a little out of range.


    Still he lingered for a moment before he turned Satan reluctantly, it seemed, and started him down the far slope, straightaway for the Morgan Hills as old Billy had prophesied. It would be no exercise canter even for Satan, for the horses which followed were rare of their kind, and the western horse at the worst has manifold fine points. His ancestor is the Barb or the Arab which the Spaniards brought with them to Mexico and the descendants of that finest of equine bloods made up the wild herds which soon roamed the mountain-desert to the north. Long famines of winter, hot deserts in summer, changed their appearance. Their heads grew lumpier, their necks more scraggy, their croups more slanting, their legs shorter; but their hoofs grew denser, hardier, their shorter coupling gave them greater weight-carrying possibilities, the stout bones and the clean lines of their legs meant speed, and above all they kept the stout heart of the thoroughbred and they gained more than this, an indomitable, bulldog persistence. The cheapest Western cow-pony may look like the cartoon of a horse, but he has points which a judge will note, and he will run a picture horse to death in three days.


    Such were the horses which took the trail of Satan and they were chosen specimens of their kind. Up the slope they stormed and there went Satan skimming across the hollow beneath them. Their blood was his blood, their courage his courage, their endurance his endurance. The difference between them was the difference between the factory machine and the hand made work of art. From his pasterns to his withers, from his hoofs to his croup every muscle was perfectly designed and perfectly placed for speed, tireless running; every bone was the maximum of lightness and strength combined. A feather bloom on a steady wind, such was the gait of Satan.


    Down the hollow the posse thundered, and up the farther slope, and still the black slipped away from them until Mark Retherton cursed deeply to himself.


    “Don’t race your hosses, boys,” he shouted. “Keep ’em in hand. That devil is playing with us.”


    As a result, they checked their mounts to merely a fast gallup, and Barry, looking back, laughed softly with understanding. Far different the laborious pounding of the posse and the light stretch of Satan beneath him. He leaned a little until he could catch the sound of the breathing, big, steady draughts with comfortable intervals between. He could run like that all day, it seemed, and Whistling Dan ran his fingers luxuriously down the shining neck. Instantly the head tossed up, and a short whinney whipped back to him like a question. Just before them the Morgan Hills jutted up, like stiff mud chopped by the tread of giants. “Now, partner,” murmured Barry, “show ’em what you can do! Jest lengthen out a bit.”


    The steady breeze from the running sharpened into a gale, whisking about his face; there was no longer the wave-like rock of that swinging gallup but a smooth, swift succession of impulses. Rocks, shrubs darted past him, and he felt a gradual settling of the horse beneath him as the strides lengthened, From behind a yell of dismay, and with a backward glance he saw every man of the posse leaning forward and swinging his quirt. An instant later half a dozen of the ragged little hills closed between them.


    Once fairly into the heart of the Morgans, he called the stallion back from the racing stride to a long canter, and from the gallop to a rapid trot, for in this broken country it was wearing on an animal to maintain a lope up hill and down the quick, jerking falls. The cowpuncher hates the trot, for his ponies are not built for it, but the deep play of Satan’s fetlock joints broke the hard impacts; his gait now was hardly more jarring than the flow of the single-foot in an ordinary animal.


    Black Bart, who had been running directly under the nose of the stallion, now skirted away in the lead. Here and there he twisted among the gullies at a racing clip, his head high, and always he picked out the smoothest ground, the easiest rise, the gentlest descent which lay more or less straight in the line of his master’s flight. It cut down the work of the stallion by half to have this swift, sure scout run before and point out the path, yet it was stiff labor at the best and Barry was glad when he came on the hard gravel of an old creek bed cutting at right angels to his course.


    From the first he had intended to run towards the Morgans only to cover the true direction of his flight, and now, since the posse was hopelessly left behind him, well out of hearing, he rode Satan into the middle of the creek bed and swung him north.


    It was bad going for a horse carrying a rider, and even the catlike certainty of Satan’s tread could not avoid sharp edges here and there that might cut his hoofs. So Barry leaped to the ground and ran at full speed down the bed. Behind him Satan followed, his ears pricked uneasily, and Black Bart, at a signal from the master, dropped back and remained at the first bend of the old, empty stream. In a moment they wound out of sight even of Bart, but Barry kept steadily on. It would take a magnifying glass to read his trail over those rocks.


    He had covered a mile, perhaps, when Bart came scurrying again and leaped joyously around the master.


    “They’ve hit the creek, eh?” said Whistling Dan. “Well, they’ll mill around a while and like as not they’ll run a course south to pick me up agin.”


    He gestured toward the side, and as soon as Satan stood on the good going once more, Barry swung into the saddle and headed straight back west. No doubt the posse would ride up and down the creek bed until they found his trail turning back, but they would lose precious minutes picking it up, and in the meantime he would be far, far away toward the ford of Tucker Creek. Then, clearly, but no louder than the snapping of a dry twig near his ear, he heard the report of a revolver and it spoke to him of many things as the baffled posse rode up and down the creek bed hunting for the direction of his escape. Some one had fired that shot to relieve his anger.


    He neither spoke to Satan nor struck him, but there was a slight leaning forward, an imperceptible flexing of the leg muscles, and in response the black sprang again into the swift trot which sent him gliding over the ground, and twisting back and forth among the sharp-sided gullies with a movement as smooth as the run of the wolf-dog, which once again raced ahead.


    When they came out in view of the rolling plain Barry stopped again and glanced to the west and the north, while Black Bart ran to the top of the nearest hill and looked back, an ever vigilant outpost. To the north lay the fordable streams near Caswell City, and that way was perfect safety, it seemed. Not perfect, perhaps, for Barry knew nothing of the telephones by which the little bald headed clerk at the sheriff’s office was rousing the countryside, but if he struck toward Caswell City from the Morgans, there was not a chance in ten that scouts would catch him at the river which was fordable for mile after mile.


    That way, then, lay the easiest escape, but it meant a long detour out of the shortest course, which struck almost exactly west, skirting dangerously close to Rickett. But, as Billy had presupposed, it was the very danger which lured the fugitive. Behind him, entangled in the gullies of the bad-lands, were the fifteen best men of the mountain-desert. In front of him lay nothing except the mind of Billy the clerk. But how could he know that?


    Once again he swayed a little forward and this time the stallion swung at once into his ranging gallop, then verged into a half-racing gait, for Barry wished to get out of sight among the rolling ground before the posse came out from the Morgan Hills on his back trail.

  

  
    
      The trap

    

    He had already covered a good ten miles, and a large part of that through extremely rough going, but the black ran with his head as high as the moment he pulled out of Rickett that morning, and there was only enough sweat to make his slender neck and greyhound flanks flash in the sun. Back he winged toward Rickett, running as freely as the wild leader of a herd, sometimes turning his fine head to one side to look back at the master or gaze over the hills, sometimes slackening to a trot up a sharper ascent or lengthening into a fuller gallop on an easy down-slope. There seemed no purpose in the reins which were kept just taut enough to give the rider the feel of his mount, and the left hand which held them was never still for a moment, but played back and forth slightly with the motion of the head. Except in times of crisis those reins were not for the transmission of orders, it seemed, but they served as the wires through which the mind of the man and the mind of the horse kept in telegraphic touch.


    In the meantime Black Bart loafed behind, lingering on the crest of each rise to look back, and then racing to catch up, but halfway back to Rickett he came up beside the master, whining, and leaping as high as Barry’s knee.


    “You seen something?” queried Barry. “Are they comin’ on the trail again?”


    He swayed a bit to one side and diverted Satan out of his course so as to climb one of the more commanding swells. From this point he glanced back and saw a dust cloud, much like that which a small whirlwind picks up, rolling down the nearest slope of the Morgan Hills. At that distance the posse looked hardly larger than one unit, and certainly they could not see the single horseman they followed; however, they could follow the trail easily across this ground. Satan had turned to look back.


    “Shall we go back and play around ’em, boy?” asked Barry.


    Black Bart had run on ahead, and now he turned with a short howl.


    “The partner says ‘no,’” continued the master. “Of all the dogs I ever see, Bart plays the most careful game, but out on the trail, Satan”— here he sent the stallion into the sweeping lope—“Bart knows more’n you an’ me put together, so we’ll do what he says.”


    For answer, Satan lengthened a little into his stride. As for the wolf- dog, he went off like a black bolt into the eye of the wind, streaking it west to hunt out the easiest course. A wolf—and surely there was more of wolf than of dog in Black Bart—has a finer sense for the lay of ground than anything on four feet. He knows how to come down the wind on his quarry keeping to the depressions and ravines so that not a taint of his presence is blown to the prey; and he will skulk across an open plain, stealing from hollow to hollow and stalking from bush to bush, so that the wariest are taken by surprise. As for Black Bart, he knew the kind of going which the stallion liked as well, almost, as he knew his own preferences, and he picked out a course which a surveyor with line and spirit-level could hardly have bettered. He wove across the country in loosely thrown semicircles, and came back in view of the master at the proper point. There was hardly much point in such industry in a country as smooth as this, not much more difference, say, than the saving of distance which the horse makes who hugs the fence on the turn and on account of that sticks his head under the finish wire a nose in front; and Bart clung to his work with scrupulous care.


    Sometimes he ran back with lolling, red tongue, when the course lay clear even to the duller sense of a human, and frisked under the nose of Satan until a word from Barry sent him scurrying away like a pleased child. His duties comprehended not only the selection of the course but also an eagle vigilance before and behind, so that when he came again with a peculiar whine, Barry leaned a little from the saddle and spoke to him anxiously.


    “D’you mean to say that they been gainin’ ground on us old boy?”


    Black Bart leaped sidewise, keeping his head toward the master, and he howled in troubled fashion.


    “Whereaway are they now?” muttered Barry, and looked back again.


    A great distance behind, hardly distinguishable now, the dust of the posse was blending into the landscape and losing itself against a gray background.


    “If they’s nothin’ wrong behind, what’s bitin’ you, Bart. You gettin’ hungry, maybe? Want to hurry home?”


    Another howl, still louder, answered him.


    “Go on, then, and show me where they’s trouble.”


    Black Bart whirled and darted off almost straight ahead, but bearing up a hill slightly south of their course. Toward the top of this eminence he changed his lope for a skulking trot that brought his belly fur trailing on the ground.


    “They’s somethin’ ahead of us, Satan!” cried the master softly. “What could that be? It’s men, by the way Bart sneaks up to look at ’em. They’s nothin’ else that he’d do that way for. Easy, boy, and go soft!”


    The stallion cut his gallop into a slinking trot, his head lowered, even his ears flat back, and glided up the hillside. Barry swung to the ground and crawled to the top of the hill. What he saw was a dozen mounted men swinging down into the low, broad scoop of ground beyond the hill. They raced with their hatbrims standing stiff up in the wind.


    “They’ve been watchin’ us with glasses!” whispered Dan to Bart, and the wolf-dog snarled savagely, his neck-fur ruffling up.


    The dozen directly in front were not all, for to the right, bearing straight across his original course, came another group almost as strong, and to the left eight more riders spurred at top speed.


    “We almost walked into ’em,” said Barry, “but they ain’t got us yet. Back, boy!”


    The wolf dog slunk down the hill until it was out of sight from the farther side of the slope, and the master imitated these tactics until he was close to Satan. Once in the saddle he made up his mind quickly. Someone in Rickett had guessed his intention to double back toward Tucker Creek, and they had cut him off cleverly enough and in overwhelming force. However, no one in Rickett could guess that another way out remained for him in the fords below Caswell City, and even if they knew, their knowledge would do them no good. They could not wing a message to that place to head him off; it was not humanly possible. For Dan knew nothing of the telephone lines which brought Caswell City itself within speaking distance of far away Rickett. Caswell City, then, was his goal, but to get toward it he must circle far back toward the Morgan Hills, back almost into the teeth of the posse in order to skirt around the right wing of these new enemies. Even then, to double that flank, he must send Satan ahead at full speed. As he swung around, the eight men of that end party crashed over the hill five hundred yards away, and their yell at the view of the quarry went echoing up the shallow valley.


    The slayer of Pete Glass, he who had done the notorious Killing at Alder, was almost in touch of their revolvers—and their horses were fresh. Not one of that eight but would have given odds on his chances of sharing the capture money. There were no spurs on the heels of Barry to urge Satan, and no quirt in his hand, but a single word sent the black streaking down the hill.


    Going into the Morgan Hills he had gone like the wind, but now he rushed like a thoroughbred standing a challenge in the homestretch. His nose, and his flying tail were a straight line and the flash of his legs was a tangle which no eye could follow as he shot east on the back trail, straight toward the posse. For a mile or more that speed did not slacken, and at the end of that distance he began to edge to the right.


    The men behind him knew well enough what the plan of the fugitive was, and they angled farther toward the north; there in the distance came the posse, the cloud of dust breaking up now into the dark figures of the fifteen, and if the men from St. Vincent could hold the pace a little longer they would drive Barry between two fires. They flattened themselves along their horses’ necks at infinite risk to their necks in case of a stumble, and every spur in the crowd was dripping red; horseflesh could do no more, and still the black drew ahead inches and inches with every stride.


    If they could not turn him with their speed another way remained, and by swift agreement the four best horses were sent ahead at full speed while the other riders caught their reins over the pommels and jerked out their rifles; a quartet of bullets went screaming after the black horse.


    Indeed, there was little enough chance that a placed shot would go home, but their magazines were full, and a chance hit would do the work and kill both man and horse at that rate of speed. Dan Barry knew it, and when the bullets sang he whirled in the saddle and swept out his rifle from its case in the same movement. That yellow devil of anger flared in his eyes as he pitched the butt to his shoulder and straight into the circle of the sight rode Johnny Gasney of St. Vincent. Another volley whistled about him and his finger trembled on the trigger. No chance work with Barry, for he knew the gait of Satan as a practized naval gunner knows the swing of his ship in a smooth sea, and that circle of doom wavered over Johnny Gasney for a dozen strides before Dan turned with a faint moan and jammed the rifle back in its case. Once again he was balancing in his stirrups, leaning close to cut the wind with his shoulders.


    “I can’t do it, Satan. I got nothin’ agin them. They think they’re playin’ square. I can’t do it. Stretch out, old boy. Stretch out!” It seemed impossible that the stallion could increase his exertions, but with that low voice at his ear he did literally stretch along the ground and jerked himself away from the pursuit like a tall ship when a new sail spreads in a gale.


    The men from St. Vincent saw that the game was lost. Every one of the eight had his rifle at the shoulder and the bullets hissed everywhere about him. Right into his face, but a greater distance away, rode the posse from Rickett, the fifteen tried men and true; and having caught the scheme of the trap they were killing their horses with a last effort.


    It failed through no fault of theirs. Just as the jaws of the trap were about to close the black stallion whisked out from danger, lunged over a swell of ground, and was out of view. When they reached that point, yelling, Barry raced his black out of range of all except the wildest chance shot. The eight from St. Vincent drove their weapons sullenly into the holsters; for the last five minutes they had been silently dividing ten thousand dollars by eight, and the awakening left a taste of ashes.


    They could only follow him now at a moderate pace in the hope of wearing him down, and since a slight pause made little difference in the result— it would even be an advantage to breathe their horses after that burst,— they drew rein and cursed in chorus.

  

  
    
      Relays

    

    The horses from St. Vincent already wheezed from the run, but the mounts of the posse were staggering completely blown. Ever since they left Rickett they had been going at close to top speed and the last rush finished them; at least seven of that chosen fifteen would never be worth their salt again, and they stood with hanging heads, bloody foam upon their breasts and dripping from their mouths, their sides laboring, and breathing with that rattle which the rider dreads. The posse, to a man, swung sullenly to the ground.


    “Who’s boss, boys?” called Johnny Gasney, puffing in his saddle as he rode up. “By God, we’ll get him yet! They’s a devil in that black hoss! Who’s boss?”


    “I ain’t exactly boss,” answered Mark Retherton, whom not even fear of death could hurry in his ways of speech, “but maybe I can talk for the boys. What you want, Johnny?”


    “You gents’ll be needin’ new hosses?”


    “We’ll be needin’ graves for the ones we got,” growled Mark, and he stared gloomily at the dull eye of his pinto. “The best cuttin’ out hoss I ever throwed a leg over, and now—look at him!”


    “Here’s your relay!” cut in Johnny Gasney. “Old Billy ‘phoned down.” Five men came leading three spare horses apiece. “He phoned down and asked me to get fifteen hosses ready. He must of guessed where Barry would head. And here they are—the best ponies in St. Vincent—but for God’s sake use ’em better’n you did that set!”


    The other members of the posse set to work silently changing their saddles to the new relay, and Mark Retherton tossed his answer over his shoulder to Johnny Gasney while he drew his cinch brutally tight.


    “They’s a pile of hoss-flesh in these parts, but they ain’t more’n one Barry. You gents can say good-bye to your hosses unless we nail him before they’re run down,”


    Johnny Gasney rubbed his red, fat forehead, perplexed.


    “It’s all right,” he decided, “because it ain’t possible the black hoss can outlast these. But—he sure seemed full of runnin! One thing more, Mark. You don’t need to fear pressin’ Barry, because he won’t shoot. He had his gun out, but I guess he don’t want to run up his score any higher’n it is. He put it back without firin’ a shot. Go on, boys, and go like hell. Billy has lined up a new relay for you at Wago.”


    They made no pause to start in a group, but each sent home the spurs as soon as he was in the saddle. They had ridden for the blood of Pete Glass before, but now at least seven of them rode for the sake of the horses they had ruined, and to a cow-puncher a favorite mount is as dear as a friend.


    They expected to find the black out of sight, but it was a welcome surprise to see him not half a mile away wading across St. Vincent Creek; for Barry quite accurately guessed that there would be a pause in the pursuit after that hair-breadth escape, and at the creek he stopped to let Satan get his wind. He would not trust the stallion to drink, but gave him a bare mouthful from his hat and loosened the cinches for an instant.


    Not that this was absolutely necessary, for Satan was neither blown nor leg-weary. He stood dripping with sweat, indeed, but poised lightly, his head high, his ears pricked, his nostrils distended to transparency as he drew in great breaths. Even that interval Barry used, for he set to work vigorously massaging the muscles of shoulders and hips and whipping off the sweat from neck and flank. It was several moments, and already Satan’s breath came easily, when Black Bart shot down from his watch-post and warned them on with a snarl, but still, before he tightened the cinches again and climbed to the saddle Barry took the fine head of the stallion between his hands.


    “Between you and me, Satan,” he murmured, “our day’s work is jest beginnin’. Are you feelin’ fit?”


    Satan nuzzled the shoulder of the master and snorted his answer; Black Bart had given the warning, and the stallion was eager to be off.


    They crossed the creek at a place where the stones came almost to the surface, since nothing is more detrimental to the speed of a horse than a plunge in cold water, and with the hoofbeats of the posse growing up behind they cantered off again a little cast of north, straight for Caswell City.


    There was little work for Black Bart in such country as this, for there was rarely a rise of ground over which a man on horseback could not look, and the surface was race-track fast. Once Satan knew the direction there was nothing for it but to sit the saddle and let him work, and he fell into his long-distance gait. It was a smart pace for any ordinary animal to follow through half a day’s journey, and Barry knew with perfect certainty that there was not the slightest chance of even the fresh horses behind him wearing down Satan before night; but to his astonishment the trailers rode as if they had limitless horseflesh at their command. Perhaps they were unaware of the running that was still in Satan, so Barry sent the stallion on at a free gallop that shunted the sagebrush past him in a dizzy whirl.


    A mile of this, but when he looked back the posse were even closer. They were riding still with the spur! It was madness, but it was not his part to worry for them, and it was necessary that he maintain at least this interval, so he leaned a little forward to cut the wind more easily, and Satan leaped into a faster pace. He had several distinct advantages over the mounts of the posse. At their customary rolling lope they will travel all day with hardly a break, but they have neither the size nor the length of leg for sustained bursts of speed. Moreover, most of the cowponies who now raced on the trail of Satan carried riders who outweighed Barry by twenty pounds and in addition to this they were burdened by saddles made ponderously to stand the strain of roping cattle, whereas Barry’s specially made saddle was hardly half that weight. Perhaps more than all this, the cowponies rode by compulsion, urged with sharp spurs, checked and guided by the jaw-breaking curb, whereas Satan frolicked along at his own will, or at least at the will of a master which was one with his. No heavy bit worried his mouth, no pointed steel tormented his flanks. He had only one handicap—the weight of his rider, and that weight was balanced and distributed with the care of a perfect horseman.


    With all this in mind it was hardly wonderful that the stallion kept the posse easily in play. His breathing was a trifle harder, now, and perhaps there was not quite the same light spring in his gallop, but Barry, looking back, could tell by the tossing heads of the horses which followed that they were being quickly run down to the last gasp. Mile after mile there was not a pause in that murderous pace, and then, cutting the sky with a row of sharply pointed roofs, he saw a town straight ahead and groaned in understanding.


    It was rather new country to Barry, but the posse must know it like a book. They were spending their horses freely because they hoped to arrange for a fresh series of mounts in Wago. However, it would take some time for them to arrange the details of the loan, and by that time he would be out of sight among the hills which stretched ahead. That would give him a sufficient start, and he would make the fords near Caswell City comfortably ahead. At Caswell City, indeed, they might get a still other relay, but just beyond the Asper River rose the Grizzly Peaks—his own country, and once among them he could laugh the posse to scorn.


    He patted Satan on the shoulder and swept on at redoubled speed, skirting close to the town, while the posse plunged straight into it.


    Listening closely, he could hear their shouts as they entered the village, could mark the cessation of their hoof-beats.


    Ten minutes, five minutes at least for the change of horses, and that time would put him safety among the hills.


    But the impossible happened. There was no pause of minutes, hardly a pause of seconds, when the rush of hoofbeats began again and poured out from the town, fifteen desperate riders on fifteen fresh mounts. By some miracle Wago had been warned and the needed horses had been kept there saddled and ready for the relay.


    It turned an easy escape into a close chance, but still his faith in Satan was boundless to reach the fords in time, and the safety of the mountains beyond. Another word, and with a snort the great-hearted stallion swept up the slope, with Black Bart at his old work, skirting ahead and choosing the easiest way. That was another great handicap in favor of the fugitive, and every advantage counted with redoubled significance now, every foot of distance saved, every inch of climb avoided.


    A new obstacle confronted him, for the low, rolling hills were everywhere checkered with squares and oblongs of plowed ground, freshly turned, and guarded by tall fences of barbed-wire. They could be jumped, but jumping was no easy matter for a tiring horse, and Barry saw, with a sigh of relief, a sharp gulch to the left which cut straight through that region of broken farms and headed north and east pointing like an arrow in the direction of the fords. He swung down into it without a thought and pressed on. The bottom was gravelly, here and there, from the effect of the waters which had once washed through the ravine and cut these sides so straight, but over the greater part of the bottom sand had drifted, and the going was hardly worse than the hilly stretches above.


    The sides grew higher, now, with great rapidity. Already they were up to the shoulder of Satan, now up to his withers, and from behind the roar of the posse racing at full speed, filled the gulch with confusion of echoes. They must be racing their horses as if they were entering the homestretch, as if they were sure of the goal. It was strange.

  

  
    
      The jump

    

    He brought Satan back to a hand canter, and so he pulled around the next curve of the gulch and saw the trap squarely in front. He came to a full halt. For he saw a tall, strong barbed-wire fence stretching across the stream-bed, and beyond the fence were a litter of chicken-coops, iron bands from broken barrels, and a thousand other of those things which brand the typical western farm-yard; above the top of the bank to his left he caught a glimpse of the sharp roof of the house.


    He looked back, but it was far too late to turn, ride down the ravine to a place where the bank could be scaled, and cut across country once more. The posse came like a whirlwind, yelling, shooting as if they hoped to attract attention, and attention they certainly won, for now Dan saw a tall middle-aged fellow, his long beard blowing over one shoulder as he ran, come down into the farm-yard with a double-barreled shotgun in his hands. He was a type of those who do not know what it is to miss their target—probably because ammunition comes so high; and with a double load of buckshot it was literally death to come within his range.


    Dan knew that a great many chances may be taken against a revolver and even a rifle can be tricked, but it is suicide to flirt with a shotgun in the hands of one used to bring down doves as they sloped out of the air toward a water-hole. The farmer stood with his broad-brimmed straw hat pushed far back on his head looking up and down the ravine, a perfect target, and Barry’s hand slipped automatically over his rifle.


    His fingers refused to close upon it.


    “I can’t do it, Satan,” he whispered. “We got to take our chances of gettin’ by, that’s all. He couldn’t have no hand with Grey Molly.”


    Narrow chances indeed, by this time, for the brief pause had brought the posse fairly upon his heels; the farmer saw the fugitive and brought his shotgun to the ready; and Black Bart in an agony of impatience raced round and round the master. A wild cheer rose from the posse and came echoing about him; they had sighted their quarry. From Rickett to Morgan Hills, from Morgan Hills to St. Vincent, from St. Vincent to Wago and far beyond; but this was the end of an historic run.


    “D’ye see?” whispered Barry, leaning close to Satan’s ears. “Lad, d’ye see what you’ve got to do?”


    The black stood with his head very high, quivering through his whole body while he eyed the fence. It was murderously high, and all things were against him, the long run, the rise of the ground going toward the fence, and the gravel from which he must take off for the jump.


    “You can do it,” said the master. “You got to do it! Go for it, boy. We win or lose together!”


    He swayed forward, and Satan leaped ahead at full speed, gathering impetus, scattering the gravel on either side. The farmer on the inside of the fence raised his shotgun leisurely to his shoulder and took a careful aim. He knew what it all meant. He had heard of the outlaw, Barry, with his black horse and his wolf-dog—everyone in the desert had, for that matter— and even had he been ignorant the shouting of the posse which now raced down the canyon in full view would have told him all that he needed to know. How many things went through his mind while he squinted down the gleaming barrel! He thought of the long labor on the farm and the mortgage which still ate the life of his produce every year; he thought of the narrow bowed shoulders of his wife; he thought of the meager faces of his children; and he thought first and last of ten thousand dollars reward! No wonder the hand which supported the barrels was steady as an iron prop. He was shooting for his life and the happiness of five souls!


    He would save his fire till he literally saw the white of the enemy’s eyes: until the outlaw reached the fence, No horse on the mountain-desert could top that highest strand of wire as he very well knew; and in his youth, back in Kentucky, he had ridden hunters. That fence came exactly to the top of his head, and the top of his head was six feet and two inches from the ground. To make assurance doubly sure he dropped upon one knee and made that shotgun an unstirring part and portion of himself.


    Nobly, nobly the black came on, his ears pricking as he judged the great task and his head carried a little high and back as any good jumper knows his head must be carried.


    The practiced eye of the farmer watched the outlaw gather his horse under him. Well he knew the meaning of that shortening grip on the reins to give the horse the last little lift that might mean success or failure in the jump. Well he knew that rise in the stirrups, that leaning forward, and his heart rose in unison and went back to the blue grass of Kentucky glittering in the sun.


    Before them went the wolf-dog, skimming low, reached the fence, and shot over it in a graceful, high-arched curve.


    Then the shout of the rider: “Up! Up!”


    And the stallion reared and leaped. He seemed to graze it coming up, so close was his take-off; he seemed to be pawing his way over with the forefeet; and then with both legs doubled close, hugging his body, he shot across and left the highest strand of the wire quivering and humming.


    The farmer hurled his best shotgun a dozen yards away and threw up his hat.


    “Go it, lad! God bless ye; and good luck!”


    The hand of the rider lifted in mute acknowledgment, and as he shot past, the farmer caught a glimpse of a delicately handsome face that smiled down at him.


    “The left gate! The left gate!” he shouted through his cupped hands, and as the fugitive rushed through the upper gate he turned to face the posse which was already pulling up at the fence and drawing their wirecutters.


    As Barry shot out onto the higher ground on the other side of the farmhouse he could see them severing the wires and the interruption of the chase would be only a matter of seconds. But seconds counted triply now, and the halt and the time they would spend getting up impetus all told in favor of the fugitive.


    Thirty-five miles, or thereabouts, since they left Rickett that morning, and still the black ran smoothly, with a lilt to his gallop. Dan Barry lifted his head and his whistling soared and pulsed and filled the air. It made Bart come back to him; it made Satan toss his head and glance at the master from the corner of his bright eye, for this was an assurance that the battle was over and the rest not far away.


    On they drove, straight as a bird flies for Caswell City, and Black Bart, ranging ahead among the hills, was picking the way once more. If the stallion were tired, he gave no sign of it. The sweep of his stride brushed him past rocks and shrubs, and he literally flowed uphill and down, far different from the horses which scampered in his rear, for they pounded the earth with their efforts, grunting under the weight of fifty pound saddles and heavy riders. Another handicap checked them, for while Satan ran on alone, freely, the bunched pursuers kept a continual friction back and forth. The leaders reined in to keep back with the mass of the posse, and those in the rear by dint of hard spurring would rush up to the front in turn until some spirited nag challenged for the lead, so that there was a steady interplay among the fifteen. Their gait at the best could not be more than the pace, of their slowest member, but even that pace was diminished by the difficulties of group riding. Yet Mark Retherton refused to allow his men to scatter and stretch out. He kept them in hand steadily, a bunched unit ready to strike together, for he had seen the dead body of Pete Glass and he kept in mind a picture of what might happen if this fellow should whirl and pick off the posse man by man. Better prolong the run, for in the end no single horse could stand up against so many relays. Yet it was maddening to watch the stallion float over hill and dale with that same unbroken stride.


    Once and again he sent the fresh horses from Wago after the fugitive in a sprinting burst, but each time the black drifted farther away, and mile after mile Mark Retherton pulled his field glasses to his eyes and strained his vision to make out some sign of labor in the gait of Satan. There was no change. His head was still high, the rhythm of his lope unfaltering.


    But here the Wago Mountains—not more than ragged hills, to be sure—cut across the path of the outlaw and in those hills, unless the message which waited for him at Wago had been false, should be the men of Caswell City, two score or more besides the fifteen fresh horses for the posse. Two score of men, at least, Caswell could send out, and from the heights they could surely detect the coming of Barry and plant themselves in his way. An ambush, a volley, would end this famous ride.


    The hills came up on them swiftly, now, and if the men of Caswell failed in their duty it meant safety for the fugitive, because two miles beyond were the willows of the marshes and the fords across the Asper River. There could only be two alternatives, since not a man showed on the hills. Either they waited in ambush, or else they had mistaken the route along which Barry would come, and the latter was hardly possible. With his glasses Mark Retherton scanned the hills anxiously and it was then that he saw the dark form of the wolf-dog skulking on before the outlaw. He had watched Black Bart before this, of course, but never with suspicion until he noted the peculiar manner in which the animal skirted here and there through the rough ground, pausing on high places, weaving back and forth across the course of his master.


    “Like a scout,” thought Retherton. “And by God, there he comes to report!”


    For Black Bart had whirled and raced straight back for Dan. There was no need of howl or whine to give the reason of his coming; the speed of his running meant business, and Barry shortened the pace of Satan while he looked over the hills, incredulous, despairing.


    It could not be that men lurked there to cut him off. No living thing could have raced from Rickett to Caswell City to warn them of his coming. Nevertheless, there came Bart with the ill tidings, and it only remained to skirt swiftly east, round the dangerous ground, and strike the marshes first. He swung Satan around on the new course with a pressure of his knees and loosed him into a freer gallop.


    They must have sensed the meaning of this maneuver at once, for hardly had he stretched out east when voices shouted out of the hills, and around and over several low knolls came forty horsemen, racing. Half a dozen were already due east—no escape that way; and the long line of the others came straight at him with the slope of the ground to give them velocity.

  

  
    
      The warning

    

    All in a grim instant he saw the trap. It closed upon his consciousness with a click, and as he doubled Satan around he knew that the only escape was in running southeast along the banks of the Asper. Even that was a desperate, a forlorn chance, for if that omnipotent voice could reach from Rickett to Caswell City, fifty miles away, certainly it must have warned the river towns of Ganton and Wilsonville and Bly Falls where Tucker Creek ran into the Asper. But this was no time for thinking. Already, looking back, he saw the posse changing their saddles to fifteen fresh mounts, and he headed Satan across the Wago Hills, West and South.


    It was hot work. Even the steel-wire muscles of Black Bart were weakening under the tremendous labors of that day, and as he scouted ahead his head was low and his red tongue lolled, and surest sign of all, the bushy tail drooped; yet it was time to make a new call upon both wolf-dog and horse, for the posse was racing after him as before, giving even the fresh, willing mounts the urge of spurs and quirts. He ran his hand down the dripping neck and shoulder of Satan; he called to him; and with a snort the stallion responded. He felt the quiver as the muscles tightened for the work; he felt the settling as Satan lengthened to racing speed.


    Through the Wago Hills, then, with Bart picking the way as before, and never a falter in the sweep of Satan’s running. If his head was a little lower, if his ears lay flat, only the master knew the meaning, and still, when he spoke, the glistening ears pricked up, and they bounded on to a greater speed than before. The flight of a gull on unstirring wings when the wind buoys it, the glide of water over the descent of smooth rock, with never a ripple, like all things effortless, swift, and free, such was the gait of Satan as he fled. Let them spur the fresh horses from Caswell City till their flanks dripped red, they would never gain on him.


    On through the hills, and now the heave of his great breaths told of the strain, down like an arrow into the rolling ground, and now they galloped beside the Asper banks. The master looked darkly upon that water.


    Ten days before, when the snows had not yet reached the climax of melting, ten days later when that climax was overpassed, the Asper would have been fordable, but now a brown flood stormed along the gully, ate away the banks, undermined the willows here and there, and rolled stones larger than a man could lift. It went with an angry shouting as if it defied the fugitive. It was narrow, maddeningly narrow, almost small enough to attempt a leap across to the safety of the thickets on the farther side, but the force of the water alone was enough to warn the bravest swimmer away, and here and there, like teeth in the mouth of the shark, jagged stones cut the surface with white foam streaking out below them; as if to prove its power, even while Dan turned South along the bank a dead trunk shot down the stream and split on one of the Asper’s teeth.


    Even then he felt the temptation. There lay the forest on the farther side, a forest which would shelter him, and above the forest, hardly a mile back, began the Grizzly Peaks. They lunged straight up to snowy summits, and all along their sides blue shadows of the afternoon drifted through a network of ravines—a promise of peace, a surety of safety if he could reach that labyrinth.


    He was almost glad when he left the mockery of the river’s noise to turn aside for Ganton. There it lay in a bend of the Asper in the low-lands, and every town where men lived was an enemy. He could see them now gathered just outside the village, twenty men, perhaps and fifteen spare horses, the best they had, for the posse.


    On past Ganton, and again a call upon Satan to meet the first spurt of the posse on its new horses. There was something in the stallion to answer, some incredible reserve of nerve strength and courage. There was a slight labor, now, and something of the same heave and pitch which comes in the gait of a common horse; also, when he put Satan up the first slope beyond Ganton he noted a faltering, a deeper lowering of the head. When his hoofs struck a loose rock he no longer had the easy recoil of the morning. He staggered like a graceful yacht chopped by a cross-current. Now down the slope, now back to the roar of the Asper once more, for there the going was most level, but always the strides were shortening, shortening, and the head of the stallion nodded at his work.


    All that was seen by Mark Retherton through his glasses, though they were almost close enough now to see details through the naked eye. He turned in the saddle to the posse, grim faces, sweat and dust clotted in their moustaches, their faces drawn and gray with streaks over the nose and under the eyes where perspiration ran. They rode crookedly, now, for seventy miles at full speed had racked them, twisted them, cramped their muscles. Scotty kept his head tilted far back, for his spinal column seemed about to snap. Walsh leaned to his right side which a tormenting pain drew at every stride, and Hendricks cursed in gasps through a wry mouth. It had been an hour since Mark Retherton last spoke, and when he attempted it now his voice was as hoarse as a croaking frog.


    “Boys, buck up! He’s done! D’ye see the black laborin’. D’ye see it? Hey, Lew, Garry, we’ve got the best hosses among us three. Now’s the time for a spurt, and by God, we’ll run him down. I’m startin!”


    He made his word good with an Indian yell and a wave of his hat that sent his buckskin leaping straight into the air, to land with stiff legs, “swallowing its head,” but then it straightened out in earnest. That buckskin had a name from Bly Falls to Caswell City speed and courage, and it lived up to the record in the time of need. Close behind it came Lew and Garry ponies scarcely slower than the buckskin, and they closed rapidly on Satan. The plan of Retherton was plain: now that the black was running on its nerve a spurt might bring them within striking distance and if they could check the flight for an instant by opening advance guard fire, they might drive the fugitive into a corner by the river and hold him there until the main body the posse came up. The three of them running alone the lead could do five yards for every four of the slow horses, and the effect showed at once.


    Going up a slope the trot of the stallion maintained or even increased his lead, but when they reached the easier ground beyond they drew rapidly upon him. They saw Barry bend low; they saw the stallion increase its pace.


    “By God,” shouted Retherton in involuntary admonition, “I’d rather have that hoss than the ten thousand. But feed ’em the spurs, boys, and he’ll come back to us inside a mile.”


    And Retherton was right. Before that mile was over the black slipped back inch by inch, until at length Retherton called: “Now grab your guns boys and see if you can salt him down with lead. Give your hosses their heads and turn loose!”


    They pulled their guns to their shoulders and sent a volley at the outlaw. One bullet clipped a spark from the rocks just behind the stallion’s feet; the other two must have gone wide. Once more Barry flinched closer over the neck of Satan and once again the horse answered with a fresh burst of speed, but in a few moments he came back to them. Flesh could not stand that pace after seventy-five miles of running.


    They saw the rider straighten and look back; then the sun flashed on his rifle.


    “Feed ’em the spur!” shouted Retherton. “If we can’t hit him shooting ahead, he ain’t got a chance to hit us shootin’ backwards.” For it is notoriously hard to turn in the saddle and accomplish anything with a rifle. One is moving away from the target instead of toward it, and every condition of ordinary shooting is reversed; above all, the moment a man turns his head he is completely out of touch with his horse. Apparently the fugitive knew this and made no attempt to place his shots. He merely jerked his gun to the shoulder and blazed away as soon as it was in place; half a dozen yards in front of Retherton the bullet kicked up the dust.


    “I told you,” he shouted. “He can’t do nothin’ that way. Close in, boys. Close in for God’s sake!”


    He himself was flailing with his quirt, and the buckskin grunted at every strike. Once more the rifle pitched to the outlaw’s shoulder, and this time the bullet clicked on a rock not ten feet from Retherton, and again on a straight line for him.


    “Damned if that ain’t shootin’!” called Garry, and Retherton, alarmed, swung the buckskin out to one side to throw the marksman out of line. He had turned again in the saddle, and as though the episode were at an end, restored his rifle to its case, but when they poured in another volley about him, he swung sharply roundabout again, gun in hand. Once more the rifle went to his shoulder, and this time the bullet knocked a puff of dust into the very nostrils of the buckskin. Retherton reined in with an oath.


    “He’s been warn in’ me, boys,” he called. “That devil has the range like he was sitting in a rockin’ chair shooting at a tin-can. He’s warnin’ us back to the rest of the gang. And damned if we ain’t goin’!”


    It was quite patent that he was right, for three bullets sent on a line for one horse, and each of them closer, could mean only one thing. They checked


    their horses, and in a moment the rest of the posse was clattering around them.


    “It don’t make no difference,” called Retherton, “savin’ in time. Maybe he’ll last to Wilsonville, but he can’t stay in three miles when we hang onto him with fresh hosses. The black is runnin’ on nothin’ but guts right now.”

  

  
    
      The asper

    

    Ninety miles of ground, at least, had been covered by the black stallion, since he left Rickett that morning, yet when he galloped across the plain in full sight of Wilsonville there were plenty of witnesses who vowed that Satan ran like a colt frolicking over a pasture. Mark Retherton knew better, and the posse to a man felt the end was near. They changed saddles in a savage silence and went down the street out of town with a roar of racing hoofs.


    And Barry too, as he watched them whip around the corner of the last house and streak across the fields, knew that the end of the ride was near. Strength, wind and nerve were gone from Satan; his hoofs pounded the ground with the stamp of a plowhorse; his breath came in wheezes with a rattle toward the end; the tail no longer fluttered out straight behind. Yet when the master leaned and called he found something in his great heart with which to answer. A ghost of his old buoyancy came in his stride, the drooping head rose, one ear quivered up, and he ran against the challenge of those fresh ponies from Wilsonville. There were men who doubted it when the tale was told, but Mark Retherton swore to the truth of it.


    Even then that desperate effort was failing. Not all the generous will in the heart of the stallion could give his legs the speed they needed; and he fell back by inches, by feet, by yards, toward the posse. They disdained their guns now, and kept them in the cases; for the game was theirs.


    And then they noted an odd activity in the fugitive, who had slipped to one side and was fumbling at his cinches. They could not understand for a time, but presently the saddle came loose, the cinches flipped out, and the whole apparatus crashed to the ground. Nor was this all. The rider leaned forward and his hands worked on the head of his mount until the hackamore also came free and was tossed aside. To that thing fifteen good men and true swore the next day with strange oaths, and told how a man rode for his life on a horse that wore neither saddle nor bridle but ran obediently to voice and hand.


    Every ounce counted, and there were other ounces to be spared. He was leaning again, to this side and then to that, and presently the posse rushed past the discarded riding-boots.


    There lay the rifle in its case on the saddle far behind. And with the rifle remained all the fugitive’s chances of fighting at long range. Now, following, came the heavy cartridge belt and the revolver with it. The very sombrero was torn from his head and thrown away.


    His horse was failing visibly; not even this lightening could keep it away from the posse long; and yet the man threw away his sole chance of safety. And the fifteen pursuers cursed solemnly as they saw the truth. He would run his horse to death and then die with it empty handed rather than let either of them fall a captive.


    Unburdened by saddle or gun or trapping, the stallion gave himself in the last effort. There ahead lay safety, if they could shake off this last relay of the posse, and for a time he pulled away until Retherton grew anxious, and once more the bullets went questing around the fugitive. But it was a dying effort. They gained; they drew away; and then they were only holding the posse even, and then once more, they fell back gradually toward the pursuit. It was the end, and Barry sat bolt erect and looked around him; that would be the last of him and the last scene he should see.


    There came the posse, distant but running closer. With every stride Satan staggered; with every stride his head drooped, and all the lilt of his running was gone. Ten minutes, five minutes more and the fifteen would be around him. He looked to the river which thundered there at his side.


    It was the very swiftest portion of all the Asper between Tucker Creek and Caswell City. Even at that moment, a few hundred yards away, a tall tree which had been undermined, fell into the stream and dashed the spray high; yet even that fall was silent in the general roar of the river. Checked by the body and the branches of the tree for an instant before it should be torn away from the bank and shot down stream, the waters boiled and left a comparatively smooth, swift sliding current beyond the obstruction; and it gave to Barry a chance or a ghost of a chance:


    The central portion of the river bed was chopped with sharp rocks which tore the stream into white rages of foam; but beyond these rocks, a little past the middle, the tree like a dam smoothed out the current; it was still swift but not torn with swirls or cross-currents, and in that triangle of comparatively still water of which the base was the fallen tree, the apex lay on a sand bar, jutting a few yards from the bank. And the forlorn hope of Barry was to swing the stallion a little distance away from the banks, run him with the last of his ebbing strength straight for the bank, and try to clear the rocky portion of the river bed with a long leap that might, by the grace of God, shoot him into the comparatively protected current. Even then it would be a game only a tithe won, for the chances were ten to one that before they could struggle close to the shore, the currents would suck them out toward the center. They would never reach that shelving bit of sand, but the sharp rocks of the stream would tear them a moment later like teeth. Yet the dimmest chance was a good chance now.


    He called Satan away from his course, and at the change of direction the stallion staggered, but went on, turned at another call, and headed straight for the stream. He was blind with running; he was numbed by the long horror of that effort, no doubt, but there was enough strength left in him to understand the master’s mind. He tossed his head high, he flaunted out his tail, and sped with a ghost of his old sweeping gallop toward the bank.


    “Bart!” shouted the master, and waved his arm.


    And the wolf saw too. He seemed to cringe for a moment, and then, like some old leader of a pack who knows he is about to die and defies his death, he darted for the river and flung himself through the air.


    An instant later Satan reared on the bank and shot into the air. Below him the teeth of the rocks seemed to lift up in hunger, and the white foam jumped to take him. The crest of the arc of his jump was passed; he shot lower and grazing the last of the stones he plunged out of sight in the swift water beyond. There were two falls, not one, for even while the black was in the air Barry slipped from his back and struck the water clear of Satan.


    They came up again struggling in the last effort toward the shore. The impetus of their leap had washed them well in toward the bank, but the currents dragged them out again toward the center of the stream where the rocks waited. Down river they went, and Black Bart alone had a ghost of a chance for success. His leap had been farther and he skimmed the surface when he struck so that by dint of fierce swimming he hugged close to the shore, and then his claws bedded in the sand-bank.


    As for Barry, the waters caught him and sent him spinning over and over, like a log, whipping down stream, while the heavier body of Satan was struggling whole yards above. There was no chance for the master to reach the sand-bank, and even if he reached it he could not cling; but the wolf-dog knew many things about water. In the times of famine long years before the days of the master there had been ways of catching fish.


    He edged forward until the water foamed about his shoulders. Down came Dan, his arms tumbling as he whirled, and on the sleeve of one of those arms the teeth of Bart closed. The cloth was stout, and yet it ripped as if it were rotten veiling, and the tug nearly swept Bart from his place. Still, he clung; his teeth shifted their hold with the speed of light and closed over the arm of the master itself, slipped, sank deeper, drew blood, and held. Barry swung around and a moment later stood with his feet buried firmly in the bank.


    He had not a moment to spare, for Satan, only his eyes and his nose showing, rushed down the current, making his last fight. Barry thrust his feet deeper in the sand, leaned, buried both hands in the mane of the stallion. It was a far fiercer tug-of-war this time, for the ample body of the horse gave the water a greater surface to grapple on, yet the strength of the man sufficed. His back bowed; his shoulders ached with the strain; and then the forefeet of Satan pawed the sand, and all three staggered up the shelving bank, reeled among the trees, and collapsed in safety.


    So great was the roar of the water that they heard neither shouts nor the reports of the guns, but for several minutes the bullets of the posse combed the shrubbery as high as the breast of a man.

  

  
    
      The empty cave

    

    Through ten months of the year a child of ten could wade the Asper but now its deep roaring that set the ground quivering under Barry gave him perfect assurance of safety. Not one of that posse would attempt the crossing, he felt, but he slipped back through the shrubbery close to the bank to make sure. He was in time to see Mark Retherton give a command with gestures that sent reluctant guns into the holsters. Fists were brandished toward the green covert on the farther side of the river, so close, such an unreachable distance. One or two rode their horses down to the very edge of the water, but they gave up the thought and the whole troop turned back toward Wilsonville; even the horses were down-headed.


    Back in the covert he found Bart lying with his head on his paws, his eyes closed, his sides swelling and closing till every rib seemed broken; yet now and then he opened one red eye to look at Satan. The stallion lay in almost exactly the same position, and the rush and rattle of his breathing was audible even in the noise of the Asper; Barry dropped prone and pressed his ear against the left side of the horse, just behind the shoulder. The fierce vibration fairly shook his head; he could hear the rush of the blood except when that deadly rattling of the breath came. When he rose to his knees the face of the master was serious, thoughtful.


    “Satan!” he called, but the river must have drowned his voice. Only when he passed his fingers down the wet neck, one of Satan’s ears pricked, and fell instantly back. It would not do to let him lie there in the cool mold by the water, for he knew that the greatest danger in overheating a horse is that it may cool too quickly afterward.


    He stooped directly in front of Satan and swept up an arm in command; it brought only a flicker of the eyelid, the eyelid which drooped over a glazing eye.


    “Up!” he commanded.


    One ear again pricked; the head lifted barely clear of the ground; the forelegs stiffened with effort, trembled, and were still again.


    “Bart!” shouted the master, “wake him up!”


    The voice could not have carried to the wolf through the uproar of the waters, but the gesture, the expression brought home the order, and Black Bart came to his feet, staggering. Right against the nose of Satan he bared his great teeth and his snarl rattled. No living creature could hear that sound without starting, and the head of Satan raised high. Still before him Bart growled and under his elbow and his chest the hands of the master strained up. He swayed with a snort very like a human groan, struggled, the forelegs secured their purchase, and he came slowly to his feet. There he stood, braced and head low; a child might have caught him by the mane and toppled him upon his side, and already his hind legs were buckling.


    “Get on!” cried Barry.


    There was a lift of the head, a quivering of the tensed nostrils, but that was all. He seemed to be dying on his feet, when the master whistled. The sound cut through the rushing of the Asper as a ray of light probes a dark room, shrill, harsh, like the hissing of some incredible snake, and Satan went an uncertain step forward, reeled, almost fell; but the shoulder of the master was at his side lifting up, and the arm of the master was under his chest, raising. He tried another step; he went on among the trees with his forelegs sprawling and his head drooped as though he were trying to crop grass. Black Bart did his part to recall that flagging spirit. Sometimes it was his snarl that startled the black; sometimes he leaped, and his teeth clashed a hair’s breadth from Satan’s nose.


    By degrees the congealing blood flowed freely again through Satan’s body; he no longer staggered; and now he lifted a forepaw and struck vaguely at Bart as the wolf-dog leaped. Barry stepped away.


    “Bart!” he called, and the shouting of the Asper was now so far away that he could be heard. “Come round here, old boy, and stop botherin’ him. He’s goin’ to pull through.”


    He leaned against a willow, his face suddenly old and white with something more than exhaustion, and laughed in such an oddly pitched, cracked tone that the wolf-dog slunk to him on his belly and licked the dangling hand. He caught the scarred head of Bart and looked steadily down into the eyes of the wolf.


    “It was a close call, Bart. There wasn’t more than half an inch between Satan and—”


    The black turned his head and whinnied feebly.


    “Listen to him callin’ for help like a new-foaled colt,” said the master, and went to Satan.


    The head of the stallion rested on his shoulder as they went slowly on.


    “Tonight,” said the master, “you get two pieces of pone without askin’.” The cold nose of the jealous wolf-dog thrust against his left hind. “You too, Bart. You showed us the way.”


    The rattle had left the breathing of Satan, the stagger was gone from his walk; with each instant he grew perceptibly larger as they approached the border of the wood. It fell off to a scattering thicket with the Grizzly Peaks stepping swiftly up to the sky. This was their magic instant in all the day, when the sun, grown low in the west, with bulging sides, gave the mountains a yellow light. They swelled up larger with warm tints of gold rolling off into the blue of the canyons; at the foot of the nearest slope a thicket of quaking aspens was struck by a breeze and flashed all silver. Not many moments more, and all the peaks would be falling back into the evening,


    It seemed that Satan saw this, for he raised his head from the shoulder of the master and stopped to look.


    “Step on,” commanded Barry.


    The stallion shook himself violently as a dog that knocks the water from his pelt, but he took no pace forward.


    “Satan!”


    The order made him sway forward, but he checked the movement.


    “I ask you man to man, Bart,” said the master in sudden anger, “was there ever a worse fool hoss than him? He won’t budge till I get on his back.”


    The wolf-dog shoved his nose again into Barry’s hand and growled. He seemed quite willing to go on alone with the master and leave Satan forgotten.


    “All right,” said Barry. “Satan, are you comin’?”


    The horse whinnied, but would not move.


    “Then stay here.”


    He turned his back and walked resolutely across the meadow, but slowly, and more slowly, until a ringing neigh made him stop and turn. Satan had not stirred from his first halting place, but now his head was high and his cars pricked anxiously. He pawed the ground in his impatience.


    “Look there, Bart,” observed the master gloomily. “There’s pride for you. He won’t let on that he’s too weak to carry me. Now I’d ought to let him stay there till he drops.”


    He whistled suddenly, the call sliding up, breaking, and rising again with a sharp appeal. Satan neighed again as it died away.


    “If that won’t bring him, nothin’ will. Back we got to go. Bart, you jest take this to heart: It ain’t any use tryin’ to bring them to reason that ain’t got any sense.”


    He went back and sprang lightly to the back of the horse and Satan staggered a little under the weight but once, as if to prove that his strength was more than equal to the task, he broke into a trot. A harsh order called him back to a walk, and so they started up into the Grizzly Peaks.


    By dark, however, a few halts, a chance to crop grass for a moment here and there, a roll by the next creek and a short draught of water, restored a great part of the black’s strength, and before the night was an hour old he was heading up through the hills at a long, swift trot.


    Even then it was that dark, cold time just before dawn when they wound up the difficult pass toward the cave. The moon had gone down; a thin, high mist painted out the stars; and there were only varying degrees of blackness to show them the way, with peaks and ridges starting here and there out of the night, very suddenly. It was so dark, indeed, that sometimes Dan could not see where Bart skulked a little ahead, weaving among the boulders and picking the easiest way. But all three of them knew the course by instinct, and when they came to a more or less commanding rise of ground in the valley Dan checked the stallion and whistled.


    Then he sat canting his head to one side to listen more intently. A rising wind brought about him something like an echo of the sound, but otherwise there was no answer.


    “She ain’t heard,” muttered Dan to Bart, who came running back at the call, so familiar to him and to the horse. He whistled again, prolonging the call until it soared and trembled down the gulch, and this time when he stopped he sat for a long moment, waiting, until Black Bart whined at his side.


    “She ain’t learned to sleep light, yet,” muttered Barry. “An’ I s’pose she’s plumb tired out waitin’ for me. But if something’s happened— Satan!”


    That word sent the stallion leaping ahead at a racing gait, swerving among rocks which he could not see.


    “They’s nothin’ wrong with her,” whispered Barry to himself. “They can’t be nothin’ happened to her!”


    He was in the cave, a moment later, standing in the center of the place with the torch high above his head; it flared and glimmered in the great eyes of Satan and the narrow eyes of Bart. At length he slipped down to a rock beside him while the torch, fallen from his hand, sputtered and whispered where it lay on the gravel.


    “She’s gone,” he said to emptiness. “She’s lef’ me—” Black Bart licked his limp hand but dared not even whine.

  

  
    
      Ben Swann

    

    Since the night when old Joe Cumberland died and Kate Cumberland rode off after her wild man, Ben Swann, the foreman of the Cumberland ranch, had lived in the big house. He would have been vastly more comfortable in the bunkhouse playing cards with the other hands, but Ben Swann felt vaguely that it was a shame for so much space in the ranch house to go to waste, and besides, Ben’s natural dignity was at home in the place even if his mind grew lonely. It was Ben Swann, therefore, who ran down and flung open the door, on which a heavy hand was beating. Outside stood two men, very tall, taller than himself, and one of them a giant. They had about them a strong scent of horses.


    “Get a light” said one of these. “Run for it. Get a light. Start a fire, and be damned quick about it!”


    “And who the hell might you gents be?” queried Ben Swann, leaning against the side of the doorway to dicker.


    “Throw that fool on his head,” said one of the strangers, “and go on in, Lee!”


    “Stand aside,” said the other, and swept the doorknob out of Ben’s grip, flattening Ben himself against the wall. While he struggled there, gasping, a man and a woman slipped past him.


    “Tell him who we are,” said the woman’s voice. “We’ll go to the living- room, Buck, and start a fire.”


    The strangers apparently knew their way even in the dark, for presently he heard the scraping of wood on the hearth in the living-room. It bewildered Ben Swann. It was dream-like, this sudden invasion.


    “Now, who the devil are you?”


    A match was scratched and held under his very nose, until Ben shrank back for fear that his splendid mustaches might ignite. He found himself confronted by one of the largest men he had ever seen, a leonine face, vaguely familiar.


    “You Lee Haines!” he gasped. “What are you doin’ here?”


    “You’re Swann, the foreman, aren’t you?” said Haines. “Well, come out of your dream, man. The owner of the ranch is in the living-room.”


    “Joe Cumberland’s dead,” stammered Ben Swann.


    “Kate Cumberland.”


    “Her! And—Barry—the Killing at Alder—”


    “Shut up!” ordered Haines, and his face grew ugly. “Don’t let that chatter get to Kate’s ears. Barry ain’t with her. Only his kid. Now stir about.”


    After the first surprise was over, Ben Swann did very well. He found the fire already started in the living-room and on the rug before the hearth a yellow-haired little girl wrapped in a tawny hide. She was sound asleep, worn out by the long ride, and she seemed to Ben Swann a very pretty picture. Surely there could be in her little of the father of whom he had heard so much— of whom that story of the Killing at Alder was lately told, He took in that picture at a glance and then went to rustle food; afterward he went down to sleep in the bunkhouse and at breakfast he recounted the events of the night with a relish. Not one of the men had been more than three years on the place, and therefore their minds were clean slates on which Swann could write his own impressions.


    “Appearances is deceivin’” concluded the foreman. “Look at Mrs. Dan Barry. They tell you around these parts that she’s pretty, but they don’t tell you how damned fine lookin’ she is. She’s got a soft look and you’d never pick her for the sort that would run clean off with a gent like Barry. Barry himself wasn’t so bad for looks, but they’ll tell you in Elkhead how bad be is in action, and maybe they’s some widders in Alder that could put in a word. Take even the kid. She looks no more’n a baby, but what d’you know is inside of her?


    “Speakin’ personal, gents, I don’t put no kind of trust in that houseful yonder. Here they come in the middle of the night like there was a posse after ’em. They climb that house and sit down and eat like they’d ridden all day. Maybe they had. Even while they was eatin’ they didn’t seem none too happy.


    “That loose shutter upstairs come around in the wind with a bang and Buck Daniels comes out of his chair as fast as powder could blow him. He didn’t say nothin’. Just sat down lookin’ kind of sick, and the other two was the same way. When they talked, they’d bust off in the middle of a word and let their eyes go trailin’ into some corner of the room that was plumb full of shadow. Then Lee Haines gets up and walks up and down.


    “‘Swann,’ says he, ‘how many good men have you got on the place?’


    “‘Why,’ says I, ‘they’re all good!’


    “‘Huh,’ says Haines, and he puts a hand on my shoulder, ‘Just how good are they, Swann?’”


    “I seen what he wanted. He wanted to know how many scrappy gents was punchin’ cows here; maybe them three up there figures that they might need help. From what? What was they runnin’ away from?”


    “Hey!” broke in one of the cowpunchers, pointing with a dramatic fork through the window.


    It was a bright spot of gold that disappeared over the top of the nearest hill; then it came into view again, the whole body of a yellow-haired child, clothed in a wisp of white, and running steadily toward the north.


    “The kid!” gasped the foreman. “Boys, grab her. No, you’d bust her; I know how to handle her!”


    He was gone through the door with gigantic leaps and shot over the crest of the low hill. Then those in the cookhouse heard a small, tingling scream; after it, came silence, and the tall foreman striding across the hill with the child high in his arms. He came panting through the door and stood her up on the end of the table, a small and fearless creature. She wore on her feet the little moccasins which Dan himself had fashioned for her, but the tawny hide was not on her—perhaps her mother had thrown the garment away. The moccasins and the white nightgown were the sum and substance of her apparel, and the cowpunchers stood up around the table to admire her spunk.


    “Damed near spat pizen,” observed Ben Swann, “when I hung into her —tried to bite me, but the minute I got her in my hands she quit strugglin’, as reasonable as a grown-up, by God!”


    “Shut up, Ben. Don’t you know no better’n to cuss in front of a kid?”


    The great, dark eyes of Joan went somberly from face to face. If she was afraid, she disguised it well, but now and then, like a wild thing which sees that escape is impossible, she looked through the window and out over the open country beyond.


    “Where was you headed for, honey?” queried Ben Swann.


    The child considered him bravely for a time before she replied.


    “Over there.”


    “Over there? Now what might she mean by that? Headed for Elkhead— in a nightgown? Any place I could take you, kid?”


    If she did not altogether trust Ben Swann, at least she preferred him to the other unshaven, work-thinned faces which leered at her around the table.


    “Daddy Dan,” she said softly. “Joan wants to go to Daddy Dan.”


    “Daddy Dan—Dan Barry,” translated Ben Swann, and he drew a bit away from her. “Boys, that mankillin’ devil must be around here; and that’s what them up to the house was runnin’ from—Barry!”


    It scattered the others to the windows, to the door.


    “What d’you see?”


    “Nothin’.”


    “Swann, if Barry is comin’ to these parts, I’m goin’ to pack my war- bag.”


    “Me too, Ben. Them that get ten thousand’ll earn it. I heard about the Killin’ at Alder.”


    “Listen to me, gents,” observed Ben Swann. “If Barry is comin’ here we ain’t none of us goin’ to stay; but don’t start jumpin’ out from under till I get the straight of it. I’m goin’ to take the kid up to the house right now and find out.”


    So he wrapped up Joan in an old blanket, for she was shivering in the cold of the early morning, and carried her up to the ranchhouse. The alarm had already been given. He saw Buck Daniels gallop toward the front of the place leading two saddled horses; he saw Haines and Kate run down the steps to meet them, and then they caught sight of the foreman coming with Joan on his shoulder.


    The joy of that meeting, it seemed to Ben Swann, was decidedly one-sided. Kate ran to Joan with a little wailing cry of happiness and gathered her close, but neither big Lee Haines nor ugly Buck Daniels seemed overcome with happiness at the regaining of Joan, and the child herself merely endured the caresses of her mother. Ben Swann made them a speech.


    He told them that anybody with half an eye could tell they were bothered by something, that they acted as if they were running away. Now, running in itself was perfectly all right and quite in order when it was impossible to outface or outbluff a danger. He himself, Ben Swann, believed in such tactics. He wasn’t a soldier; he was a cowpuncher. So were the rest of the boys out yonder, and though they’d stay by their work in ordinary times, and they’d face ordinary trouble, they were not minded to abide the coming of Dan Barry.


    “So,” concluded Swann, “I want to ask you straight. Is him they call Whistlin’ Dan comin’ this way? Are you runnin’ from him? And did you steal the kid from him?”


    Lee Haines took upon his competent shoulders the duty of answering.


    “You look like a sensible man, Swann,” he said severely. “I’m surprised at you. In the first place, two men don’t run away from one.”


    A fleeting smile appeared and disappeared on the lips of Ben Swann. Haines hastily went on: “As for stealing the baby from Dan Barry, good heavens, man, don’t you think a mother has a right to her own child? Now go back to that scared bunch and tell them that Dan Barry is back in the Grizzly Peaks.”


    For several reasons this did not completely satisfy the foreman, but he postponed his decision. Lee Haines spoke like one in the habit of giving orders, and Swann walked slowly back to the cookhouse.

  

  
    
      The new alliance

    

    “And so,” said Lee Haines, when he joined Buck Daniels in the living- room, “there goes our reinforcements. That whole crew will scatter like dead leaves when Barry breezes in. It looks to me—”


    “Shut up!” cut in Daniels. “Shut up!”


    His dark, homely face turned to the larger man with a singular expression of awe. He whispered: “D’you hear? She’s in the next room whippin’ Joan for runnin’ away, and never a yap out of the kid!”


    He held up a lean finger for caution and then Haines heard the sound of the willow switch. It stopped.


    “If you run away again,” warned Kate, her voice pitched high and trembling, “munner will whip harder, and put you in a dark place for a long, long time.”


    Still there was not a sound of the child’s voice, not even the pulse of stifled weeping. Presently the door opened and Kate stood there.


    “Go out in the kitchen and tell Li to give you breakfast. Naughty girls can’t eat with munner.”


    Through the door came Joan, her little round face perfectly white, perfectly expressionless. She did not cringe, passing her mother; she walked steadily across the room, rose on tip-toe to open the kitchen door, and disappeared through it. Kate dropped into a chair, shaking.


    “Out!” whispered Buck to Lee Haines. “Beat it. I got to talk alone.” And as soon as Haines obeyed, Buck sat down close to the girl. She was twisting and untangling her fingers in a dumb agony.


    “What has he done to her, Buck? What has he done?”


    It was a maxim with Buck that talk is to woman what swearing is to man; it is a safety valve, and therefore he waited in silence until the first rush of her grief had passed.


    “She only looked at me when I whipped her. My heart turned in me. She didn’t cry; she wasn’t even angry. She just stood there—my baby! —and looked at me!”


    She threw herself back in the chair with her eyes closed, and he saw where the trouble had marked her face. He wanted to lean over and take her in his arms.


    “I’m going mad, Buck. I can’t stand it. How could he have changed her to this?”


    “Listen to me, Kate. Joan ain’t been changed. She’s only showin’ what she is.”


    The mother stared wildly at him.


    “Don’t look like I was a murderer. God knows I’m sorry, Kate, but if they’s Dan’s blood in your little girl it ain’t my fault. It ain’t anything he’s taught her. It’s just that bein’ alone with him has brought out what she really is.”


    “I won’t believe you, Buck. I don’t dare listen to you!”


    “You got to listen, Kate, because you know I’m right. D’you think that any kind of teachin’ could make her learn how to stand and keep from cryin’ when she was whipped?”


    “I know.”


    She spoke softly, as if some terrible power might overhear them talk, and Buck lowered his voice in turn.


    “She’s wild, Kate, I knew it when I seen the way she handled Bart. She’s wild!”


    “Then I’ll have her tame again.”


    “You tried that once and failed.”


    “Dan was a man when I tried, and his nature was formed. Joan is only a baby—my baby. She’s half mine. She has my hair and my eyes.”


    “I don’t care what the color of her eyes is, I know what’s behind them. Look at ’em, and then tell me who she takes after.”


    “Buck, why do you talk like this? What do you want me to do?”


    “A hard thing. Send Joan back to Dan.”


    “Never!”


    “He’ll never give her up, I tell you.”


    “Oh, God help me. What shall I do? I’ll keep her! I’ll make her tame.”


    “But you’ll never keep her that way. Think of Dan. Think of the yaller in his eyes, Kate.”


    “Until I die,” she said with sudden quiet, “I’ll fight to keep her.”


    And he answered with equal solemnity: “Until Dan dies he’ll fight to have her. And he’s never been beat yet.”


    Through a breathing space he stared at her and she at him, and the eyes of Buck Daniels were the first to turn. Everything that was womanly and gentle had died from her face, and in its stead was something which made Buck rise and wander from the room.


    He found Lee Haines and told him briefly all that had passed. The great battle, they decided, had begun between Kate and Barry for the sake of the child, and that battle would go on until one of them was dead or the prize for which they struggled lost. Barry would come on the trail and find them at the ranch, and then he would strike for Joan. And they had no help for the struggle against him. The cowpunchers would scatter at the first sign of Barry, at the first shrill of his ill-omened whistling. They might ride for Elkhead and raise a posse from among the citizens, but it would take two days to do that and gather a number of effective fighters for the crisis, and in the meantime the chances were large that Barry would strike the ranch while the messenger was away. There was really nothing to do but sit patiently and wait. They were both brave men, very; and they were both not unpracticed fighters; but they began to wait for the coming of Barry as the prisoner waits for the day of his execution.


    It spoke well for the quality of their nerves that they would not speak to Kate of the time to come; they sat back like spectators at a play and watched the maneuvers of the mother to win back Joan.


    There was not an idle moment from breakfast to dark. They went out to gather wildflowers on the western hill from the house; they sat on the veranda where Kate told Joan stories of the ranch and pointed out the distant mountains which were its boundaries, and explained that all between them would one day be her own land; that the men who rode yonder were doing her work; that the cattle who ranged the hills were marked with her brand. She said it all in small words so that Joan could understand, but as far as Buck and Lee could make out, there was never a flicker of intelligence or interest in the eyes of the child.


    It was a hard battle every hour, and after supper Kate sat in a big chair by the fire with her eyes half closed, admitting defeat, perhaps. For Joan was curled up on the couch at the farthest, dimmest end of the room, and with her chin propped in both small hands she stared in silence through the window and over the darkening hills. Buck and Lee were there, never speaking, but now and then their eyes sought each other with a vague hope. For Kate might see that her task was impossible, send Joan back, and that would free them of the danger.


    But where Kate left off, chance took up the battle and turned the scales. Old Li, the Chinese cook, had not seen Kate for six long years, and now he celebrated the return by hanging about her on a thousand pretexts. It was just after he had brought in some delicacy from the kitchen, leaving the door a little ajar, when a small ball of gray fur nosed its way through the aperture and came straight for the glare of the fire on the hearth. It was a small shepherd puppy, and having observed the faces of the men with bright, unafraid eyes, it went wobbling on to the very hearth, sniffling. Even at that age it knew enough to keep away from the bright coals of wood, but how could it know that the dark, cold-looking andirons had been heated to the danger point by the fire? It thrust out a tentative nose, touched the iron, and then its shrill yelp of pain went startlingly through the room. It pulled the three grown-ups out of their thoughts; it brought Joan scampering across the room with a little happy cry.


    The puppy would have escaped if it could, for it had in mind the dark, warm, familiar corner in Li’s kitchen where no harm ever came near, but the agile hands of Joan caught him; he was swept into her arms. That little wail of helpless pain, the soft fluff of fur against her cheek, wiped all other things from Joan’s mind. Out the window and across the gloomy hills she had been staring at the picture of the cave, and bright-eyed Satan, and the shadowy form of Bart, and the swift, gentle hand of Daddy Dan; but the cry of the puppy blotted the picture out. She was no longer lonely, having this small, soft body to protect. There sat her mother, leaning a little toward her with a glance at once misted and bright, and she forgot forthwith all the agency of Kate in carrying her away from that cave of delight.


    “Look, munner! He’s burned his nose!”


    The puppy was licking the injured nose industriously and whimpering the while. And Joan heard no answer from her mother except an inarticulate little sound somewhere deep in Kate’s throat. Over her child mind, vaguely, like all baby memories, moved a recollection of the same sound, coming deeply from the throat of the mother and marvelously soothing, reassuring. It moved a fiber of trust and sympathy in Joan, an emotion as real as the sound of music, and with the puppy held idly in her arms for a moment, she looked curiously into Kate’s face. On her own, a faint smile began in the eyes and spread to the lips.


    “Poor little puppy, munner,” said Joan.


    The hands of Kate trembled with desire to bring Joan closer to her, but very wisely she merely stroked the cringing head of the dog.


    “Poor little puppy,” she echoed.

  

  
    
      Victory

    

    The entrance of the puppy, to liken small things to great, was the coming of Blucher in Kate’s life, for the battle turned, and all in five minutes she had gone from defeat to victory. She sat by the fire with Joan sleeping in her arms, and the puppy in turn in the arms of Joan. It was such a foolish trick of chance that had given her all this, she was almost inclined to laugh, but something of tragedy in the faces of Buck and Lee Haines made her thoroughly serious. And she readily saw the truth for after all a child’s brain is a small affair; it holds so much and no more. One instant the longing for Dan was all that Joan could think of; the next she had no room for anything more than the burned nose of the puppy—if there were other phases to this matter —such as Buck Daniels had pointed out—fear that in some future crisis the blood of the father might show in the child, Kate pushed such thoughts away. She was too full of the present happiness.


    Now, while she sat there in the firelight, she sang softly into the dreams of Joan, and watched the smile of sleep grow and wane faintly on the lips of the child as the rhythm of her singing lifted and fell. One half of her mind was empty, that part where Dan should have been, and a dozen times she checked an impulse to turn to him in the place where he should be sitting and invite him with a smile to share her happiness. When her eyes moved they only fell on the gaunt, intent face of Buck or the leonine head of Haines. Whistling Dan was gone and if he ever came again her fear of him, her fear for Joan, would be greater than her love. Yet Dan being gone so finally, she knew that she would never be truly happy again. Her spring of life was ended, but even now she was grateful for the full richness of those six years with Dan; and if she turned from him now it was only because a mighty instinct commanded her and a voice without words drove her—Joan must go on to a normal, womanly happiness. Dan Barry lived from day to day, glutting himself with a ride in the wind, or the whistle of a far-off bird, or the wail of a mountain-lion through the night. Each instant was to him complete, but the eye of Kate looked far away and saw the night when this daughter of hers should sit holding an infant by such a fire, and her heart was both empty and full.


    It was no wonder, then, that she heard the first sound long before either Haines or Buck Daniels, for her mind was on guard against dangers which might threaten her baby. It was a faint slipping, scratching noise on the veranda; then a breathing at the front door. Kate turned, and the men followed the terror of her eyes in time to see the door fall open, and a broad paw appear in the interval. The snaky head of Black Bart thrust into the room.


    Without a word, Daniels drew his gun.


    “Wait!” commanded Kate. Joan awoke with a start at the sharpness of this voice. “Don’t shoot, Buck. See that bit of paper under his throat. He’s bringing a message.”


    “Bart!” cried Joan, slipping to the floor from her mother’s lap, but when she ran toward the wolf-dog, that tremendous snarl of warning stopped her short. Bart slunk toward Kate.


    “Look out, Kate!” cried Haines. “The black devil means murder.”


    “Don’t move, or he’ll go at your throat,” she answered. “There’s no danger to me. He’s been ordered to go to me and he won’t let even Joan touch him. See!”


    He had glided past the amazed, outstretched arms of Joan and went straight to Kate and stopped beside her, obviously expectant. She reached for the slip of folded paper, and as her hand approached he crouched a little, growling; but it was only to caution her, apparently, and though he distrusted the hand, he allowed it to unfasten the missive.


    She untwisted the note, she read aloud: “Kate, send Joan back to me or I come for her. Send her with Bart.”


    It seemed as though the wolf-dog understood the written words, for now he moved toward Joan and she, with a cry, dropped the squealing puppy and caught the great head of Bart in her arms. The puppy wailed, sitting down on his haunches, and quivering with grief.


    “Daddy Dan wants me,” explained Joan with bright eyes. “He’s sent for me. Go quick, Bart!”


    The big animal lay down to facilitate her mounting.


    “Joan!” called Kate. The child hesitated and turned toward her. Her mother had taken up that light revolver which Dan had taught her to use so well, and now, as she leveled it at the wolf-dog, Bart laid his fangs bare in silent hate. The weapons of Buck and Lee Haines were ready, and now Bart raised himself a little and commenced to drag gradually forward to leaping distance.


    “Drop your gun, Kate,” cautioned Buck. “For God’s sake drop your gun. Even if you hit him with a bullet, he’ll be at your throat. Unless you kill him with the first shot he’ll have you. Drop your gun, and then he’ll go at us.”


    But Joan knew perfectly well what those gleaming bits of steel meant. She had seen Daddy Dan shoot and kill, and now she ran screaming between Bart and danger.


    “Munner!” she cried. “You bad, bad men. I won’t let you hurt Bart.”


    “They won’t hurt you, Bart,” explained Joan, taming much mollified to the great wolf-dog. “They’re just playin’. Now we’ll go.”


    And she started toward the door, with Bart slinking in front and keeping a watchful lookout from a corner of his eye.


    “Are you going to leave the poor little puppy, Joan?” said the mother, keeping her voice steady, for all the force of the two men could not help her now. It rested with her wit.


    “I’ll take him with me,” answered Joan, and caught up the howling puppy from the floor. His wails died out against her breast.


    “But you mustn’t do that, honey. He’d die in this cold night wind long before you got there.”


    “Oh!” sighed Joan, and considered her mother with great eyes. Black Bart turned and uneasily tugged at her dress.


    “Will you take good care of him, munner? Till I come back?”


    “But I don’t know how to take care of him, dear. If you go he’ll cry and cry and cry until he dies.”


    Joan sighed.


    “See how quiet he is when you hold him, Joan!”


    “Oh,” muttered Joan again. The distress of the problem made her wrinkle her forehead. She turned to Kate for help.


    “Munner, what’ll I do?”


    “You’d best stay here until the puppy is strong enough to go with you.”


    She kept her voice well under control; it would not do to show the slightest emotion, and now she sat down and half turned away from the child. With her eyes she flashed a signal at the two troubled men and they followed her lead. Their center of vision was now upon the fire. It left Joan, to all appearances, quite out of notice.


    “Oh, that’ll be a long, long time, munner.”


    “Only a little while, Joan.”


    “But Daddy Dan’ll be lonesome up there.”


    “He has Satan and Bart to keep him company.”


    “Don’t you think he wants Joan, munner?”


    “Not as much as the poor little puppy wants you, Joan.”


    She added, with just the slightest tremor: “You decide for yourself, Joan. Go if you think it is best.”


    “Bart, what’ll Joan do?” queried the child, turning in dismay toward the wolf-dog, but as soon as he saw the puppy in her arms, he greeted her with a murderous snarl.


    “You see,” suggested her mother, “that Black Bart would eat up the poor little puppy if you went now with him.”


    At this alarming thought, Joan shrank away from Bart and when he followed her, anxiously, she cried: “Go away! Bad dog! Bad Bart!”


    He caught the edge of her dress and drew back toward the door, and this threw Joan into a sudden panic. She struck Bart across his wrinkled forehead.


    “Go away!” he slunk back, snarling at the puppy.


    “Go back to Daddy Dan.” Then, as he pricked his ears, still growling like distant thunder: “Go tell Daddy Dan that Joan has to stay here a while. Munner, how long?”


    “Maybe a week, dear.”


    “A whole week?” she cried, dismayed.


    “Perhaps only one or two or three days,” said Kate.


    Some of her tenseness was leaving as she saw victory once more inclining to her standards.


    “One, two, five days,” counted Joan, “and then come for me again. Tell Daddy Dan that, Bart.”


    His eyes left her and wandered around the room, lingering for a vicious instant on the face of each, then he backed toward the door.


    “He’s clear of Joan now, Kate,” whispered Buck. “Let me shoot!”


    “No, no! Don’t even look at him.”


    Then, with a scratching of sudden claws, Bart whirled at the door and was gone like a bolt down the hall. Afterwards for a time there was no sound in the room except the murmurings of Joan to her puppy, and then they heard that most mournful of sounds on the mountain-desert, the long howl of a wolf which has missed its kill, and hunts hungry on a new trail.

  

  
    
      The failure

    

    When Black Bart returned without Joan, without even a note of answer about his neck, the master made ready to take by force. First he went over his new outfit of saddle and guns, looking to every strap of the former, and the latter, revolvers and rifle, he weighed and balanced with a meditative look, as if he were memorizing their qualities against a time of need. With Satan saddled and Bart on guard at the mouth of the cave, he gathered up all the accumulation of odds and ends, provisions, skins, and made a stirring bonfire in the middle of the gravel floor. It was like burning his bridges before starting out to the battle; he turned his back to the cave and started on his journey.


    He had to travel in a loose semicircle, for there were two points which he must reach on the ride, the town of Alder, where lived the seventh man who must die for Grey Molly, and the Cumberland ranch, last of all, where he would take Joan. Very early after his start he reached the plateau where he had lived all those years with Kate, and he found it already sinking back to ruin, with nothing in the corrals, and the front door swinging to and fro idly in the wind, just as Joan had often played with it. Inside, he knew, the rooms were empty; a current of air down the chimney had scattered the ashes from the hearth all about the living room. Here must be a chair overturned, and there the sand had drifted through the open door. All this he saw clearly enough with his mind’s eye, and urged Satan forward. For a chill like the falling of sudden night had swept over him, and he shrugged his shoulders with relief when he swept past the house. Yet when he came to the long down-slope which pitched into the valley so far below him, he called Satan to a halt again, and swung to look at the house. He could hear the clatter of the front door as it swung; it seemed to be waving a farewell to him.


    It was all the work of a moment, to ride back, gather a quantity of paper and readily inflammable materials, soak them in oil, and scratch a match. The flames swept up the sides of the logs and caught on the ceiling first of all, and Dan Barry stood in the center of the room until the terrified whining of Black Bart and the teeth of the wolf-dog at his trousers made him turn and leave the house. Outside, he found Satan trembling between two temptations, the first to run as far and as fast as he could from that most terrible thing —fire; and the second to gallop straight into the blaze. The voice of the master, a touch quieted him, and Black Bart lay down at the feet of the master and looked up into his face.


    By this time the fire had licked away a passage through the roof and through this it sent up a yellow hand that flicked up and down like a signal, or a beckoning, and then shot up a tall, steady, growing, roaring column of red. No man could say what went through the mind of Dan Barry as he stood there watching the house of his building burn, but now he turned and threw his arms over the neck and back of Satan, and dropped his forehead against the withers of the black. It troubled the stallion. He turned his head, and nosed the shoulder of the master gently, and Black Bart, in an agony of anxiety, reared up beside Dan and brought his head almost up to the head of the man; there he whined pleadingly for never before had he seen the master hide his face.


    A deep, short report made the master stand away from Satan. The fire had reached a small stock of powder, and the shock of the explosion was followed by a great crashing and rending as an inner wall went down. That fall washed a solid mass of yellow flame across the front door, but the fire fell back, and then Dan saw the doll which he himself had made for Joan; it had been thrown by the smashing of the wall squarely in front of the door, and now the fire reached after it—long arms across the floor. It was an odd contrivance, singularly made of carved wood and with arms and legs fastened on by means of bits of strong sinew, and Joan prized it above all the rosy faced dolls which Kate had bought for her. For an instant Dan stood watching the progress of the fire, then he leaped through the door, swerved back as an arm of fire shot out at him, ran forward again, caught up the doll and was outside rubbing away the singed portions of brows and lashes.


    He did not wait until the house was consumed, but when the flames stood towering above the roof, shaking out to one side with a roar when the wind struck them, he mounted Satan once more, and made for the valley.


    He wanted to reach Alder at dark, and he gauged the time of his ride so accurately that when he pulled out of the mouth of Murphy’s Pass, the last light of the day was still on the mountains and in the pass, but it was already dark in the village, and a score of lights twinkled up at him like eyes.


    He left Satan and Bart well outside the town, for even in the dark they might easily be recognized, and then walked straight down the street of Alder. It was a bold thing to do, but he knew that the first thing which is seen and suspected is the skulker who approaches from covert to covert. They knew he had ridden into Alder before in the middle of the night and they might suspect the danger of such another attack, but they surely would not have fear of a solitary pedestrian unless a telltale light were thrown upon his face.


    He passed Captain Lorrimer’s saloon. Even in this short interval it had fallen into ill-repute after the killing at Alder. And a shanty farther down the street now did the liquor business of the town; Captain Lorrimer’s was closed, and the window nailed across with slats. He went on. Partly by instinct, and partly because it was aflame with lights, he moved straight to the house at which he had learned tidings of three men he sought on his last visit to Alder. Now there were more lights showing from the windows of that place than there were in all the rest of Alder; at the hitching racks in front, horses stood tethered in long double rows, and a noise of voices rolled out and up and down the street. Undoubtedly, there was a festival there, and all Alder would turn out to such an affair. All Alder, including Vic Gregg, the seventh man. A group came down the street for the widow’s house; they were laughing and shouting, and they carried lanterns; away from them Barry slipped like a ghost and stood in the shadow of the house.


    There might be other such crowds, and they were dangerous to Barry, so now he hunted for a means of breaking into the house of the widow unseen. The windows, as he went down the side of the building, he noted to be high, but not too high to be reached by a skillful, noiseless climber. In the back of the house he saw the kitchen door, illumined indeed, but the room, as far as he could see, empty.


    Then very suddenly a wave of silence began somewhere in a side of the house and swept across it, dying to a murmur at the edges. Barry waited for no more maneuvers, but walked boldly up the back stairs and entered the house, hat in hand.


    The moment he passed the door he was alert, balanced. He could have swung to either side, or whirled and shot behind him with the precision of a leisurely marksman, and as he walked he smiled, happily with his head held high. He seemed so young, then, that one would have said he had just come in gaily from some game with the other youths of Alder.


    Out of the kitchen he passed into the hall, and there he understood the meaning of the silence, for both the doors to the front room were open, and through the doors he heard a single voice, deep and solemn, and through the doors he saw the crowd standing motionless. Their heads did not stir,— heads on which the hair was plastered smoothly down—and when some one raised a hand to touch an itching ear, or nose, he moved his arm with such caution that it seemed he feared to set a magazine of powder on fire. All their backs were towards Barry, where he stood in the hall, and as he glided toward them, he heard the deep voice stop, and then the trembling voice of a girl speak in reply.


    At the first entrance he paused, for the whole scene unrolled before him. It was a wedding. Just in front of him, on chairs and even on benches, sat the majority of adult Alder,—facing these stood the wedding pair with the minister just in front of them. He could see the girl to one side of the minister’s back, and she was very pretty, very femininely appealing, now, in a dress which was a cloudy effect of white; but Barry gave her only one sharp glance. His attention was for the men of the crowd. And although there were only backs of heads, and side glimpses of faces he hunted swiftly for Vic Gregg.


    But Gregg was not there. He surveyed the assembly twice, incredulous, for surely the tall man should be here, but when he was on the very point of turning on his heel and slinking down the hall to pursue his hunt in other quarters, the voice of the minister stopped, and the deep tone of Vic himself rolled through the room.


    It startled Barry like a voice out of the sky; he stared about, bewildered, and then as the minister shifted his position a little he saw that it was Gregg who stood there beside the girl in white,—it was Gregg being married. And at the same moment, the eyes of Vic lifted, wandered, fell upon the face which stood there framed in the dark of the doorway. Dan saw the flush die out, saw the narrow, single-purposed face of Gregg turn white, saw his eyes widen, and his own hand closed on his gun. Another instant; the minister turned his head, seemed to be waiting, and then Gregg spoke in answer: “I will!”


    A thousand pictures rushed through the mind of Barry, and he remembered first and last the wounded man on the gray horse who he had saved, and the long, hard ride carrying that limp body to the cabin in the mountains. The man would fight. By the motion of Gregg’s hand, Dan knew that he had gone even to his wedding armed. He had only to show his own gun to bring on the crisis, and in the meantime the eyes of Vic held steadily upon him past the shoulder of the minister, without fear, desperately. In spite of himself Dan’s hand could not move his gun. In spite of himself he looked to the confused happy face of the girl. And he felt as he had felt when he set fire to his house up there in the hills. The wavering lasted only a moment longer; then he turned and slipped noiselessly down the hall, and the seventh man who should have died for Grey Molly was still alive.

  

  
    
      The wild geese

    

    Twenty-four hours from Alder to Elkhead, and beyond Elkhead to the Cumberland ranch, is long riding and hard riding, but not far after dark on the following night, Joan lifted her head, where she played with the puppy on the hearth, and listened. There was no sound audible to the others in the living room; they did not even mark the manner in which she sat up, and then rose to her feet. But when she whispered “Daddy Dan!” it brought each of the three out of his chair. Still they heard nothing, and Buck and Lee Haines would have retaken their chairs had not Kate gone to the window and thrown it wide. Then they caught it, very far off, very thin and small, a delicate thread of music, an eerie whistling. Without a word, she closed the window, crossed the room and from the table she took up a cartridge belt from which hung the holster with the revolver which Whistling Dan taught her to use so well. She buckled it about her. Lee Haines and Daniels, without a word, imitated her actions. Their guns were already on—every moment since they reached the ranch they had gone armed but now they looked to them, and tried the actions a few times before they thrust them back into the holsters.


    It was odd to watch them. They were like the last remnant of a garrison, outworn with fighting, which prepares in grim quiet for the final stand.


    The whistling rose a little in volume now. It was a happy sound, without a recognizable tune, but a gay, wild improvisation as if a violinist, drunk, was remembering snatches of masterpieces, throwing out lovely fragments here and there and filling the intervals out of his own excited fancy. Joan ran to the window, forgetful of the puppy, and kneeled there in the chair, looking out. The whistling stopped as Kate drew down the curtain to cut out Joan’s view. It was far too dark for the child to see out, but she often would sit like this, looking into the dark.


    The whistling began again as Joan turned silently on her mother, uncomplaining, but with a singular glint in her eyes, a sort of flickering, inward light that came out by glances and starts. Now the sound of the rider blew closer and closer. Kate gestured the men to their positions, one for each of the two inner doors while she herself took the outer one. There was not a trace of color in her face, but otherwise she was as calm as a stone, and from her an atmosphere pervaded the room, so that men also stood quietly at their posts, without a word, without a sign to each other. They had their unspoken order from Kate. She would resist to the death and she expected the same from them. They were prepared.


    Still that crescendo of the whistling continued; it seemed as if it would never reach them; it grew loud as a bird singing in that very room, and still it continued to swell, increase—then suddenly went out. As if it were the signal for which she had been waiting all these heartbreaking moments, Kate opened the front door, ran quickly down the hall, and stood an instant later on the path in front of the house. She had locked the doors as she went through, and now she heard one of the men rattling the lock to follow her. The rattling ceased. Evidently they decided that they would hold the fort as they were.


    Her heel hardly sank in the sand when she saw him. He came out of the night like a black shadow among shadows, with the speed of the wind to carry him. A light creak of leather as he halted, a glimmer of star light on Satan as he wheeled, a clink of steel, and then Dan was coming up the path.


    She knew him perfectly even before she could make out the details of the form; she knew him by the light, swift, almost noiseless step, like the padding footfall of a great cat—a sense of weight without sound. Another form skulked behind him—Black Bart.


    He was close, very close, before he stopped, or seemed to see her, though she felt that he must have been aware of her since he first rode up. He was so close, indeed, that the starlight—the brim of his hat standing up somewhat from the swift riding—showed his face quite clearly to her. It was boyish, almost, in its extreme youth, and so thinly molded, and his frame so lightly made, that he seemed one risen from a wasting bed of sickness. The wind fluttered his shirt and she wondered, as she had wondered so often before, where he gained that incredible strength in so meager a body. In all her life she had never loved him as she loved him now. But her mind was as fixed as a star.


    “You can’t have her, Dan. You can’t have her! Don’t you see how terrible a thing you’d make her? She’s my blood, my pain, my love, and you want to take her up yonder to the mountains and the loneliness—I’ll die to keep her!”


    Now the moon, which had been buried in a drift of clouds, broke through them, and seemed in an instant to slide a vast distance towards the earth, a crooked half moon with its edges eaten by the mist. Under this light she could see him more clearly, and she became aware of the thing she dreaded, the faint smile which barely touched at the corners of his mouth; and in his eyes a swirl of yellow light, half guessed at, half real. All her strength poured out of her. She felt her knees buckle, felt the fingers about the light revolver butt relax, felt every nerve grow slack. She was helpless, and it was not fear of the man, but of something which stalked behind him, inhuman, irresistible; not the wolf-dog, but something more than Satan, and Bart, and Whistling Dan, something of which they were only a part.


    He began to whistle, thoughtfully, like one who considers a plan of action and yet hesitates to begin. She felt his eyes run over her, as if judging how he should put her most gently to one side; then from the house, very lightly, hardly more than an echo of Dan’s whistling, came an answer —the very same refrain. Joan was calling to him.


    At that he stepped forward, but the thing which stirred him, had hardened the mind of Kate. The weakness passed in a flash. It was Joan, and for Joan!


    “Not a step!” she whispered, and jerked out her gun. “Not a step!”


    He stood with one hand trailing carelessly from his hip, and at the gleam of her steel his other hand dropped to a holster, fumbled there, and came away empty; he could not touch her, not with the weight of a finger. That thoughtful whistle came again: once more the answering whistle drifted out from the house; and he moved forward another pace.


    She had chosen her mark carefully, the upper corner of the seam of the pocket upon his shirt, and before his foot struck the ground she fired. For an instant she felt that she missed the mark, for he stood perfectly upright, but when she saw that the yellow was gone from his eyes. They were empty of everything except a great wonder. He wavered to his knees, and then sank down with his arms around Black Bart. He seemed, indeed, to crumple away into the night. Then she heard a shouting and trampling in the house, and a breaking open of doors, and she knew that she had killed Whistling Dan. She would have gone to him, but the snarl of Bart drove her back. Then she saw Satan galloping up the path and come to a sliding halt where he stood with his delicate nose close to the face of the master. There was no struggle with death, only a sigh like a motion of wind in far off trees, and then, softly, easily Black Bart extricated himself from the master, and moved away down the path, all wolf, all wild. Behind him, Satan whirled with a snort, and they rushed away into the night each in an opposite direction. The long companionship of the three was ended, and the seventh man was dead for Grey Molly.


    Lee Haines and Buck Daniels were around her now. She heard nothing distinctly, only a great, vague clamor of voices while she kneeled and turned the body of Barry on its back. It was marvelously light; she could almost have picked it up in her arms, she felt. She folded the hands across his breast, and the limp fingers were delicate as the fingers of a sick child. Buck Daniels lay prone by the dead man weeping aloud; and Lee Haines stood with his face buried in his hands; but there was no tear on the face of Kate.


    As she closed the eyes, the empty, hollow eyes, she heard a distant calling, a hoarse and dissonant chiming. She looked up and saw a wedge of wild geese flying low across the moon.

  

  
    
      Dan Barry's daughter

    

    
      “Dan Barry's daughter was originally published in 1923 in Argosy All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      Part one

    

    
      The wild geese are calling—calling

    

    Sometimes it sounded like the barking of dogs rushing down a trail and closing on their quarry; and again there was a shower of calls like no other sound on earth; and sometimes single voices came dropping, telling wonderfully of distance. So the wild geese came out of darkness, dipping toward the earth, and were lost again in the northern night.


    Joan closed her book. Over her shoulder had slipped a heavy braid of dark, metal-gold hair; she put it back with an involuntary gesture, and raised her face, but all she saw were the hewn beams which supported the upper floor of the ranch-house. Darkened by the smoke that had rolled out of the stove on many a winter evening, they still showed every stroke of the ax which had formed them.


    If she heard the rustling of the newspaper which Buck Daniels lowered to look at her, she paid no attention to him, not even when he sat up and watched her with a frown of alarm. For she laid aside her book and went to the window. By pressing close to the pane she could look past the reflection of the room and the high light which the lamp threw in the glass; she could look past this to the shadow of the desert—and she saw, like ghosts, the shining of the stars.


    She went outside to the night. She could see far more, now—from the line of cottonwoods by the creek bed to the black rolling of the hills toward the west beyond the house—and it seemed to Joan as though the walls of her mind were pushed back, also.


    The stars which she had seen from the window were bright and cold, and still the honking of the wild geese dropped in hurried choruses or lonely single notes. The calling died off toward the north, and she waited through a silence as if for an answer from the earth to those voices from the sky. When it came it was from the cottonwoods, perhaps, but it appeared to be blowing from any corner of the compass—the wailing of a coyote. It quavered and rose.


    The back door of the house closed, the screen jingling softly.


    “Joan!” called Buck Daniels.


    She could not answer at once. It was as though a hand were drawing her back from something beautiful and strange, back to the old, familiar commonplaces of the ranch.


    “Joan!” he called again; and this time the sharp note of alarm made her turn quickly.


    “Yes, dad,” she answered.


    He came half running toward her. He caught her by the arm.


    “Why didn’t you answer up when I called?” he demanded, panting. But he did not wait for an excuse. “Come back into the house,” he went on. “Come back out of this darkness—this—”


    She went back obediently beside him, but his hand did not loose her arm even while he was opening and closing the door. He did not even free her when they were back in the kitchen-living room of the house; but holding her at arm’s length, he studied her as if her face were a page on which strange things might have been written in the last few moments.


    “Why didn’t you answer when I called you the first time?” he asked again. “Why did you stop? What were you thinking about? Why did you go outside, Joan?”


    She looked upon him with a frank wonder. Time and many sorrows had so seamed and weatherbeaten his face that every strong emotion looked like anger; but although his brows beetled and his eyes glared and his lips compressed, she knew that it was fear which had touched him. Fear of what?


    She had no time to ask or to answer, for he went on again:


    “You go back to your book. You go right back and sit down there!”


    He actually led her to the chair. He drew it closer to the lamp on the table.


    “Now, honey,” he said, when she was seated with the book in her lap, “ain’t you comfortable here? Is the light where you want it?”


    She smiled up to him and saw him turn away to his own place. And so a silence came into the room once more, but it was no longer like the silence which had preceded it, sleepy, dull, a long drawn period at the end of the day and the beginning of the night. There was a pulse in this quiet, and Joan began to grow aware of tingling nerves to the tips of her fingers.


    Buck Daniels spoke again. “Joan—”


    She turned toward him and smiled.


    “Joan, you ain’t happy?”


    He was deeply moved by something, for she could see that he had locked his hands together as if to keep the fingers from showing any unsteadiness. And indeed there had been something most unusual about his manner of bringing her into the house and his hurried and broken sentences. It could not come from anything she had done.


    While she mused over an answer she heard the rattling of wheels and the rapid beat of horses’ hoofs on the road which passed their house not many rods away; and as the noise passed there was a sudden break of laughter—deep laughter of men, and the sweet, singing laughter of girls.


    Every voice was like a song to Joan.


    “Why do you say that?” she asked. “Why do you say I’m not happy?”


    “I’m asking questions, Joan—I ain’t stating facts. But tell me true. What you got on your mind, honey?”


    She shook her head. “Nothing.”


    He pointed at her a forefinger like the pointing of a gun.


    She studied the worn face behind the hand with wonder and tenderness and pity.


    “I seen you sitting over your book for fifteen minutes and never turning a page. Does that mean that you ain’t got nothing on your mind, Joan?”


    “I was just thinking,” she said.


    “Of what?”


    “Of nothing,” said Joan, truly feminine.


    A flush of anger rose to his cheeks. And she marked the jump of his passions by the quick and hard gripping of his fingers.


    “What made you get up and leave the room a while back?” he cross-examined her.


    “It was a little warm in here,” said Joan.


    “Joan, it was so plumb chilly that you wondered if it wouldn’t be a good idea to start a fire a while back, and you put on a coat instead.”


    It was an attack so direct that she changed color a little, and she could only avoid him by suddenly smiling straight in his eyes.


    “As a matter of fact, I’ve forgotten why I wanted to leave the room. There was no reason.”


    Buck Daniels sighed.


    “Have you started in to cover up things from me, Joan? I suppose such things have got to come to every man. The time comes along when his children don’t trust him no more. But it’s a mighty hard thing to face, honey!”


    She was instantly driven to retreat.


    “Listen!” she exclaimed.


    And far away they heard another faint and dying burst of laughter down the road.


    “I never go where other girls go,” she said.


    “You mean to dances and such like?”


    “Yes.”


    “Wait till you’ve growed up, Joan.”


    “I’m eighteen, dad.”


    He blinked. “What’s eighteen? Nothing but a baby!”


    She said nothing, but looked him quietly in the face. It was a habit of hers, and the result was that he was invariably upset. After a moment he could not meet her eyes. She herself looked down, for she was rather ashamed of her power over him.


    “It’s what your mother wanted, Joan. She wanted you to live quiet till you were growed up.”


    “But when will that be?”


    “Maybe when you’re twenty.”


    “Four years ago you said it would be when I was eighteen.”


    Instead of answering, he changed the subject.


    “When you went outside what were you listening to?”


    “The wild geese,” she answered.


    There was something in that answer which lifted him from his chair. He walked hastily across the room, pretended that he had gone to find his pipe, and came back frowning and idling with it.


    “And when you heard ‘em, Joan—when you heard ‘em, what went on inside of you?”


    It was her turn to be startled.


    “How did you know that?” she breathed.


    “Ah, honey,” he said with an air of indescribable sadness, “I know more about you than you’d guess at. I know more about you than you know about yourself!”


    “Then tell me why I went out to listen to the wild geese!”


    He shook his head, and then, drawing his chair closer, he took her hand. She felt the rough, calloused palm stroking her soft skin.


    “When folks take their thoughts and lock ‘em up inside of their heads,” he said gently, “them thoughts begin to get heavier and heavier. Too much silence is a sort of a poison, Joan. What did God give us tongues and throats for except to talk out the things that are bothering us? It won’t do no good for me to tell you what’s wrong. You got to find your own words and say it in your own way. And once you’ve said it, you’ll find that you feel a pile easier. Try to tell me, Joan.”


    Behind that quiet voice she could feel the fear working. What that fear could be of was beyond her guessing. And after a while she said:


    “Of course, the geese are nothing. But they’re like milestones along a road; they point out a way, you know.”


    “A way to what—a way to what, Joan?”


    “Dad, why are you so excited?”


    “Excited? I ain’t excited. Only—my God, who ever heard of wild geese as milestones? But go on, Joan.”


    “I mean that when I hear them crying in the middle of the sky and know that they’re going north—”


    “Well?” he murmured, as she paused.


    “I don’t know how it is, but pictures simply tumble into my mind.”


    “Of what, dear?”


    “Of happiness—of a queer, sad happiness—a wonderful, lonely, free happiness.”


    He passed a hand hurriedly across his face. Then he peered at her again, anxiously, eagerly.


    “Pictures of happiness? What sort of pictures, Joan?”


    “Why—just what every one thinks about—of mountains, and the big trees, and the wind everywhere, and noises coming down it of all sorts of hunting creatures and creatures that are being hunted—”


    “You think of all that?”


    “Of course—and a thousand things more. Sometimes, when I listen, I feel as though I were trying to remember some thing that I’d known before. I don’t know just what it is—but I begin to ache with longing, dad. My whole heart begins to ache, you know, to get north and find the place—”


    “What place?”


    “I don’t exactly know. But if I found it I’d recognize it. A place where one would be wonderfully happy. That would be the end of the journey, until—”


    “Until what?”


    “But in the fall when they fly south—”


    He had dropped his face upon his hand, but she was so deep in her thoughts that she did not see. For she was feeling her way forward through an undiscovered country in her mind.


    “But in the fall when the days begin to grow shorter and the wild geese fly south, of course, they’re pointing to much different things. One can’t help thinking of warm winds, and great blue bayous, and reeds as high as one’s head around the shores, and flowers even in winter.”


    “Joan, what put this into your head?”


    She looked closely at him now, and she saw enough in his face to make her cry out:


    “Why, dad! You’re as pale as a ghost! Are you sick?”


    “No, no!”


    “Is there anything so very wrong in what I’ve said?”


    “No—but—” He paused again, struggling with his explanation. “I once knew a man who found all those things in his head when the wild geese flew over.”


    “Oh,” cried Joan, “tell me about him!”


    But he drew himself back from her and exclaimed sharply:


    “Never! Never ask me about him!”


    “Oh, he was an enemy of yours?” asked Joan.


    “He was my dearest friend?”


    And to the utter wonder of Joan, she saw that tears were in the eyes of Buck Daniels. It was the more mysterious because, so far as she knew, he had no friends. And if he insisted that she lead the life of a hermit on the ranch, seeing no young company, meeting no one indeed, old or young, he led the same life himself, driving to town only for supplies and coming hastily home again.


    She had thought of him as a recluse always. Indeed, how he could have met and managed to win the love of her mother she could never imagine. This was opening the book to an unexpected place. This was to find poetry instead of prose.


    “But surely,” said Joan, “you can tell me about him?”


    “You?” cried Buck Daniels, starting from his chair beside her. “Not for the whole world. And—it’s time for you to turn in, Joan. It’s your bedtime. Run along.”


    She hesitated. There was a storm of questions lying locked behind her teeth. But she let them remain unspoken. When this man chose to be silent there was no winning him to speech.


    And, besides, he had said enough to make her wish to be alone, so that she could turn all that had happened over and over in her mind. So, after that thoughtful instant, she kissed the bronzed cheek of the big man and went slowly up the stairway, which creaked and groaned beneath her footfalls.


    Buck Daniels watched her going with an anguished face, and when she had disappeared he swiftly packed a pipe, lighted it, and went outside to walk up and down, up and down, for a long time. It was the beginning of the end, he felt. And he was filled with a cold and helpless sense of doom.


    The tobacco had been long burned to an ash before he finally went inside again. Up the stairs he climbed and paused at the door of the girl.


    “Joan!” he called very gently.


    There was no answer, and, confident that she was asleep, he went on to his own room. But Joan only waited until his footfall had gone down the hall; then she slipped from her bed.

  

  
    
      Where the law slept

    

    To Hal Springer and Rudy Nichols, the setting of the sun was most welcome, for when one has “broken ground “all day, and when the “ground “is hard quartz, fatigue becomes a thing which bites clear to the soul. And, as a matter of fact, they could not have sustained the burden as well as they had done had it not been for certain gleaming little threads of rich yellow in the stone which told them that their labor now meant rest in the days to come.


    When they laid aside their double jacks and their drills, however, they did not instantly set about preparing supper. They were too wise for that. For they first sat down on a stone and lighted their pipes. To be sure the twilight would make the cooking of supper more difficult, more unpleasant, but this small interval was refreshing their muscles, their very hearts. They did not even waste strength in words, but from the mountain side they looked out with mild, tired eyes upon the progress of the shadows in the valleys.


    They were of an age—perhaps forty-five—and although in body and feature they were as different as men could be, yet their expressions were so similar that they might have been taken for brothers. For each of them had spent twenty years wandering through the mountains, steering a course sighted between the ears of the burro which was driven ahead. They had chipped rocks with their hammers from Canada to Mexico.


    Their minds were packed with all manner of information about strange trails and strange adventures, and strange as was their knowledge their hopes were even stranger. Each of them felt that he had rubbed elbows with huge fortunes time and again; each of them kept in the back of his mind precious information about spots where gold had to be; each of them had lived so long a solitary life that this association with two others seemed like existence in the midst of a roaring crowd.


    The third partner, Harry Gloster, was absent hunting to stock their larder. And his absence was welcome. Not that they disliked him, but they preferred absolute solitude to any human company, and next to absolute solitude it was best to be near one of their own kind, calm, silent, gray as the stone, with eyes worn dull by searching for the spot where the rainbow touches the earth.


    They began to hear, now, the sharp sound of shod hoofs striking the rocks below them, a noise which constantly climbed closer. They knew who it was. As a matter of fact, for the last two hours they had watched the rider working up the valley from far away, the distance diminishing his size although the clear mountain air let them see him distinctly enough.


    They had watched him, from time to time, when they came out from the shaft to let the wind blow them cool. But neither had said a word to the other. As a matter of fact, they had not spoken a syllable since Gloster left them early that morning.


    But as the noise of the horse came closer, Hal Springer went to the little shack, half cabin and half dugout, in which they bunked, and came back wearing his cartridge belt with the revolver dragging the right side of it far down over the hip.


    His companion appeared to take not the slightest note of this preparation. He seemed to be only intent upon certain light effects and climbing shadows which were blurring the harsh outlines of a southern peak. But after a dozen puffs at his pipe, he also arose and went to the shack and returned similarly accoutered.


    He had barely appeared when the stranger came into view. He had been obscured for some time by the sharp angle of the mountain side, now he was seen to be a fellow in the prime of life, wide shouldered, long-armed, and sitting as lightly in the saddle as if he had not been riding hard through the entire day. He dismounted, throwing his reins, while the hungry horse, daring not to move, reached in a guilty fashion after a blade of grass which was near its head.


    “Hello, Hal,” he said. “How’s things?”


    “Things are tolerable well, Macarthur,” said Springer, and he took the hand of the other in a relaxed grip. It was plain that he was not nearly as well pleased to be seen as to see. “This is Rudy Nichols,” he said. “Make you known to Joe Macarthur, Rudy.”


    The two shook hands, but Macarthur swung back to Springer. He wasted no time in preliminary remarks, but went directly to the point, which was what one would expect from his strong features and his steady, bright eyes.


    “The damn vein pinched out on me,” he said.


    There was no response other than a puff of smoke from Springer’s pipe.


    “Looked like the real thing,” went on Macarthur. “Then it faded. Never was worse fooled in my life. Showed the thing to old man Shaughnessy. He said the same thing.”


    “Too bad,” drawled Springer, without interest.


    “So your grubstake was throwed away,” went on Macarthur.


    Springer shrugged his shoulders. He appeared to have found with his glance the same mountain which had so fascinated Nichols a short time before. He studied it as one stares at a picture of dubious merit, making a judgment.


    “What I’m up here about,” went on Macarthur, smoothly, taking a seat on a rock which enabled him to face Springer, and at the same time sifting some tobacco into a brown cigarette paper, “what I’m up here about is another grubstake.”


    The silence of Springer was as profound as the silence of the mountains around them.


    “I’ve found the real thing at last,” went on Macarthur, as he twisted and licked his cigarette paper. He lighted it and turned his head to watch the match fall. “If I told you all the facts about where and what it was, you’d pack up your things and leave this here hole in the ground and come along with me.”


    “Maybe,” said Springer.


    “It’s rich!” cried Macarthur with a contagious enthusiasm. “All you got to do is to give the rock one clip with a hammer and you see enough to start you dancing!”


    “I’ve done my dancing,” drawled Springer.


    “Hal,” said Macarthur, leaning forward and speaking in the soft voice of persuasion, “you may have used up a lot of hope on me since that last job didn’t pan out, but take this from me: you’re a fool if you don’t try another try.


    “I could of got backing a good many places with a specimen like this to show. But I wanted you to get your money back—and more too. So I come clear up here instead of showing this here ore to Milligan or to one of them other rich gents that ain’t got the guts to gamble on nothing but a sure thing. Take a look!”


    He tossed a little fragment of rock to Springer.


    “Take a look at your hoss,” said Springer.


    Macarthur turned. The pony, straying away after a tempting bunch of grass, had been held back by the reins catching on a projecting rock. A strong jerk of the head had broken the head band and allowed the bridle to slip down.


    “The darned old fool!” exclaimed Macarthur. “But he’ll stand without no bridle at all. What d’you think of that sample, Hal?”


    “For a sample,” murmured Springer, “it looks like something.”


    And he tossed it back.


    The other pocketed the specimen in silence. His jaw had thrust out and his scowl was black.


    “That means you don’t give a damn about making your fortune?” he asked.


    There was another depressing interval of silence.


    “Hal,” said Macarthur at last, “don’t you believe me?”


    There was another little interval of dragging pause in which Nichols discovered something of interest some distance down the slope and rose and sauntered down.


    “I don’t believe in you,” answered Springer at last, with all the deliberation of a matured judgment. “When I grub staked you, I was drunk. You got me when I was in town drunk, and you worked on me until I handed over enough money for you to use as a grubstake, as you called it. That made us come up to this job short of everything that we needed.”


    Macarthur bit his lip.


    “Look at the sample, though,” he pleaded, fighting down his passion.


    “Samples ain’t hard to get. Some buy ‘em, and some borrow ‘em.”


    Macarthur arose to his feet. It was too direct an affront.


    “Springer,” he said, “what d’you mean by that?”


    “I mean just this,” said the other, spelling out the words on his fingers, “I’ve looked you up, and what I’ve heard would of made a dog sick. You ain’t no good, Macarthur. You skinned me out of one neat little bunch of money. You won’t skin me out of another. That’s the straight of it. I’m through with your kind. I’ve heard how you—”


    He stopped. Something had happened in Macarthur like a silent explosion. His lips were trembling and his lean face seemed to have swollen.


    “You damned old fool!” he whispered.


    “Look here—” began Springer, but in stead of finishing his sentence, with a gasp which let the pipe fall from between his teeth he reached for his gun.


    It glided out of the scabbard with an ease which told of a skill which had at one time, perhaps, been great.


    But fast as his movement was, it was like standing still compared with the flying hand of Macarthur. His gun spoke before the muzzle of Springer’s revolver was clear of the leather, and the miner, with a cough, twisted around and slumped over to one side. There was a yell from Rudy Nichols.


    “You damned cutthroat!” he was screaming, his voice thrown into a high falsetto by his emotion, and he ran forward, pumping away with his revolver. Not a bullet hummed close to the mark. His aim was so wild that Macarthur raised his own weapon with the calm precision of one firing at a target, and Nichols pitched on his face while his gun rolled and clattered down the slope.


    Macarthur waited until the echoes died down. He faced his horse, which had raised its head and was regarding the motionless bodies with a mild interest.


    “This is hell,” breathed Macarthur. “I didn’t mean—”


    However, the thing was done, and since it was accomplished only a fool would let a twinge of conscience drive him away before he had reaped the harvest of a crime. He went to the shack, searched it thoroughly, and found a little cash, a ten pound sack of gold which was a prize almost worth the shooting, he decided, and finally he took from the wall a bridle with which to replace his own broken one. In five minutes he was riding down the mountain again.


    He paused at the first crossing of the river in the valley. He tied a heavy rock to his bridle and threw it in. After that, how was any human being to tell that he had been there? For not a soul in the world knew to what destination he had been riding that day and certainly the keenest eyes in the world could never trace him over the rocks on which he had been riding.


    But before he reached that river, Harry Gloster returned to the mine and he returned leading his horse, which was loaded down with game. He was a poor shot. Practice had never been able to help the skill of the big fellow. But luck had been with him twenty times this day. It had seemed that he could not miss.


    He came back, however, to the black and silent cabin, and when he lighted the lantern he carried it out and found the two dead men lying as they had fallen. The lantern shuddered in his hand. First he hurried back to the cabin.


    The motive for the double killing was patent at once. For the gold was gone. He went back and carried the dead men to the same spot. And when they lay on their backs with the dirt brushed from their faces, they were wonderfully unchanged from the two he had left that morning.


    They must be buried. And he buried them in miner’s fashion. He took them to the old shaft which they had begun to dig until the false vein disappeared. At the mouth of the hole he sank a drill a few inches, wielding a double jack with one hand and raining the blows as if he were swinging a carpenter’s hammer, for he was a giant of strength. Then he put in his stick of powder, lighted the fuse, and watched the explosion roll twenty tons of stone across the entrance.


    Now for the ride to town! He saddled his horse, the only horse of the three which they pastured near the mine which was capable of bearing his weight. It was not until the saddle was in place that the other thought came to him. Suppose that he rode into town and told them what he had found. They would come pouring out to see the site of the tragedy.


    But no sooner were they there than they would begin to ask questions, and those questions would be prompted by the discovery that the mine was paying in rich ore. A rich mine owned by three partners of whom two are suddenly and sadly killed! How fortunate, how extremely fortunate for the third member of the group!


    It came sickeningly home to him. He was new to that land. No one knew him. No one would vouch for him. Strangers would compose the jury that tried him. A strange judge would advise them. A furious prosecutor would pour forth his eloquence about this dastardly crime—the murder of two honest, old prospectors!


    Sweat stood upon his forehead. Sweat poured out at his armpits. And every mile that he traveled gave him time for thoughts. The beat of the hoofs of his horse turned into words, and they were the words of the charge of the judge to the jury pointing out all the damning evidence and, in summing up, showing that if such a crime went unpunished it would encourage other men to destroy their partners when a mine began to pay. For how simple was it, in the lonely mountains, to destroy a man, and how easy it was to put the blame upon an unknown stranger and say that one had been out hunting that day!


    He went to the town, indeed, but he did not ride into the center of it. Instead, he left his horse at the outskirts, saddle and all. There he paused a moment to rub the nose of the honest mustang and murmur: “They’ll find you, old timer. They’ll give you some chuck. I know you’re hungry as sin!” Then he went on.


    He sneaked through the village. He came to the railroad station, and half an hour later he was aboard a freight train and bound for parts farther south.


    When the rattling wheels had spun beneath the train for two hours, he dropped off at a place where it had stopped for water. For he must leave a broken trail behind him, he decided, and he was already far, far away from the place of the double murder.


    He cut across the country. In the gray of the dawn when day could hardly have been said to have begun he came to a ranch house. There, in the barn, he found saddle and bridle. In the corral were a dozen horses.


    He picked the stoutest, without regard for lines which might indicate speed, for his first requirement of a horse was the strength to bear up his unusual bulk. On the back of this animal he threw the saddle, lowered the bars, led the horse out, and then rode south, south at a steady jog. It would not do to use too much early speed, for the road was long which led across the desert. But somewhere ahead of him was Mexico, and there, unless men lied, the law sometimes slept.

  

  
    
      The clenched fist

    

    There was a fluster in the kitchen of the hotel. The heart of Mary, the waitress, chambermaid and occasionally clerk in the General Merchandise Store, was full. She had to talk. She would have talked to the wall had not the Chinese cook been there.


    “He’s about that tall,” said Mary, reaching high above her head. “He’s about that broad. Why, he’d fill that door plumb full. And he’s all man, Wu. There he goes now! He’s finished washing up and he’s going around in front. Look quick through the window—”


    But Wu, with a grunt which might have been directed either at the frying steak or at her remark, turned his narrow back upon her and reached for the salt. One glance showed Mary that her confidant was a thing of stone.


    So she kneeled on the chair and poured her heart through the window toward the big man. He was not quite as large as she had made him out, but he was big enough. And he was one of those men who carry about them such an air of conscious strength, such a high headed and frank eyed good nature, that they appear larger than they are.


    He carried his hat in his hand, which showed all of a handsome, sunbrowned face. He had taken off his bandanna, also, and opened his shirt at the throat to the evening air. His whole manner was one of utter carelessness, and Mary, when she had peered until he was out of sight, sat down suddenly in the chair with her head thrown back and a foolish little smile upon her lips.


    As for Harry Gloster, he paused at the front of the building to laugh at two sweating boys who, in the middle of a great dust cloud, were attempting to drive back a pig which had broken through the fence on the farther side of the street. Then he entered the hotel and went into the dining room.


    There was only one other present, and this was a pleasant companion. He was one of those men who show age in the face and not in the body. His shoulders were as wide, his chest as high arched, the carriage of his head as noble as that of any athletic youth.


    But his hair was almost a silver-gray and his face was broken and haggard with time and trouble. If his face alone were noted he looked all of sixty. But taking his erect and strong body into consideration, one reduced the age to forty-five. And that must have come close to the truth.


    Harry Gloster waved a hand in greeting and sat down beside the other.


    “Riding through or living here?” he asked.


    “Riding through,” answered the older man. “You?”


    “Just blowing north,” said Harry Gloster.


    “So am I,” said the other. “In a rush, as a matter of fact. We might ride on together to-morrow.”


    Harry Gloster eyed him askance.


    “I may be starting in a little while—may not wait for morning,” he parried.


    He could have sworn that the other smiled, although very faintly. And Gloster leaned suddenly forward and looked his companion squarely in the eyes.


    “What’s on your mind?” he asked sharply.


    The older man hesitated an instant and then laughed. He added, speaking softly: “It’s all right, son. But there’s no red dirt of that color south of the town. You’re just off the Pebbleford trail. You’re heading south.” The twinkle in his eyes focused to a gleam. “You’re for the Rio Grande—pronto!”


    He spoke just in time to save the heart of Mary from complete wreckage, for at this moment she came in, staggering under the weight of a great tray of food and dishes, yet with her glance fastened on the face of Harry Gloster—who gave her not a look.


    To be sure, he had not changed color at the last words of his tablemate; he even managed to maintain a smile, but the big muscles at the base of his jaw were bulging a little and he stared straight before him. The moment Mary was gone again, however, with a last languishing glance from the door to the kitchen, Gloster touched the arm of the other.


    “What do you mean by that?” he asked.


    “Nothing,” said the older man. “Nothing, except that I don’t like to be bluffed.” He made a gesture of perfect openness with a bandaged right hand. “You have nothing to fear from me,” he added quietly.


    At this Harry Gloster grew a little pale.


    “What do you know?” he said.


    “If I were sheriff,” said the other, “I’d lock you up on suspicion and hold you until I’d had a look at your back trail. But I’m not sheriff—not by a considerable distance!”


    “Then that’s finished?”


    “It is!”


    They exchanged eloquent glances, and Harry Gloster drew a great breath of relief. Before he could speak again a third man entered the room, stopped short as his glance fell upon Gloster’s companion, and then advanced again, slowly, with an indescribable change in his manner and step which told that he was facing danger. As for the man beside Gloster, he, too, had altered, sitting a little straighter in his chair, and with an outthrust of his lower jaw.


    Yet he said calmly enough: “Hello, Joe.”


    “Howdy,” nodded the other. “Kind of far south for you, Lee, ain’t it?”


    “A little far south,” answered Lee, while the other drew back a chair with his left hand and sat down slowly, gingerly, never taking his eyes from Lee. He was one of those long legged, long armed men whose weight is condensed almost entirely around herculean shoulders.


    He was handsome, in a way, but his features were all overshadowed, as one might say, by the very shadow of his physical strength. It showed in the straight line of his compressed mouth, in the forward jutting of his head, and most significantly in a cruel flare of the nostrils.


    “Yes,” went on Lee as calmly as before, “I’m a little farther south than usual. I’m on a trail. Maybe you could give me a few pointers, Joe.”


    Joe grinned, and there was no mirth in his smile.


    “Sure,” he said dryly. “Ain’t it nacheral for me to do anything for you that I could?”


    Here Mary came to get the order of the newcomer. He snapped a request for ham and eggs at her without moving his eyes from Lee.


    “I’m looking for a woman,” said Lee, continuing as soon as the girl had left the room.


    “We all are,” said Joe, grinning again.


    “Her name,” said Lee, “is Kate Cumberland. That is, it used to be. She’s the widow of Dan Barry.”


    “Never heard of her or him,” said Joe.


    “Or of Jim Silent?” asked Lee, and it seemed to Harry Gloster that there was a tremor of seriousness in the manner of the speaker.


    “Silent? Nope.”


    “Or you?” asked Lee, glancing earnestly at Gloster.


    “Never heard of him. Who was he?”


    “I have no luck,” said Lee, deep in gloom, and avoiding the direct question. “That trail has gone out!”


    The comment of Joe was a grin of cruel disinterest. And Harry Gloster said kindly: “Old friends of yours?”


    “Dan Barry—an old friend?” muttered Lee as much to himself as to the others. “I don’t know.” He sighed and looked across the room with blank eyes. “God knows what he was to me or to any other human being.” And he added, sadly: “He was a man I wronged, and he was a man who gave me my life when he had it like that—to take if he wanted it—”


    He raised his hand and closed it as though he were crushing an invisible something against his palm.


    “Well,” said Joe with sinister meaning, “gents like that come few and far between, eh?”


    “They do,” answered Lee. “There are some folks that hold a small grudge to the end of time. I’ve met men like that.” The meaning could not be misunderstood.


    And suddenly Joe turned white. It was not hard to see that a great emotion had been working in him ever since he entered the room. And now it leaped up from his heart and mastered him.


    His head lowered and thrust out a bit more than usual; he pushed back his chair somewhat from the table so as to give his knees clearance for quick action. And his right hand dropped patently close to his hip.


    “You’ve met one of them men in me, Haines,” he said, breathing hard, and yet growing whiter and whiter as the passion mounted. “I’ve been thinking and thinking about—you and me. And I’m tolerable glad that we’ve met up. Tolerable glad!”


    And, indeed, the battle lust shook him like a leaf.


    Harry Gloster eyed them shrewdly. He had been among fighting men all his life. They were a sort of language which he could read with a perfect fluency.


    But as he looked from one to the other of these two he could not tell which was the more formidable. There was more nervous energy in Joe, but in the man who had just been called Haines there was a calm reserve of strength which might be employed in the crisis. He was older, to be sure, but he was not yet old enough to be slow.


    There was one determining factor which Gloster could see, but which Joe could not. The right hand of Haines had been kept scrupulously out of sight beneath the table from the moment Joe entered. It had appeared to Harry at first that this might be from fear lest the other should note his infirmity and take advantage of it to fly at his throat.


    But now that the actual danger of battle had become almost unavoidable, there might be another reason which induced Haines to conceal his wound—and that was an indomitable pride which kept him from taking advantage of a weakness to put off a danger. And, in fact, he was now meeting the last outburst of Joe with a calm smile of scorn.


    Yet, certainly, he was helpless. The four fingers of his right hand were bound together with one bandage. He could not possibly use a gun under such a handicap unless he were ambidextrous—and on his left side he wore no gun!


    To reach across to his right hip would be impossible—opposite him there was a man quivering with hate and with murder in his face. At the first suspicious move he would strike and his stroke would be as devastating as a lightning flash.


    “Wait a minute!” cried Gloster. “Wait a minute, will you? My friend here has a bad hand—he can’t—”


    “You cany people along to beg off for you?” sneered Joe.


    “I’ve never met this man before,” said Haines slowly. “And I need no advice or help. When I fight a rat, I fight alone!”


    It came home to Harry Gloster with a sickening surety. It was simply the suicide of a man tired of life and preferring to die by the hand of another rather than his own. He watched the lip of Joe curl; he saw him take a short breath, as if he were drinking the insult to the last drop, and then there was a convulsive movement of his right arm. The elbow jerked back and up and the big revolver came spinning out of its holster.


    Lee Haines had not stirred; indeed, the smile with which he had uttered his last remark was still on his lips. But Harry Gloster had begun to move the split part of a second before the man across the table.


    It was a long distance, but the arm of Gloster was a long arm. One foot planted behind him braced his weight. His fist shot across the table with all his bulk in motion behind it. His hip struck the table, tilted it, sent the crockery spilling and crashing to the floor. But before the first cup fell, his fist cracked on the point of the aggressor’s jaw.


    Had it landed solidly, it would have knocked Joe half the length of the room. But as it was, he flinched back at the last instant, seeing the flying danger from the corner of his eye. So the blow merely grazed the bone and partly stunned him for the fraction of a minute.


    He staggered up from his chair and back a step. The revolver dropped down to the tips of his unnerved fingers and hung there by the trigger guard. The very curse which he uttered was blurred and half spoken.


    “Keep out of this!” commanded Haines, and reached for the shoulder of his table companion. His grip was strong, but his fingers slipped from a mass of contracted muscles. He might as well have laid an arresting hand on the flank of an avalanche.


    Harry Gloster went over the table and landed first with his fist on the face of Joe, and secondly, with his feet on the floor. The half numbed fingers of Joe were gathering the revolver again.


    The blow landed in the nick of time and it ended the fight, whirling him about and pitching him into the wall with a force that jarred the room. He slumped loosely back upon the floor.


    Mary, brought by the uproar to the door of the kitchen, screamed and ran back, and Wu raised a shrill chattering. Lee Haines was already kneeling beside the fallen man, whom he turned on his back.


    “Not even a broken jaw,” he said. “He must be made of India rubber.” He arose and faced Gloster, and laid his bandaged hand on the shoulder of the other. His calm was amazing to Harry Gloster.


    “That was fast work,” Haines said, “and it saved me from being filled full of lead, which is bad enough, or begging off, which is worse. But if you’re headed for the Rio Grande, don’t let this hold you back. And if you come back again, don’t come back this way. He’s bad medicine, you understand?”


    “I’ve never side-stepped a man yet,” Harry Gloster replied, shaking his head.


    “You’re not too old to form a good habit,” Haines rejoined. He scanned the magnificent body of Gloster, and last of all his glance dwelt on the hands. His own fingers, and those of Joe, lying unconscious on the floor, were long, slender, bony—intended for movements of electric speed. But the fingers of Harry Gloster were square-tipped, built for crushing power. “No,” he continued, “keep away from him and you’ll have better luck. And start moving now!”


    There was such a solemn assurance in his voice that it was impossible for Harry Gloster to answer. He looked down again to the long arms of Joe, sprawled across the floor, and to the long fingered, sun blackened hands. And a shudder of instinctive dread passed through Gloster. He turned to speak again to Lee Haines, to learn some thing of the history and of the accomplishments of this man—of his full name—but Haines was already moving swiftly through the door.

  

  
    
      Moon-mad

    

    The ranch house in which Buck Daniels and Joan lived was not old, but the parching sun of a few summers had drawn the life from the wood and warped it loose, and a score of wild sandstorms had battered and twisted it. So that a voice sounded from corner to corner of the building and a footfall started small murmurs squeaking across the house.


    But when Joan arose from her bed it was like the rising of a shadow; there was not even a whispering of the covers as they were laid back. And so gingerly did she thrust her weight to the floor that it gave not the slightest sound back to her. And to tell how great a need there was for caution, at that moment Buck Daniels turned in his bed and there was a grinding of the springs as plainly audible as if it had been in Joan’s own apartment.


    So, for a moment, she stood quietly, thinking and planning and weighing chances, with a hand pressing a hollow into her cheek. And perhaps timidity would have conquered now as it had conquered with her before had it not been that her window opened to the east and, looking through it across the night, she saw what seemed the rising of a great fire along the black edges of the eastern mountains.


    But no forest fire could spread so rapidly, and no forest fire at such a distance could throw such a glow into the upper sky. For that matter, as she very well knew, there were no trees on the mountains—nothing but a wretched scattering of sunburned brush and spine covered cactus.


    Presently an orange rim pushed up, and then grew into a great half circle which framed the ragged heads of three peaks. And then the moon went up until it stood  all exposed, resting only on its lower edge upon the very tip of the highest peak. It was pulled out to the sides like puffed cheeks—a blunted ellipse—and it began to gild with gold the white dunes of the desert and at the same time it seemed to pour the dark over the mountains and made them visible with blackness against the eastern sky.


    And the light fell fairly through the window upon Joan so that the white of her nightgown, when she looked down, had been changed to a softly shimmering rich color. Or so it seemed to her excited fancy.


    She turned her head. She could see the familiar bureau in the corner and the sheen of the glass above it. And yonder was the chair, and there was the table beside her bed, with a misshapen heap of books upon it.


    A glittering point of light rested on the knob of her door; she could almost distinguish the worn and pulpy fabric of the matting upon her floor. And all the dreary sense of poverty and dullness, all the weight of monotonous years in which every day was like its fellow, rolled suddenly upon Joan and made a sigh swell in her throat.


    She could not stay. Something was whipping her out. The moon was lifting momently high and higher up the sky. And now it lost all sense of weight. It was floating on nothingness and pouring down bright and brighter light.


    At least, it gave her light enough for dressing. And when she was dressed—and every move now swift and noiseless—she drifted across the room to the bureau and picked up the hand mirror. When she had brought it back before the window she had to turn it to a particular angle before she could see herself.


    Surely it seemed that such a change as she felt in herself must show in the face, but she found no alteration. They were the same girl features. Only her eyes were a little wider and more glistening with eagerness. And something was lacking which she felt in her heart.


    She took the long, soft, thick masses of her hair, but instead of twining it swiftly into the usual braids, she began to work it high on her head. It required an infinite number of pins before it would hold, but when she looked again, Joan caught her breath.


    Instinct had told her surely what to do.


    The change was worked and she felt that she had stepped away from an old self and into a new. She was instantly far older.


    She threw the mirror on the bed and crossed to the door. A whole long minute was needed for the turning of that treacherous knob with all its squeaks. But finally the lock clicked back as softly as if muffled in cotton. She stepped into the hall, closed the door with the same caution, and then went on to the stairs.


    They were the chief trial. She had never gone either up or down them before without making noise enough to arouse a sleeping regiment. But now there was a wonderful difference. She had grown lighter, so it seemed, and in her very feet there was a guiding intelligence. Without a sound she passed to the bottom and stood in the main downstairs room with a beating heart of triumph.


    But still she was not outside. The old atmosphere still clung around her. The odor of Buck Daniels’s last pipe still hovered in the air, suffocatingly thick and sweet, and that worn and splintered floor which she had scrubbed so often was full of voices.


    They did not waken under her now. That strange lightness of foot was still hers. And all at once it seemed to Joan that all these dead things were her inanimate allies, helping her toward freedom. But where should she go even when she was outside? The night would tell her that. That outer night would lead her!


    She was under the stars at last. In the flooding moonshine they were withdrawn to small points of light, for the sky was thick with a haze of radiance. It was all new to her. She had seen it before, no doubt. But now she was looking with new eyes, and the voices of a band of wild geese, dropping in chilly harmony about her, were like so many words, each a message in a foreign tongue and yet with a meaning to be half guessed.


    She went out to the barn, found her saddle in the dark, and passed on to the corral. There were a half dozen horses there, but she knew them all. Their silhouettes were as familiar as human faces, although they were crowded in a farther corner.


    They snorted and broke apart when she approached them, but when she called to them they halted again. They stood shaking their heads up and down as horses do when instinct tells them that all men are terrible and reason tells them that one man, at least, is kind.


    She called again, very softly so that not even the keenest ear could hear her from the house, and the horses came slowly toward her, still putting back their ears and making a pretense of biting at one another, as if ashamed of any but compulsory obedience. They gathered in a thick little semi-circle before her, their eyes as bright as metal, for the moon was in them.


    She had a touch and a word for each of them, as though she needed to give an excuse for her choice. Pinto was lame, and Bob White was tired after a day’s gallop, and Jack had done his share this week, and poor old Mike and Brownie would never do for such work as she had in mind.


    “Because where I’m going I don’t know—and when I’ll come back I don’t know—but I think it will be a longer way than I’ve ever ridden before. So you’re the one for me, Peter, dear!”


    She rubbed the nose of a shining bay and he stood like a rock while she drew the saddle onto his back, and like a well mannered horse refrained from puffing out his body when she drew the cinches taut. And when the bit, that dread of range horses, appeared under his nose, he opened his teeth for it and pricked his ears as she slipped the headband over them.


    One and all, they followed her to the gate. And when she opened it and led Peter out, they crowded against the bars and whinnied softly after her so that she turned her head anxiously toward the house.


    Such small sounds, however, could surely never reach the ears of Buck Daniels. But when she swung into the saddle she kept the high spirits of Peter in check and made him walk the first hundred yards. It was not until she was fairly assured that the distance and the soft going would muffle the beating of his hoofs that she loosed the reins, and Peter sprang away at full speed.


    Oh, the wind of that wild gallop in her face, and the fences pouring past her as she rode south, and south! It seemed to Joan for a while that this was all she wanted; when she jumped Peter over a gate and, glancing up, saw the stars blurred above her, she was doubly sure that this was goal enough for her journey.


    After all, even Peter, in spite of slender legs made for speed and a great heart of courage, could not race all the night, and when she drew him to a walk, she heard them again—the far-off calling of the wild geese flying north. She stopped the good horse and listened. There was the sound of his breathing, and the faint squeaking of leather as his heaving sides pressed against the cinches; but the crying of the wild geese was very clear overhead, and the strange melancholy and the strange restlessness grew stronger than ever.


    She thought back to her talk with Buck Daniels. After all, what she had been able to explain to him had been very little of what was big in her heart. It seemed to her that if her mother, who had died ten years before, had been living now it would have been easier to tell her what she meant.


    But even of that she was in doubt. The more clearly she recalled the soft blue eyes and the gentle face of that mother the more certain she was that there would have been no confidant.


    No, even her horse knew more. A wedge of the geese streamed black across the face of the moon, and Peter looked up to them with pricking ears. What was going on inside that wise head of his? She felt that she would have given a treasure to know.


    There was a rattle of single-trees not far away, and a swift drumming of hoofs. The road was not far behind her, and on this night she wished to be far from roads. The deeper the wilderness into which she could pass, the better.


    So she sent Peter away at that matchless gallop, jumped another fence, and was on the very verge of a swale which would shut out all sound from the road when she heard what had thrilled her once before that evening—the high, light laughter of a girl. It was almost inaudible, but even through the distance it trailed like a hand across her heart.


    She stopped Peter with a gasping word and listened. There it came again, beautiful as music over water, and wading, fading until it went out. Something had unlocked the soul of that unknown girl and let the laughter out. But the door was still closed in Joan. Indeed, could it ever be opened?


    She looked down the hollow to the twisting line of cottonwoods which ran near the dry creek. And beyond the tree tops rolled the moon-whitened dunes, crisply cut against the far shadow of the mountains. Once more the shower of melodious dissonance came dropping from the wild geese in the heart of the sky, and for a strange instant it almost seemed to Joan that the laughter of the girl was falling again, out of the deep bosom of the heavens.


    Somewhere in that great world there was a secret of happiness. And those voices which she had heard traveling down the road, might not they be all bound toward it? She turned Peter and headed him back at a gallop again.

  

  
    
      The venturesome moth

    

    She had ridden three miles to the west when she came suddenly on the place, for as Peter carried her over the top of a dune, she saw the schoolhouse below her with light pouring out of every open window. There were dozens of horses and buckboards tethered near the building and as dance started at this moment, she heard not only the music, but even the whisper of the many feet across the floor—so plainly did sound travel through the desert night!


    It acted strangely upon Joan. She knew that this was the place she sought. She knew it as plainly as if a door had closed upon her and shut her into the midst of happiness. And yet at the same time she was frightened. She could not have kept away from the place any more than if she had been a moth fluttering near a flame, and yet she felt a dread as of fire itself.


    She skirted to the side until she reached a little forest of cactus and scrub cedar tall enough to conceal her horse. There she left Peter with the reins thrown and a reassuring pat on his nose. Starting on again, she became as cautious as when she had stolen about in the ranch house this night in dread of waking Buck Daniels. And there was need of care, for here and there about the schoolhouse couples were strolling who had danced their fill for the time being, and every couple was a man and a woman.


    The heart of Joan beat strangely as she watched them. They walked very near to each other. Their heads were close together. They paused often and, raising their faces in unison, looked up to the moon. It had floated well up in the heavens, now, and it looked like a buckler of priceless sliver. Around it was spread a halo of color—a rainbow of fantastic delicacy.


    Indeed, it was worth looking at, that moon. But Joan, crouched behind a rock and watching with the intentness of a wild cat, studied the faces of two who paused just before her to stare at the sky, and certainly it appeared to her that she had never seen a more foolish expression. Their lips were parted a little and their hands were clasped—he a gaunt fellow, bowed and old with labor even at thirty years, and she big-handed from work and her face parched and thin from the lack of happiness.


    What were they murmuring?


    “I love you, Margie, dear.


    “Oh, Bill—I love you, too!”


    They turned away, slowly, and escaped another pair that was coming up.


    “Love!” murmured Joan to herself with magnificent scorn. “What stupid things they are?”


    She tried to tell herself that she was losing all desire to be inside that schoolroom with its music and its dancers, and yet something held her with a small, sure thread.


    Here was another couple. At least they were not gaping at the moon. The girl was so pretty that it made Joan smile with pleasure to see her. And then with a piercing eye she examined the dress of her. There was a peculiar magic in it. It was only a simple pink frock, but it fluffed around the body of the girl like a clinging bit of sun-tinted cloud.


    One half expected to look through the mist to the outline of the graceful body. And yet there was nothing immodest.


    The man, too, was quite different from that other of the crooked shoulders and the wan face. He was a handsome fellow, arrowy straight, with a pair of level black brows and keen eyes beneath them.


    “He’ll tell her that he loves her,” said Joan to herself. “I hope he does! And what will she do then?”


    But their conversation was not at all what she had wished.


    “We’ve gone about far enough,” said the girl, coming to a halt and facing her companion so that her profile came into line with the watchful eyes of Joan. “Now, what do you want to say to me?”


    “Just what you know I’m going to say!” exclaimed the man.


    “Haven’t the least idea.”


    “You have, though. You’ve broken your promise again!”


    “What promise?”


    “That you’d stop flirting.”


    “John Gainor! Besides—I don’t know what you mean.”


    “You do, though.”


    “Will you explain?”


    “There’s Chick Montague been following you all evening like your shadow. You danced with him twice. And he looked plumb foolish while he was dancing!”


    “Are you jealous again?”


    “Jealous? Of course not! I just want to keep you from being talked about.”


    “Don’t worry about me.”


    “I say, Nell, you got to stop!”


    “What’ll make me? When I’m doing nothing wrong—”


    “D’you call it nothing wrong when you make every man you dance with figure that you’re tired of me and mighty glad that you’ve rid of me for a while, at least?”


    “I’ve never said that in my life.”


    “Not in so many words. But words ain’t the only things that count. There’s a way you got of looking down and looking up sudden and bright at a gent that knock’s ‘em flat—and you know it as well as I do. And then you’ve got a way of smiling at them sort of sad and sweet as if there was something you’d like to tell ‘em, if you only could!”


    “John, you talk as if I were a—a—I’m not going to say another word to you to-night.”


    “Then I’ll take you home now.”


    “I won’t go a step! I’m having the best time in my life—and you want me to give it up!”


    “Nell!”


    “Oh!” cried Nell, stamping, “you make me so—”


    Suddenly Gainor drew himself up. And Joan trembled with excitement. She wanted to go out and take his arm and say: “Oh, don’t speak too quickly! She’s meant to do no wrong!”


    But, of course, she could only stay where she was and shiver with apprehension as Gainor said coldly: “If you’re tired of me, I ain’t going to bother you no more, Nell. But we got to have a show-down right here and now!”


    What would Nell do now, Joan wondered. What defiance would spring out of her pride? But she was astonished to see Nell throw out her hands in an appealing gesture.


    “You’re trying to break my heart!” she sobbed.


    “Oh, Nell,” cried the man softly. “Oh, honey, I’d go through fire to make you happy. Don’t you know that?”


    And, quite regardless of whoever might be looking, he caught Nell in his arms. It was such an unexpected ending to the little drama that Joan caught her breath, smiling and nodding in sympathy. She was so glad the breach was healed that she wanted to run out and shake their hands and tell them how happy she was.


    “Stop crying, dear,” Gainor was saying. “I’m a brute the way I been talking to you. I’d like to get down on my knees and beg your pardon. Please stop crying, Nell, and I’ll never talk about flirting again!”


    And indeed the whole body of Nell was shaken and quivering. But it was not with sobs. To the utter amazement of Joan, straight toward whom the face of the girl was turned, Nell was laughing, impudently, silently, with her face crushed close to the shoulder of her lover.


    “But folks will see us!” Gainor muttered, drawing back.


    Nell buried her face in her hands.


    “Oh, Nell,” groaned the man, “I’ll never forgive myself! Will you?”


    He thought she was still crying, no doubt. But Joan, shocked and thunderstruck, knew well enough that she was merely hiding the last of her laughter.


    Oh, shameless woman, she thought. And her anger arose. Oh, wretched, guileful woman! How she shamed all her sex!


    And now they were walking off affectionately arm in arm with the girl looking sadly up at Gainor and saying: “I only want you to be kind to me, John. Just a little kind to me!”


    “Kind to you!” Gainor replied, his voice a great tremor of enthusiasm. “Nell, I’ll work for you until my hands are raw. I’ll make you happy if I have to—”


    His voice faded in the distance. So to the very end Nell had tricked him, using the tears which laughter had brought to her eyes to subdue him. He should be warned, thought Joan; he should certainly be warned about the vixen.


    She mused about how it might be done until she was astonished to find herself laughing softly. She checked that laughter at once, only to have it break out again.


    “After all,” Joan murmured to herself, “she was wonderful! I wonder if any other woman in all the world could do that to a man?”


    In the meantime, the music inside the school had swung into the air of a Spanish waltz song whose words she had heard and learned from a cowpuncher who had once worked for Buck Daniels. And the lilt of it entered her blood, irresistibly. She found her hand stirring in the rhythm. Her very pulse was beating to it. It became vitally necessary to her to look once inside that room at the dancers.


    She stole around to the farther side of the school. There she found that the way was easy, for the foundation had been laid close to a ragged mass of black rocks. Up these she climbed and at the top found herself at the level of a window not more than three feet away. And by shifting her head from side to side she could survey the whole room.


    But she did not care to shift it, for the instant her glance passed across the room it fell upon the form of a man like a lion compared with the best of all the others—a big, wide shouldered fellow who overflowed the chair he sat on, with a head covered with curling tawny hair thrown back to rest against the wall, and a face half stern and half handsome, and wholly careless of all that went on around him.


    Two youngsters of sixteen or seventeen went spinning by in double time, through the mazes of a new dance, and the big man of the tawny hair so far roused himself as to lounge forward in his chair and clap his hands in the swift time of their shuffling feet. But then he leaned back again and ran his eyes negligently over the maze of faces before him as if he found nothing worth a particular examination.


    Finally he arose, threw back his shoulders, and stretched himself a little—he loomed a whole head taller than the crowd —and left the hall. Now she could look about to see who else was there. But when she looked she found that she was seeing nothing on every side of her but that handsome, bronzed face and the head of tawny hair. And fear, too, had come to her, so that she felt a great desire to be back home and in her bed with the covers drawn tightly around her neck.


    What it was she feared she could not tell. But it was something like a child’s dread of the lonely dark—filled with unseen faces, and hands that might seize one by surprise, and great voices that might ring at one’s ear.


    She stole back down the rock. All at once it seemed to her that she had been incredibly bold in adventuring as she had done.


    And if Buck Daniels should ever know—


    She hurried around the school again. She slipped away into the tangle of cedar and cactus until she reached Peter again, and as he whinnied a welcome no louder than a whisper, she threw her arms around his honest head and drew it close to her.


    “Oh, Peter,” she murmured, “I’ve seen such strange things, and I’ve heard such strange things. Take me home as fast as you can.”


    But when she had mounted to the saddle, trembling with weakness and fear and haste, her courage returned. For here was Peter under her, and in case of danger she could launch away on his back like an arrow from the string. One dance had ended; another dance was beginning. But its music was nothing. For still the words and the rhythm of the Spanish waltz rang through her head, and, tilting up her face, she began to sing them.

  

  
    
      The gentle flame

    

    T made no difference that she did not understand the words; that did not lessen her enjoyment of the rhythm.


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que vivan las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer!”

    


    She ended with laughter in her throat.


    “Hello!” called a man’s voice, approaching the thicket. “Who’s yonder?”


    Joan gathered the reins with a jerk that tensed Peter for a start. But instead of fleeing at once she looked back and saw the figure of a big man striding across the clearing.


    Between the heads of two scrub cedars she could see him, and now he crossed a shaft of light which spilled out from a window, and she saw that it was the man of the tawny hair. Indeed, since he was carrying his sombrero in his hand, the light tangled and kindled for an instant in his hair before he stepped on into the next shadow.


    “Now, Peter,” breathed Joan, “faster than you’ve ever run before!”


    And yet she did not relax her pull on the reins. It was as if her conscious will strove to carry her away and a stronger subconscious power kept her there and made her glance hastily around her.


    There was a labyrinth of passages twisting among the shrubs, made doubly baffling by the white light and the black shadows cast by the moon.


    And, instead of fleeing, she reined Peter backward into a thick circle of the cedars, sprang to the ground, and took shelter behind a big cactus.


    “Hello!” called the voice of the man again. “Who’s there?”


    “Why are you coming?” asked Joan, and her voice shook with excitement.


    “Because I’d walk ten miles and swim a river to see the girl that was singing that old song,” he answered. “Just a minute until I get through this cactus—the stuff is like a lot of fish-hooks.”


    She slipped to the side. He must not come too close to Peter. And from a fresh covert she called softly:


    “Who are you?”


    “My name is Harry Gloster. What is yours? Hello—where have you gone?”


    He had come out on the farther side of the thicket.


    “Not far from you,” she answered.


    He hurried toward her. And in the moonshine he appeared a giant. Back among the cedars she stole, and that same ability to move like a soundless shadow which had been hers when she was leaving the ranch-house was with her again.


    Then she stood fast in the deep shadow of a tall shrub, and saw Gloster blunder past her, sweeping the very spot where she stood, but seeing nothing. It was as if she were wrapped in some fabled cloak of darkness.


    And in her heart she wished that she could step out before him. If clever Nell were there, that was what she would have done. But Nell was dressed like a bit of sunset cloud, and Joan was clad in khaki. How could she let him see her, drab as that shadow in which she stood?


    And yet, it was hard to leave him, also!


    She stepped to the other side of the cedar, peering through its branches, and saw him come running back, then stop in an open space. The moon struck full upon him. He was half laughing and half frowning, and such was his excitement that he still carried his hat in his hand, crushed to a shapeless mass in his fingers.


    “Where are you?” he cried again, guarding his voice that it might not penetrate farther than the little copse and to the ears of some strolling couples in the clearing beside the school.


    The wind increased at that moment, with a rustling and rushing among the branches, and Joan, pitching her voice far and thin, answered him.


    “Here! “she called.


    He turned about face.


    “The devil,” she heard him mutter, “she has wings!” He added aloud: “I won’t hunt for you if you don’t want me to.”


    “Do you promise that?” asked Joan.


    He faced sharply toward her again, appeared about to make a step in her direction, and checked himself.


    “I’ll promise if I have to,” said Harry Gloster gloomily.


    “Then I’ll stay a while,” she answered. “But why have you come running in here?”


    “You know better than I do.”


    “I haven’t the least idea.”


    “Why do birds sing in the spring?”


    “To call a—” She checked herself in confusion.


    “That’s right!” he laughed. “To call a mate. And when you said in that song that you understood love—”


    “The song may have said it. I did not.”


    “Your whole voice was full of it.”


    “I know nothing about the tricks my voice may have been playing.”


    He moved a half step closer.


    “Your promise!” she cried.


    He retreated again with a sort of groan, and Joan wondered at him. If she had been in his place, strong as a giant and free as the wind, would a single promise have held her back? She decided with a little shudder that it would not.


    And, in the meantime, she was studying him intently. She knew little about men. She had seen cow-punchers on the ranch, of course, but Buck Daniels appeared to have a penchant for old and withered fellows who had lost interest in everything except their cigarettes and their stories of their youth. And every one else she had met, with hardly an exception, had been merely in passing.


    A thousand times, by hints and direct commands, Buck Daniels had ordered her to pay no attention to men—to young men. And she had obeyed. Sometimes, when it was necessary for her to go into the town, she had felt eyes taking hold on her, but she had never looked back to meet those glances.


    It seemed to her now that she was seeing a man for the first time. And what a man he was! How he had stood forth in the schoolhouse dance hall among the crowd! There was power in a simple gesture to have crushed an ordinary man, she felt. And yet at the same time there was a gentleness in him so that his promise could tie up all his strength.


    “I’ll keep my promise,” he was saying, “if you want to hold me to it. But it’s sort of hard to talk to a tree, this way.”


    “I don’t see why,” Joan murmured. “You can hear me—I can hear you.”


    “It ain’t the words that I mean,” he insisted. “They’re the least part of a talk.”


    “What is it made up of, then?”


    “The way you turn your head, the way you lift your eyes, the way you smile or you frown, and the color of your hair, is a pile more important than a hundred words, the best words that ever come out of any one’s mouth.”


    “What color, then, is it?” she asked.


    He considered a moment.


    “The chief light that I got to see you by,” he confessed, “is that song that I heard you singing. And out of that I’d say that your hair is black, and your eyes are black, and your skin is sort of olive with the color under it. Am I right?”


    She paused before she could answer. It had been a grievous blow, for some foolish reason, to hear him. Every stroke in the picture had been so utterly unlike the truth that it lay like a weight upon her. What she wanted to do was to step out and show him the truth—but something held her back. For if she showed him the truth, would he not turn his back on her? But if she left him with his illusion, he might carry away his false picture linked up with her real voice, and so for a time she would live in his memory—a sort of ghostly travesty of what she really was.


    “Am I right?” he was repeating.


    “Yes,” she answered, “you’re right— that is, in general.”


    “What does that mean? But I don’t care about that. What I want to hear is your name and what I want to see is your face.”


    She was silent.


    “Are you afraid even to tell me your name?” he asked.


    Still she did not speak, and she saw him drop his head a little and close his hands.


    “Listen to me,” he said almost sternly. “If you’ve run away from your husband and gone gadding to-night—no matter what it is that makes you want to keep in secret, I’ll keep that secret on my honor. But let me know enough so that I can find you again!”


    She saw the picture in vivid colors—this big fellow coming home to call on her, and Buck Daniels meeting him at the door; terrible Buck Daniels, in whose hands the metal and wood of a revolver became a living thing which could not fail to kill. She had seen him tear to pieces with a bullet a little squirrel sitting up on a limb like a tiny peg. She had seen him do this from a galloping horse. She had seen him casually clip high twigs from trees in order to cut loose and float down to her a nest which she wished to have.


    And with that artistry of destruction arrayed against him, all the strength of Harry Gloster would be of no avail. She knew more than this—that sooner than see her become acquainted with a young man, Buck Daniels would pick the quarrel and force the fight. And while all her heart was knocking in her throat, choking her with the desire to speak the truth, she found that fear of Buck was even greater, and she could not say a word.


    “I can’t tell you,” she said.


    “But, if you don’t, I’ll never be able to find you. Yet I shall find you, if I have to spend ten years hunting. But, good God —with only your voice to go on! Will you change your mind?”


    “I cannot,” she cried, half sobbing.


    “But you want to! By the Lord, I can feel it in your voice.”


    “No, no!”


    “Will you do one thing for me?”


    “All I can, with all my heart.”


    “My God,” cried the big man, “I’d give ten years of my life for one look at you; but if I can’t have that, will you sing the song again for me?”


    “Why?”


    “It’s the only clew that I’m going to have. And it ain’t much to give away.”


    “I’ll sing it, then.”


    Twice she tried the opening note, and twice her voice shook away to nothingness and failed her. But then the sound arose very soft and yet clear as a bell ringing:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que vivan las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer!”

    


    And as she sang she began to move slowly back from behind the shrub, raising her voice in volume a little as she stole away so that he might not guess her maneuver. Why she should run away so suddenly she was not sure, but she felt a storm of emotions racking her. She was no longer sure of herself. It was not Harry Gloster she feared so much as she feared herself.


    And when the last note died away she was only a step from Peter. It was not until that moment that Harry Gloster seemed to realize that she was deserting him.


    She heard his voice crying out after her, and then she was lost in a blind panic which made her rush for Peter and then sent her flying away on his back The sound of his feet over rocks and sand and the panting breath he drew drowned any calling from behind.


    A moment later she was out of earshot and, looking back, she saw that she was unpursued.

  

  
    
      Part two

    

    
      Out of sight

    

    There was an excellent reason for that. Harry Gloster had heard her horse break out of the shrubbery and, running to the place, he was in time to see the bay gelding, glistening in the moonshine, darting away at full speed. Even with an equal start he knew that he could not keep in touch with that fugitive. And through a strange country by night it was impossible to trace her.


    Yet he was so excited that for a time reason had nothing to do with his actions. He ran a short distance on foot before he realized his folly. Then, standing for another moment, he watched the horse fade into the moon-haze and knew that he had lost her indeed.


    The sound of her voice and “Que viva la rumba” was all that he had by which to trail her. It would have been better to have had nothing at all. He tried the effect of cold-blooded argument as he turned and walked slowly back. In the first place, he had not seen her face. In the second place he knew nothing whatever about her. She might be a mere imp of the desert with sunfaded hair and freckles strewn across her nose.


    But he found that impulse was breaking through reason again and again. He had heard only her voice, but it was a voice to dream of—low, sweet-toned, gentle—and all the freshness of girlhood was in it. She must be beautiful, he told himself, with such a voice as that.


    He was beginning to feel that an ugly fate had hold of him in this country. In the first place, there had been that singular meeting with a man whose eyes had such power that they had pierced through and through him and got quite at the heart of his story. He was fleeing for the Rio Grande and if he was caught the chances were considerably more than three out of four that he would be swung from the gallows for having shortened the life of a fellow man.


    Lee Haines had looked him through and through, and for that very reason he should have started south again as fast as a staggeringly weary horse could take him. But he had lingered until he was drawn into battle again, and in that fight he had made a mortal enemy of Joe. Joe Macarthur he had learned that the man’s name was, and Haines had understated the formidable character of the fellow.


    Now, then, that one man had discovered that he was a fugitive and that another was on his trail to “get” him, certainly he had reasons enough for wishing to leave the town at a full gallop. But he had deliberately lingered, jogging only a mile or two south and then making a detour.


    Joe Macarthur would thunder south along the trail which a dozen people could point out to him. Let him go! Harry Gloster would start later and by a different route. For he had no desire to meet a man who was a professional in the use of a gun.


    He himself could occasionally hit a target—if it were large enough and he had time enough to aim with care, but this magic of swift drawing and murderous straight shooting combined was quite beyond him. Fighting for its own sake he loved with a passionate devotion.


    But to face a gunman would be suicide. So he had lingered in the town until the dark, and then he started forth leisurely on a trail that ran south and west. So it was that he came to the lighted school-house. Twice he rode by it, and twice he turned and came back to listen to the gusts of young voices and to the bursts of the music. All common sense told him to be off and away. But it was a year since he had danced, and Harry Gloster was young.


    So he went inside the school, but once inside he regretted his step more than ever. Something had died in him, so it seemed, during that last year. The music was flat; not a smile which his great size and his handsome face won for him penetrated his armor of indifference, and after he had spent fifteen minutes in the hall he got up and left. He was on his way to his horse when he heard


    
      “Que viva la rumba,Que viva, que viva placer—”

    


    ring sweet and thin from the thicket.


    And now he was coming back toward his horse with the solemn realization that there would be no shelter for him below the Rio Grande. For, sooner or later, he must come back to find the trail of this nameless girl, and when he returned he would be placing his head in the lion’s mouth of the law. But he knew himself too well to dream that he could hold out long against the temptation.


    He paused again on his way to the horse. The music had a different meaning, now. His pulse was quick. His blood was hot. And there was a tingle of uneasiness which ran from hand to foot. Had he known that Joe Macarthur himself was in that dancehall, he would have entered again and taken his chance, which was not a chance at all.


    Up the steps he went, and into the hurly-burly of a dance which was just beginning. He was too late to get a partner. As usual, there were three men for every two girls at this Western dance. Every girl was swept up in half a minute after a dance began, and still there were men along the walls and smoking on the steps.


    Harry Gloster went to the orchestra. It consisted of a drummer, a cornetist, a violinist, and an individual playing a braying trombone which from time to time shook the whole place with its thunder. Into the hand of the violinist Harry Gloster slipped a five dollar bill.


    “Switch back to ‘Que viva la rumba’ when you get a chance,” he said, and walked hurriedly away; for if he had stayed the old musician would doubtless have had pride enough to refuse the money. It was a tag dance which he was watching, a queer institution installed particularly for merrymakings in which there was a shortage of girls. Once the dance was under way the men from the sides worked onto the floor and touched the arms of those who were dancing with the girls of their choice. And so there was, perforce, a change of partners, and many a girl found herself whirling away in the arms of a man she had never known before.


    Harry Gloster, from the side, watched the jumble of interweaving forms—saw the vain effort of dancing couples to elude the approach of the taggers—heard the uproar of laughter which almost drowned the strain of the waltz. There was a brief pause in the music, then the orchestra struck into the pleasant rhythm of “Que viva la rumba,” and the dance, which had hardly paused, started again more wildly than ever.


    Gloster, searching the faces, felt that they had been transformed. That old touch of magic which he had felt in his boyhood, now had returned. Yonder in the moonshine he had been touched by the wand and poured full of the enchantment. And he knew it well enough. But so long as the illusion lasted, why should he give up the happiness? One dance, then away for the border!


    How should he choose? They all appeared delightful enough to him now. Their smiles were like glimpses of blue sky after storm, and their bodies seemed floating and whirling lightly on the stream of the music. Yonder one with red hair was tagged so often that she was repeatedly whirling from the arms of one man to another, and yet her laughter never stopped. Should he touch her arm?


    And there was another, slender, joyous—who changed partners often enough, but never lost her step. And here was a third with great, brown eyes and brown hair coiled low on her neck and dressed in a clinging mist of a gown like sunset-tinted bit of cloud—


    Instantly, Harry Gloster was through the press, moving with wonderful lightness for so large a man. He touched the arm of the man who danced with that pink-clad vision, and received a stare of surprise from under level black brows.


    “Next time around, Nell,” said he, stepping slowly back and still keeping his glance fixed upon Gloster.


    “All right, John,” she answered, and then was away in the arms of Gloster.


    “Nobody was tagging you,” he said.


    “No,” she answered, demurely.


    “Why not? Engaged to friend John?”


    “Maybe,” she answered, without raising her eyes.


    But Harry Gloster only laughed.


    “I’ve broken the ice for you, then. Here comes a couple to get you. Shall I let them have you?”


    And at this, finally, she looked up. They were great brown eyes, indeed, and filled with an almost too perfect meekness.


    “Can you help it?” she asked.


    “Say the word and I’ll show you the trick.”


    Some of the meekness left her eyes and a glimmer of mischief took its place.


    “If you can—” she said.


    It was done with miraculous skill. A slight increase in their speed—they whirled toward one prospective and eager-faced tagger, then away from his reaching fingertips—then toward the other, and away again, like a leaf which wind currents throw up and down, suddenly, but never with jar or jerk.


    “How in the world did you do it?” she was laughing up to him.


    He drank in that laughter, frankly, meeting her eyes as he had never met the eyes of any woman before. What did it matter? She was only a ghost. The reality was far away, fleeing through the haze of moonshine.


    “You’re going to forget John—for this one dance,” he commanded. “You’re engaged to me, understand?—for five minutes!”


    “What do you mean?” gasped Nell.


    “You know what I mean.”


    He dodged an aggressive tagger and then sped on.


    “If John doesn’t get me,” she was saying, “on this round, he’ll be furious.”


    “It does John good to be furious,” answered Gloster. “We’re too happy to be bothered.”


    “We?”


    “You are or will be. I’m happy enough to make up for two. It’s overflowing. D’you feel it come out of my fingertips at your back, like electricity?”


    Her eyes were frightened, but her lips were smiling.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Taking you with me. For five minutes, you understand? Going to see how much action we can crowd into that time—”


    “And after that—”


    “I’m going away. Never see you again!”


    “You’re not like other people,” she said almost wistfully.


    “Not a bit. Here’s John again! Dance faster. Longer steps! We’re going to dodge him if you help—”


    And help she did. She became as light as that whirling leaf he had thought of before. It seemed that his mere volition was guiding her.


    “The devil!” muttered Harry Gloster. “Someone tagged me then. But we’re going on—”


    “Oh, there’ll be trouble about it! It’s the rule!”


    “D’you care about rules?”


    “Not the least in the world!”


    She had caught the fire at last. A rioting carelessness was in her eyes.


    “There’s another hand at my shoulder!”


    They had swerved deftly away, but John had apparently been watching the previous tactics of this big stranger, and his hand touched Gloster. But Gloster danced on, with the girl in his arms.


    “What will happen? What will they do?” the girl was breathing close to his face.


    “That’s for them to worry about. This dance is ours!”


    He drew her a little closer.


    “I feel your heart keeping time—with the music,” he whispered.


    “You mustn’t look at me like that!”


    “Why not?”


    “They’ll know what you’re saying—”


    “They’ll only wish they’d said it first—”


    “And John will be wild—”


    “The wilder he is to-night the tamer he’ll be to-morrow! By the Lord, you’re too wonderful to be true!”


    “I won’t listen to you!”


    “Close your ears to me, then, and listen to the music. D’you hear it?


    
      “Que viva la rumba; Que viva, que viva placer;Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.

    


    “It’s talking for me, Nell!”


    “There! You were tagged again!”


    “What do I care?”


    “Oh, everyone is looking at us!”


    “Let them look. You’re worth seeing, Nell!”


    “They’ll fight you about this.”


    “Do you mind being fought for? I’d like to fight for you, Nell. There’s John again—but this time we’ve dodged him. But look at them coming! A dozen ready to tag me. Nell, you’re a popular girl! Confound them, they won’t have you yet!”


    “Please!”


    “Please what? Do you want me to let you go?”


    “I—I—no!” She pressed a little closer to him. “Don’t let them take me!”


    
      “Que viva la rumba,Que viva, que viva placer—”

    


    He sang it in a ringing bass.


    “Every person is looking at you!”


    “No—at you, Nell. Two minutes out of my five are left. I’m going to have you to myself that long!”


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Take you out of this place before they tag me with a club.”


    “Take me where?”


    “Outside. We’re going to sit on the moonlight side of a tree, and I’m going to make love to you, Nell, as you were never made love to before.”


    “Do you think I’ve gone mad? I won’t go a step with you!”


    “Hush, Nell. I know that you trust me.”


    “Not a bit.”


    “Look me in the eye when you say that.”


    She flushed gloriously and her eye wavered under his glance.


    “You’re a dear, Nell. But I want to have you where it’s quiet to tell you just how dear you are. When we get to the end of the hall, out through the door we go together. You understand?”


    “Yes—no! Of course I won’t go.”


    “I won’t try to make you. Tell me for the last time? You’re going to hear me? Only for two minutes, and then I’m gone!”


    “Oh!” cried she. “My head is swimming!”


    “With the music!”


    “I’ll go. I don’t care what they say!”


    “Nor I what they do.”


    They reached the end of the hall, swung deftly through the outer line of the dancers, and were suddenly through the door, leaving a gasp of wonder behind them. They stood at the head of the steps, worn and hollowed by the scraping feet of school children. Before them was the moonlit world.

  

  
    
      An outlander offends

    

    There was no lack of brains behind the level black brows of John Gainor. His temper was as eager and as sanguinary as that of any man, but he was possessed of a controlling discretion. When, after having tagged Gloster, he saw the big man dance serenely on, his first impulse was to jump at his throat and tear him away. But the very size of Harry Gloster was enough to make Gainor doubly thoughtful.


    So, instead of acting on the first rash impulse, he stepped back to consider the situation again. Had it been the first time that Nell had stepped from the conventional path, passion might have carried him away, but he had watched her flirting a dozen times, and this was simply the old story retold, he decided. It would not do to make himself ridiculous before the crowd.


    Again, he was by no means sure how far he could go with Nell. Whether she was in love with him or with his father’s ranch he had never been quite able to make up his mind. On occasion he presumed on the rights of being her fiancé, but those occasions were few and far between. That same night he had already laid down the law to her, and she had submitted, as he thought, with tears.


    So far, so good. But if he tempted her again, might she not fling away from him and wreck all his hopes with a single fiery sentence? He knew her well enough to feel the danger. And this, plus the physical dimensions of Harry Gloster, made him pause to consider.


    In another moment he was glad that he had delayed, for Gloster was tagged by half a dozen other men, and yet still went serenely on and showed not the slightest intention of abandoning his partner. It was not Gainor alone who had been insulted, but a whole group of men, and every one of them was on fire with rage. Moreover, they were not fellows to lie down under such an insult. Indeed, Gainor could not have named a more formidable group of cow-punchers, selected at random, than Bud Lane and Lefty Wallace and the others who had just been offended.


    In fact, they were such men that he could not imagine what had led Nell to permit her partner to offend them. For Gainor knew that, no matter how willful and careless and emotional Nell might seem, at heart she was a profound little diplomat, and only gave offense to-day that she might be the more gracious to the offended to-morrow. She had been worshiped by a score of admirers in her time, and although they were without hope to-day, they still continued to worship.


    Something most extraordinary must have happened to sweep Nell off her feet in such a fashion. He studied her with a painful anxiety and closeness. What he saw was that there were ample grounds for fear. For Nell was transformed and radiant in the arms of this big man. She leaned back in them and looked up to him with laughter on her lips. She was so enchanting that the heart of John Gainor throbbed.


    But still he took no hasty steps. It was not until he saw the couple swing off the dance floor at the end of the hall and disappear through the door that he began to act in the offensive.


    The whole room was buzzing with it. The orchestra labored in vain at the animated strains of “Que viva la rumba” for the dancers were lagging at their work and busily exchanging murmurs and glances. On the farther side of the room the half dozen men who had been directly insulted by Gloster had gathered in a close group. And for these John Gainor made. The ground was plowed. He had only to drop the seed with a few words.


    “What shall I do, boys?” he asked. “Take this for a joke, or go out and tear into that fellow? What’s his name? Who is he? Friend of any of you?”


    “Slick stranger!” said big Bud Lane. He was one of those blond, gentle giants who do not know fear, but who are rarely kindled to anger. It took a long time for rage to penetrate to the farthest corners of his being; but this was one of the exceptions. “That gent ain’t one that works with friends. He plays a lone hand. And if it wasn’t for Nell, I’d go out and bust his head wide open for him.”


    “That’s it,” nodded Gainor sadly. “I don’t want to offend Nell. I dunno what happened. He must’ve hypnotized her.”


    “That’s what he done. I seen how fast he was talking,” put in Lefty. “There ain’t any honest man that can talk as fast as he was talking. A gent don’t get thoughts that quick.”


    “I’m going out to have a look at him,” declared Gainor.


    “I’m coming along,” said Bud.


    And the rest, with a resolute clamor, crowded along, while a hush fell over the dancers and the orchestra increased its pace to rush the piece to its close.


    Outside passed that little impromptu posse.


    “Mind you, boys,” said Gainor, “no guns!”


    He would be held up as the ringleader of that group and if serious harm came to Gloster he would be made to account for it.


    “It’s fists!” rumbled Bud Lane. “I don’t want a gun. I just want to set my hands on him—”


    And he stretched out his big fists. Gainor looked upon him with vast approval. He recalled having seen Bud pull over two strong men in a tug-of-war. He had seen him throw up a three-hundred-pound bale of hay “four high” with the hooks.


    And the story of how Bud Lane wrecked Murphy’s place when he was short changed there was a tale of Homeric qualities. Every year the story was told and every year it grew a little, perhaps, but the sheriff himself was witness to the final picture of five men piled crisscross in the center of the wreckage on Murphy’s floor with Bud Lane sitting on top of them and rolling a cigarette. Gainor remembered that tale, and he moistened his dry lips.


    But where were Nell and the stranger?


    The “posse” passed to the foot of the steps and went by the sheriff himself. He was sitting on a stump smoking, and he grinned at them in a friendly fashion which plainly bade them go as far as they liked. For the sheriff was a wise man and he knew the difference between a duty done and a vote lost.


    “We’re all right, boys,” declared Gainor as they went on. “Sim Haynes passed me the wink. We can go the limit with the big stranger!”


    “There they are!” whispered some one.


    And to the shocked and astonished eyes of John Gainor there was revealed the following picture. Beneath a tree not twenty yards away sat Nell and the stranger, brazenly facing toward the moon, and that cruelly clear white light showed them leaning close together—mortally close.


    It could not be, and yet it indubitably was true, that the arm of the big man was around Nell, and that her head was back against his shoulder, and that she was faintly smiling up to him with eyes half closed. A sword of fire was struck through the heart of Gainor. The big man leaned. His head of tawny, shaggy hair obscured the face of the girl. He had kissed her!


    John Gainor found himself walking alone toward the place. He had covered half the distance before the first swirl of rage abated. And he slackened his pace so that the others might catch up with him. They paused a short distance away as Gainor stepped forward again and stood before the guilty pair.


    Nell sat up with a little cry. Hypnotism it surely had been. She looked around her with bewildered, unseeing eyes, and then suddenly threw her hands before her face.


    But Harry Gloster arose, leisurely and faced the other. After all, he was not so tall. He seemed much larger than he was considered by himself. In cold fact, when compared with another, he was hardly more than six feet. John Gainor thrilled with surprise to find that he was looking almost level into the eyes of the stranger.


    “I—we’ve come out to have a little talk with you,” he declared.


    “I’m a busy man,” said Harry Gloster, shamelessly. “But go ahead and do the talking.”


    Gainor bit his lip. It was a rare thing for his father’s son to be talked to in this fashion.


    “Most like,” he said, “you ain’t been to many dances?”


    “Considerable some,” admitted Gloster.


    “Which you don’t seem to know what’s manners on a dance floor.”


    Harry Gloster sighed.


    “Son,” he said. “I’m a plumb peaceful man. Are you trying to pick trouble with me?”


    “We’re looking for an apology,” said John, more mildly. “You’ve insulted six of us here.”


    “I hate apologies,” said Gloster easily. “I sure hate ‘em.”


    “The damned pup!” exploded a voice from the background. “Lemme talk to him!”


    “Did I hear you cussing out me?” asked Harry Gloster, smiling.


    “You sure did!” cried Andrews, pressing to the fore. “And, what’s more—”


    He proceeded no farther, for he was struck down by something as inescapable as a lightning flash. It is the instinct of a fighting man to lean back and start his fist far behind him so that it flies through a wide arc and it is seen coming far away.


    But now and again one comes upon warriors who understand the value of the jab. The jab, strictly speaking, is not a movement of the arm. It is a jerk of the entire body, a convulsive twist of muscles which shoots the whole mass from head to foot into motion.


    The arm is simply made into a rigid part of the body and the fist is the focal point which strikes the enemy. The whole distance the striking fist covers is short. Perhaps it only travels six inches. But the effect is astounding.


    Imagine, for instance, a hundred and fifty pound cube of iron lifted six inches from the floor and allowed to drop. The shock makes the floor quake. Now supply the iron mass with a projecting knob with a surface of a few square inches and let the mass fall again. This time, if it does not break the flooring with the concentrated impact, it will at least grind deep into the solid wood. Such is the jab.


    With feet braced and fist extended and arm made rigid, the body is suddenly twisted and the blow darts home. Amateurs never use it unless they are possessed of an inborn genius. Even in the professional ring there are few, wonderfully few, adepts. But now and then, as the gladiators come together in the middle of the ring, it is seen that one of them, without an apparent blow having been struck, shudders from head to foot and suddenly collapses inert along the floor.


    There is no use waiting for the count. Rubbing and water and care will bring back his senses in five minutes or more. What has struck him, then? Dismiss all doubt. It is the jab which has been used.


    Or perhaps there is a variation. Instead of striking straight with rigid forearm, the fighter twists his fists and jerks it in and down a trifle. The result is hardly less of a shock combined with a tearing jar which, if the blow lands on the side, almost rips the flesh loose from the ribs, and if it strikes on the jaw converts a man’s muscles into water and lets him flow to the floor a stunned, senseless thing.


    From which it might be judged that all fighters would use this blow. But that is not the case for two reasons. A long, straight punch or a sweeping swing is so terrible to the eye, so impressive to the imagination, that it is an undying temptation. But the chief reason that the jab is not popular is that so few can use it, unless the word is applied to its distant cousin, the stiff armed, long distance left jab. And the reason it cannot be used by most is that it requires a sort of explosion of nerve energy, a tensing of muscles until they be come rock, so that the striking is like the leap of an electric spark.


    All this has been said to explain what happened to Andrews. For to every one, including himself, it afterward seemed a miracle. He had floundered in close to Harry Gloster with his fists ready. He was a big man, was Andrews. He was not a giant like Bud Lane, but he was fully the equal in mass of Harry Gloster.


    Suddenly he was struck to the earth and lay writhing, unable to groan, his arms wrapped around his ribs, his mouth gasping and his teeth biting at the air which he could not get. And all that had happened to account for this catastrophe had been a slight twitch of the body and shoulder of Gloster.


    He now stepped over the prostrate Andrews and faced John Gainor. Gainor did not like fighting because even money can not avoid wounds. Nevertheless, he was not a coward. And if ever a man had reason to fight well, he had it.


    Yonder sat his lady in the light of the moon, entranced with terror and wonder— with perhaps a primitive dash of delight to see herself fought for. And around Gainor, with a rush, came five hard fighting men. So John Gainor put all his might behind his fists and drove them at the head of the other.


    The blows plunged through thinnest air. Harry Gloster had stepped with amazing lightness to the side and now another light dancing step brought him close in. His feet were firm planted, his body loose. Suddenly it contracted. Body and head jerked stiffly halfway round and a bony fist jarred against Gainer’s jaw.


    John threw up his arms, left his feet, described a perfect half circle, and landed on the back of his neck, his full length away from the spot where he had stood. It had not been like the striking of a blow. It was rather an explosion of dynamite. Flesh could not resist.


    To the honor of the other five, be it said that they would never have imposed such odds upon any man, no matter what a villain. But they had no choice. They were assailed by a dodging tornado, so to speak. They saw before them a solid bulk of two hundred pounds.


    They struck at the midst of that bulk, and their fists either bit the air or else glanced from a raised shoulder or a brawny arm. And in return they received a machine gun fire of blows which were like the hammer of a double jack against the steel drill head.


    No swinging punches which could be blocked in the distance or avoided, but short, sharp hammer strokes came home against them. If a man happened to be firmly planted, he went down to rise no more for some minutes. If he was recoiling from the attack, he was merely half stunned. There was a brief swirl.


    When Harry Gloster stepped out of it, two more men were down. And of the other three, two were gaping and wild eyed. Only big Bud Lane had not been touched.


    At him drove Harry Gloster, high on his toes with little swift dancing steps so that he seemed to float over the ground. But the other two threw themselves between.


    A piston thrust of the left hand and one went down with a gasp. A jerk of the right and stalwart Lefty crashed at the very feet of Bud Lane.


    But the battle now had swept to the grip of Bud himself. He was no dancing fighter. He did his best work with the foeman inside his arms, and that was where Harry Gloster found himself.


    He had no time to strike again. A semi-jab landed on Bud’s ribs and felt to him as if he had grazed a projecting knob of granite. But the pain merely made him exert himself, and when he exerted himself he was irresistible.


    Gathered in that bear hug, Gloster swayed a moment and then they went down together. It was what Bud wanted. He had wrestled all his life, and on the ground he was perfectly at home. Lying flat on his back he was still as formidable as a mountain lion.


    He reached for a half nelson as they were falling, got it, told himself that the glory was his—and then found that his hand had slipped off. Gloster had “shelled” his head between the outthrust of his big shoulders.


    There was a whirling activity under Bud Lane. He felt as if he were lying on six small men instead of one big one. And no matter where he reached he could not secure a grip. Suddenly the victim was away. A voice was calling joyously above Bud: “All right, partner. Another whirl—best time I’ve had in ten years—”


    Bud Lane sat up, dazed and unhappy with wonder, and at that moment he saw the sheriff himself step into view with the long and glistening form of a six-shooter in his hand.


    “Son,” he said to Gloster, “you’ve had a nice little party out here. I figure that maybe I’d better take you to town where you can have a nice little rest! This is after sunset and I sure enough hate to see a gent working overtime!”

  

  
    
      “Que viva la rumba”

    

    The fear which drove Joan lasted well-nigh until she had reached the house of Buck Daniels. Then it disappeared, only to be replaced by another dread. What if he should know that she had left the house?


    However, that was a bridge that must be crossed when she came to it. She brought Peter back to his corral, and unsaddled him by pauses, her mind was so filled with other things.


    But she recalled the necessities of the moment enough to scatter earth over Peter’s sweating body. In the morning it would look as if he had simply rolled, during the night, near the water hole at the farther end of the corral, and no one who did not look very close would distinguish the sweat-marks.


    When she had done this she went back toward the house. It had been a very futile and foolish thing, she felt, this ride through the darkness, and, above all, the talk with Harry Gloster. And yet, somehow, she was returning richer than when she had started.


    She entered the house and went through it with the same ghostly silence, and again, as she climbed the stairs, there was not a sound underfoot. But when she opened the door to her room she saw the broad outline of a man’s shoulders against the stars beyond her window. It stopped her with a shock of fear, but the gentle voice of Buck Daniels spoke immediately.


    “Joan?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll light the lamp.”


    His voice was perfectly quiet and half of her fear died away until she watched his hand as he held the match to the wick of the lamp, for that hand was trembling. And a sudden concern for him swallowed her terror.


    She half expected that he would raise the lamp and stare at her by its light. And if he did so it seemed to Joan that he could not help but see much that was newly written in her face.


    But, although the language of Buck was not polished nor his manners either, he was full of a native gentleness. It never had showed more than at present as he went back to his chair, sat down, and rolled a cigarette, his eyes never lifted to Joan.


    It was as if he bade her rally herself for the ordeal; it was like a declaration that he would not spy upon her mind. And when at length he raised his glance to her, it was with an effort that crossed his forehead with wrinkles of pain.


    “Joan, dear—” he said, and stopped.


    She wanted to run to him and fall on her knees by his chair. She wanted to throw her arms around him and pour out the whole story of everything that had happened since she last saw him. But the thing which had held her back like a hand more than once before held her back now.


    “Have you been doing this much?” he asked at last.


    She shook her head. “Never before.”


    “Never?”


    She nodded.


    He went on smoking and watching her steadfastly until he had finished his cigarette, and then he said, suddenly: “Here you are standing and me sitting down!” And he started to his feet.


    “Dad!” she cried, tears rushing into her eyes. “After you’ve worked all the day and then waited up for me so many hours to-night?”


    She curled up on the bed with her elbow on the footboard. That brought her face perilously close to him. He would be able to watch and estimate every alteration of her expression. Nevertheless, there she sat.


    It seemed to her that he would never begin. She would much rather have faced an outburst of extravagant anger and yet more extravagant threats and commands. But she felt rather helpless in the face of this working soul of Buck Daniels. He went forward slowly, with a weight of grief and anxiety weighing him down.


    “Joan,” he said at last, “I guess I’ve made you pretty unhappy here.”


    “Oh, no!”


    He shook his head.


    “That means ‘yes.’ Well, I ain’t very entertaining, and you’re pretty young. Maybe you’ll be glad to know that we’re going to leave the ranch pretty soon?”


    “Leave the ranch?”


    “I got an offer a while back. I think I’ll take it.”


    “That offer from Mr. Calkett?”


    “That’s the one.”


    “But you said that was terribly small?”


    “It’s large enough. It ‘ll do to move us.”


    “But where, dad?”


    “East.”


    “East!”


    “To some city. Maybe to New York.”


    “Oh, do you mean that?”


    “That ‘d make you happy, Joan?”


    “Oh, yes!”


    He sighed.


    “But what about you, dad? What would you do away from the mountains and the desert?”


    “Man of my age gets on mostly any place.”


    “Dad, it would be only for my sake! But because I take a ride by night, why should we have to leave the country?”


    “Will you tell me where you went, Joan?”


    “I can’t do that.”


    She watched his face turn gray, although he said not a word.


    “I want to tell you, dad—but some thing—”


    “Joan, something has happened between us. It’s been a couple of years since you’ve changed toward me. What is it?”


    “Nothing,” she said stanchly.


    “Tell me the true of it, Joan.”


    She shook her head again, and as she did so she heard a voice come clear and small across the night from the direction of the road—a voice full of quavers such as are thrown into singing by the jolting of a buck-board. And the song he sang was:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.”

    


    It brought her to her feet, trembling, listening with her soul in her face. And as the voice faded out with a swiftness which spoke eloquently of the speed with which the singer was traveling, Joan looked down to Buck and knew that he had seen enough.


    “You’ve been seeing a man!” he cried. “My God, is that it?”


    His horror was so strong that she went a little back from him.


    “Why shouldn’t I see a man?” she asked.


    “Who is it?” groaned Buck Daniels in a sort of ecstasy of rage and grief. “What’s his name?”


    She shook her head. It was a very wonderful thing to see Buck so perturbed. She could never have imagined it. But watching him now, she knew that he was a man capable of violence. He was beginning to walk up and down the room, pausing sharply now and again, and then walking on once more with his fingers working and a wedge of muscle thrusting out from the base of his jaw.


    “When did you first meet him?” he asked at length.


    “To-night,” she answered.


    “Don’t tell that lie to me!” he thundered. “This gent has turned your head. Want me to think that he did it at one meeting? No, you ain’t plumb crazy, and don’t think that I’m crazy, too.”


    She had never heard such words from him before; she had never dreamed that he was even capable of uttering them. But she made no reply, merely sitting quietly and staring into his excited face.


    “Talk, talk!” he commanded. “Lemme hear what you got to say for yourself!”


    She shook her head; and this denial threw him into such a frenzy that she was almost afraid, for the moment, that he was going to strike her. It was not really fear that she felt, however, so much as a sad marveling at these passions in him.


    “What was the song that I heard some body singing a while ago on the road—the one that made you jump up to listen?”


    She hesitated. But as she wavered, doubtful, so many things came back upon her mind out of that strange and happy night, that the song began to swell in her throat of her own accord. And so it came out, in the end, clear ringing, but small as the whistle of a bird:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.”

    


    He greeted this quiet little ditty with a growl of disapproval.


    “I dunno that lingo,” he declared, “and I’m glad that I don’t. No good never come out of it. What’s that song about?”


    She hesitated. When one thought of the actual translation of the words, syllable by syllable, it was enough to bring the color into her cheeks. The swinging rhythm, the music itself, the pleasure of singing had obscured the syllables before. She even bit her lip now, as she remembered that she had sung this song for a man—to a man—a stranger.


    “It’s a—a song of happiness, I suppose I may call it,” she said at last.


    “Happiness? Happiness? And in that lingo?” growled Buck. “They don’t have no such songs as that in that language. You’re keeping things back from me, and that makes me know that this is the beginning of the end. There ain’t no doubt about that. It’s the beginning of the end, because we’ll never trust each other again.”


    “Dad!” she cried. “Oh, dad, why do you say that?”


    “I got a thousand good reasons. I got reasons so good—they’d turn your blood cold!”


    “What do you mean? Won’t you tell me? Do you think I can’t stand hearing them?”


    “You couldn’t stand it,” he said. And, going back to her, he laid a hand upon her shoulder and another upon her hair, “There’s things about you,” he said, “that nobody living can guess, except me. When you sit alone and do your thinking and turn over your queer ideas in you head, you think that nobody knows. But I know, Joan. I know things about you that you’ll never know, God willing.”


    “And you’ve tried to keep me here away from people so that I might never find out?”


    “That’s it.”


    “But now I’ll go mad with eagerness to learn.”


    “You will learn, now that you’ve started on the out trail. But I’m going to fight to keep you back from it as long as I can.”


    “Why do you do it, dad? Why can’t I live as other young girls live? Is there anything wrong with it?”


    “Not for them. They can do their laughing and their chattering. But you’re meant for something else. And I’ve sworn that I’d keep you to a quiet life—”


    “Who had the right to make you swear such a thing as that?”


    “Your mother, Joan.”


    “My mother!”


    And she saw a picture of that gentle face, unsmiling, with the gold hair framing it and tarnishing slowly to gray. Could such a woman have locked up a secret?


    “Oh, what is it?” she pleaded.


    “You’ll learn it all. Only I hope to God that the day when you learn it is far away ahead of you. If these were the old days when a man had power over his family, I’d close you into a room and keep you there for a year, until the last echo of this ‘Que viva la rumba’ had worked out of your head!”

  

  
    
      It’s the nickname that counts

    

    “Why the devil,” said Sheriff Sim Hargess, “do you waste all that fine singing on the empty night? Might get paid for it in town!”


    “I’m a gent open-handed by nature,” declared Harry Gloster. “I like to give things away—including my songs.”


    “All I got to say,” growled the sheriff, “is that you might save your singing for them that would appreciate it a pile more than I would.”


    “I ain’t singing to you,” declared the prisoner who was chained to the seat beside the sheriff. “I’m singing to the world in general. How d’you know what might be hearing me?”


    “A coyote, maybe, taking lessons off yonder on a hill,” suggested the sheriff.


    “Maybe,” said Gloster with the most perfect good nature. “I wouldn’t grudge him none. Speaking of singing, the drinks are on me, and I’m setting up to entertain.”


    “Rats!” said the sheriff. “You talk plumb foolish.”


    “You got no heart in you,” said Gloster. “What functions for you is just a chunk of the law. If I was to shake you, I could hear the pages rustle. Otherwise, you’d see that I was overflowing with happiness.”


    “I never took none to singing,” observed the sheriff dryly.


    “Don’t give up trying, though,” urged Gloster. “Listen to this!”


    And, tilting back his head, his voice rose and rang:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.”

    


    The sheriff groaned as the last note floated afar. And then, out of the thin distance, a coyote wailed an answer.


    “You’ve waked ‘em up,” grinned the sheriff. “You got your audience, I see. Where’d you learn that fool thing?”


    “Mexico.”


    “For Mexico it might do,” said the sheriff pointedly.


    “You’re talking sort of straight,” said Harry Gloster suddenly.


    “That’s me. I always make a habit of talking right out what I mean.”


    “Then swaller your tongue when you’re talking to me,” said Gloster, and turning in the seat as much as his handcuffs and the chain permitted, he stared fixedly into the face of Sim Hargess. “I don’t need your conversation to make me happy.”


    The sheriff met that cold eye for an instant and then turned his attention back to his span of mustangs. He felt, in fact, that he had gone too far. And like every man who felt that he was in the wrong, he was beginning to hate his companion. But, after a moment of silence, he found that his anger was dissipating. He was a man among men, was Sim Hargess, and presently he said:


    “I guess you’re right, partner. You got a right to sing if you want to. I’m kind of out of sorts to-night.”


    “I’m sorry for that,” replied the other amiably. “What’s wrong, may I ask?”


    “Got a fine little sorrel filly. Went lame on me this morning.”


    “That’s sure tough,” agreed Gloster. “Lemme have a look at her when we have a chance. I know something about a hoss.”


    He turned and looked back to his own mount trotting contentedly behind the buckboard, swinging over to one side to get free from the dust.


    “Yep, that’s a good one you got for yourself.”


    “Not bad.”


    “We been so dog-gone busy that I forgot to ask your name.”


    “Sandy Williams,” said Gloster. “That is my name.”


    “I mean your real name.”


    “That’s it.”


    The sheriff laughed.


    “You waited just a minute too long before you spoke,” he said. “But we’ll let it go at that, Sandy. By the way, where did you learn how to handle your fists? Been in the ring?”


    “Nope.”


    “You ain’t? But you sure can step! I started out to get you as soon as the fight begun. Didn’t want the mob to smash you all up. But when I seen your style, I thought I’d wait and let you work.”


    “Thanks,” said Gloster. “It was a fine little party while it lasted.”


    “While it lasted, it sure was.”


    They reached the town and presently the jail. It was a snug little building, recently built, and the sheriff was immoderately proud of his accommodations.


    “Wall a foot and a half thick,” he said, tapping on it. “All hard stone, too. And these here bars are all tool-proof stuff. There ain’t no better steel made.”


    Harry Gloster paused on his way down the aisle and gripped a bar in his manacled hands. There was a convulsive twist of his shoulders and the great steel framework shuddered violently. In the distance a lock began to swing and jingle.


    “You’re big,” muttered the sheriff, watching closely, “but you’re stronger than you look—by a pile.”


    “I sure hope that I don’t have to bust out and spoil all your decorations,” said Harry Gloster politely. “Hate to leave a hole in that wall.”


    The sheriff grinned and led on to the door which the deputy who acted as jailer had opened before them. There were a dozen cells on the floor, each surrounded by open bars. It was possible to survey every cell in detail at a glance.


    Into one of these Gloster was led and the irons removed. He was made comfort able. Fresh drinking water was brought to fill his pitcher, and then he was locked in for the night and left reclining on his bunk and smoking a cigarette with a meditative air of content.


    “You had a look at him?” asked Sim Hargess of his deputy when they were seated in the office a moment later. “You had a good look at him, George?”


    “Fair to middling.”


    “If you was to pick out a nickname to fit him, what would you land on?”


    George studied a moment. “Might call him—er—‘Little Joe,’ or ‘Happy,’ or something like that.”


    The sheriff nodded.


    “Little Joe would be a fit,” he declared. “But how would Sandy do?”


    “Sandy? His hair’s too yaller for any name like that, don’t you figure? But how come you’re aiming to pick out a name for him, Sim?”


    “Said he was called ‘Sandy’ Williams.”


    He paused again.


    “How did he look to you, George?”


    “Sort of good-natured.”


    “Wouldn’t mind getting into a fracas with him?”


    George reached for his gun. Instinct and much training at the draw made the gesture lightning fast.


    “Not if there was enough light for straight shooting,” he said, with a rather twisted grin.


    “That’s the way I figured it,” nodded the sheriff, and he frowned very seriously. “George, that fellow’s got a record of some sort.”


    “He has? What is it?”


    “I dunno. I’m going to find out. He wouldn’t be traveling with a crooked name if there wasn’t something wrong with him. We’ll have a look around the country and listen in on what we can. Take a telegram down to the office, will you?”


    And so, before many minutes, a message was ticking across the wires, north and south and east and west, inquiring from the sheriffs of many counties if a yellow-haired man over six feet tall and weighing about two hundred pounds, but looking thirty pounds bigger, were wanted for any crime.


    But while this was going on, the yellow-haired man who weighed two hundred pounds and might look to be even thirty pounds heavier, lay on his back on his bunk in the jail with his head pillowed on one thick arm, sound asleep and smiling in his dream.

  

  
    
      The happy prisoner

    

    It had been the intention of Lee Haines to leave the town the next morning. And he had been on his way across the veranda of the hotel after paying his bill when he received news which halted him. A tall, well-proportioned fellow with a very handsome face and black eyes under level black brows was passing. A black plaster covered one side of his chin and the face seemed swollen and discolored.


    There was a chuckle from a chair near by after the young fellow passed.


    “Young Gainor ain’t going to be so darned free handed after this,” rumbled a cowpuncher, cocking his sombrero on the back of his head.


    “He ain’t,” agreed his nearest neighbor. “He sure got plenty. Pretty near got a busted jaw, they say. Took him fifteen minutes before he could sit up and ask where he was.”


    There was another laugh.


    “He swears that somebody sneaked up behind him and hit him with a crowbar on the back of the head.”


    “Wasn’t no such thing. I seen it all. He got soaked so hard that it lifted him off of his feet and landed him on the back of his neck.”


    Lee Haines looked thoughtfully after the retreating back of the man who had just passed. He was well above average size. He was solidly built. He might weigh, perhaps, a hundred and eighty pounds.


    And then Haines found himself subconsciously struggling to create the picture of the man who had lifted this fellow off his feet with a blow and dropped him upon the back of his head. But his mind refused to function for such a purpose. He kept imagining a giant seven feet tall with a fist as big as a water bucket. The problem fascinated him so that he turned to the cow-punchers with a question.


    “Did I hear that straight? Somebody lifted him off his feet and dumped him on the back of his neck?”


    Two grave pairs of eyes encountered him and examined him. He was a stranger, and a stranger was not to be answered in haste. But one of them decided that he would do.


    “Ain’t you heard about the fracas?” he asked in turn.


    “I slept late,” said Lee.


    “Gent named Sandy Williams cleaned up John Gainor and six more last night at the dance.”


    “Seven men!”


    “All of seven. It was a mighty pretty thing to watch. Drifted through ‘em like quicksilver through sand. All good fighting men, too. Gainor, yonder, he’s spent a lot of time on boxing lessons.”


    “What’s Sandy? A giant?”


    The two considered the question soberly.


    “He looks bigger than he is,” one said, and the second agreed.


    Lee Haines recalled the stalwart who had walked into the hotel dining room the day before, but who, when he sat down, was hardly higher at the shoulders than Lee himself. He recalled, too, the blows that had dropped Joe Macarthur and left him senseless.


    “Got a bush of curly yellow hair?” he asked.


    “D’you know him?” they asked in chorus. “He’s a stranger around these parts.”


    “I’ve seen him. Seems to be quite a man.”


    They declared fervently that he was two men rolled into one, and there followed a graphic description of the fight.


    “Which he was laughing all the way through,” one declared. “You’d of thought that he was dancing, or something like that. Took everything plumb easy. Floated around and jerked his fists into ‘em, and every punch was like the tap of a sledge-hammer.”


    “I knew a man once—” began Lee Haines, and then his voice trailed away and his glance was lost in the sweep of a distant cloud. “What’s become of Sandy?”


    “Jail.”


    “Eh?”


    “Five hundred dollars bail. For disturbing the peace, they say. But take it by and large, it was a mighty quiet disturbance. Judge Conley’ll give him about five days in jail to let him think things over and then turn him loose. Conley is a good sort. He talks mighty loud, but the things he says ain’t so bad.”


    Lee Haines forgot the journey which was before him. Instead, he went to the jail, and there he interviewed George, the deputy and jail keeper.


    “How’s the patient?” he asked.


    “Wants more ham and eggs. It ‘d bust the county to feed two like him. He’s all stomach.”


    “May I see him?”


    “Everybody else has seen him. I guess you can,” nodded George. “Might think he was a ghost and not a man the way folks come around to stare at him.”


    “Does he mind it?”


    “Not him. He’s got a word for ‘em all. He’ll have a word for you. You watch!”


    He escorted Haines into the main room of the jail, and then sank onto a stool.


    “Don’t try to pass him nothing. I’m watching,” he yawned. “Darned if I ain’t tired out. There he is.”


    It was more than Haines had dared to hope for. He went hurriedly down the aisle between the rows of bars, and presently he was before the cell in which was Harry Gloster, alias Sandy Williams.


    And he found Harry on his knees, working with a deft and hasty pencil on the smooth stone flagging which had been whitened by much scrubbing. And growing upon the floor was the face of a girl, shadowy, coming out of a mist of many lines in the background. All that was real of her features and expression was the big eyes and their straight, far off look, and the curving smile, faint upon her lips.


    One might have said that it was a portrait of every pretty girl in the world; certainly it was a picture of no individual. There were too many places where the imagination was left to do as it pleased.


    “Well? Who’s that?” asked Haines.


    The other whirled on him.


    “Another?” he growled, and then, seeing who it was, he arose to his feet with a smile. “Hello, Haines,” he said. “Things have been happening since I saw you last.”


    “Quite a lot,” nodded Lee Haines. “You got into one mess on my account. Now you’re in another on your own. What I’ve come to find out is this: How important is it for you to get across the border?”


    The other considered with a perfect gravity.


    “The difference is between living and dying, taking it by and large,” he said, and he actually grinned at Haines.


    “I thought it was something like that,” nodded Haines, without showing the slightest surprise or shock. “What the devil made you hang around here all yesterday?”


    “No reason. Just because I was a fool.”


    “Why did you fight last night?”


    “Been a month since I’ve had a fight.”


    “That’s not true. You mixed with Joe Macarthur yesterday afternoon.”


    “That wasn’t a fight. He just did the receiving. I got the jump on him, you see.”


    Lee Haines sighed.


    “You’re a queer one,” he declared. “Is that the girl you left behind you?”


    He pointed toward the floor.


    “That’s the girl I haven’t seen,” he said.


    “What’s that? The one you’ve dreamed about, eh?”


    “More than that. I heard her voice once.”


    “What sort of crazy talk—” began Haines, and then shook his head. “You’re past me, partner. Where did you pick up the knack? That looks like professional work to me!”


    “I’ve always handled a pencil and paints when I run onto ‘em. My father showed me how when I was a kid.”


    “Your father?”


    “Up in Colorado, you know. Consumption.”


    Haines nodded.


    “Is it straight that your bail is five hundred?”


    “Something like that.”


    “Son, I’ve got less than a hundred dollars with me.”


    “Why, Haines, I don’t expect you to help me out of this boat. You didn’t put me here. It’s not your party.”


    “I believe you mean it,” said Haines, gnawing his lip thoughtfully. “You saved me yesterday; you expect me to ride along and let you rot to-day. But there are things about me you don’t know yet! Partner, I’m going to have you out of this.”


    “That’s sure fine of you, Haines.”


    “The thing to do, of course, is to get that bail money before they find out what’s against you and hold you without bail.”


    “That’s the natural way of going about it, I should say.”


    “Tell me one thing: if they get you for whatever else you’re accused of, are they sure to convict you?”


    “On the testimony against me, they could hang ten men.”


    Haines looked at him sharply. He had spent more than half of a wild life among criminals of one kind or another; but he could not place the open face of Harry Gloster in that category unless a sudden burst of passion. That, he decided, must be it. The outthrust of the jaw, the imperious nose, the restless eye were all typical of a highly excitable nature.


    While he paused, a small thread of singing came wavering into the jail through a barred window which was open.


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer—”

    


    “Oh, Lord!” cried Harry Gloster, and suddenly his shrill whistle caught up the air:


    
      “Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.”

    


    “Is that a signal?” asked Haines.


    But Gloster, a man transformed with happy excitement, returned no answer. He did not even speak when Haines bade him farewell and left the jail.

  

  
    
      A vain sacrifice

    

    There was a swirl of people before the veranda of the hotel when Haines stepped down from the door of the jail. The group was constantly recruited. It revolved around a shining bay horse of which Haines could see the tossed head and the shining coat only by glimpses through the crowd.


    But what chiefly held his eye and the eye of all the others, was a girl standing on the verge of the veranda, with her hand raised, as if asking for attention. And she was getting it in a rush.


    The hat which she had been waving to call attention was in her hand. Her head was exposed, covered with a softly waved mass of golden hair—the metal gold which turns to fire when the sun strikes on it.


    And her flushed face, her eager eyes, drew men as honey draws flies. Lee Haines was past the days of romance, perhaps, but nevertheless, he hastened with the others toward the focal point.


    “Say it over again,” someone was calling as he arrived. “We’re late. We didn’t hear you the first time.”


    “I’m going to sell this horse to the highest bidder,” the girl answered. “You can try out his paces, if you wish. But I’ll give you my word that he’s gentle—”


    There was a deep hum of chuckling from the crowd. Not a man there who did not enjoy a little pitching when he swung into the saddle of a morning. It was the quickest way of warming up both man and beast for the day’s work.


    “Let’s have a look at him,” they began to urge. “Get out of the way, Shorty. You’ve had a chance to size up the hoss! Lemme have a look, Sam!”


    But those in the front rank, merely turning their heads with grins, announced that they had the first seats and that they intended to hold them, come what might. And so the little crowd became a heavily jammed mass. When a newcomer strove to press through he might send a wave of motion through the whole group, but he could not dislodge a single man.


    But no one was looking at the horse. Instead, there was a profound concentration of attention upon the face of the girl. They gazed silently, with great wide eyes which banished the man in their faces and let the boy shine through.


    They dwelt on her timidity, shrinking before so many eyes, and on her courage which spurred her on and brought the high color into her cheeks. And they drank in the delicate contours of her face and her throat, forever changing as she turned her head.


    It was as if a wild creature had dared to come in among the habitations of man in the middle of the day. An aroma of strangeness hung around her.


    “Who is it?” whispered Haines, laying his hand on the shoulder of the man in front of him.


    There was no answer.


    “Who is it?” he repeated, increasing the strong pressure of his fingers.


    His hand was struck away, but there was no other retort. In the meantime, the girl was apparently embarrassed and bewildered by the battery of eyes which searched her with never a pause. She reached down, and putting her hand under the chin of Peter, raised his head.


    “Can you all see him?” she asked.


    “Scatter out, you there in front,” came a roar of voices from the rear. “We can’t see nothing.”


    Of course, it was not Peter they alluded to and although they were close enough to see the girl, Lee Haines did not blame them for wanting to be closer. He wished to be closer himself. He felt a tingle of pleasure at the thought of standing near her, as though, indeed, she were surrounded by an electric atmosphere.


    And he knew that a close eye would find no imperfections, that the careful examination would reveal no trace of wrinkles around the eyes, no weariness about the mouth. It was as if the freshness of the dawn were to step into the middle of the noonday and refuse to fade with all its delicate colors.


    “Peter, dear,” he heard the voice of the girl saying, and his heart melted at the sound. “Come up here where they can see you. Good boy! Up!”


    She clapped her hands together, leaning and smiling down to the horse. And up he leaped like a dog, and whirled hastily to keep his eye on this unaccustomed crowd. There was a rumble of admiration and applause, for both the girl and the horse.


    And indeed, Peter was as worthy of attention as the girl, in his own way. He stood not more than an inch or two over fifteen hands, and he was delicately made, but every scruple of his body was formed with a perfect hand. He could have stepped into a book as a type of what a horse should be. And yet he had strength as well.


    One could see that he could run smoothly and as long as a clock could tick. There was a catlike nimbleness about him. And as he stood on the boards of the veranda, shifting his feet as he felt the old wood yield under him, he gave an impression of wonderful lightness, as though he would have bounded, the next instant, over the heads of the crowd and darted away for freedom.


    Into the place which he had left vacant at the edge of the veranda the crowd had washed instantly. A thick row of sombreros tilted up as their wearers stared at the girl.


    “Here is Peter,” she said, and as she extended a hand toward him he pricked his ears and thrust out his nose to sniff at it. “And, oh, if I should tell you what a good horse he is, you’d hardly be able to believe!”


    “We’ll believe,” rumbled someone, and there was an eloquent grunt from the others. They would have believed any thing from her lips, felt Lee Haines. He was ready for the same thing himself.


    “You won’t have to chase him across fields the way I’ve seen some people chasing horses. When you go to the fence and call he’ll come to you. And if you haven’t any sugar, he’s just as happy!”


    There was a faint chuckle from the crowd. The thought of carrying sugar for a horse was a stretch outside of their imaginations.


    “You won’t need a whip or spurs for Peter. He’ll run till his heart breaks for you!”


    Her eyes grew bright with tears, so great was her earnestness. In quite forgetting all her timidity in her enthusiasm for Peter, she stood straighter and her voice rose a little, while she passed an affectionate arm under Peter’s head—and he stood as still as a rock.


    “And he’s always the same. He’s never tired. You can ride him every day. He’ll never be lame. He’s true gold all the way through! On my honor!”


    She paused and drew another breath.


    “I have to sell him,” she said sadly. “To some man who’ll be kind to him, I know. For who could help being kind to Peter?”


    She paused again with a hand extended frankly, as though to invite them into her perfect confidence in all mankind, and there was a little sway and stir in the crowd as every man vainly strove to get closer.


    “And so, if any one will offer a price—”


    “I’ll say three hundred,” said one.


    “Three’fifty!”


    “Four!”


    “Five hundred dollars!”


    “Five fifty!”


    It was much money for cattlemen to pay for a horse, but Lee Haines knew that they were bidding for a smile from the girl, not for the horse itself. And though yonder in the jail was a man to whom he owed his life and for whom he would have laid down his own safety, yet he knew that if he had the money in his pocket he would have joined the most enthusiastic bidders. The mere cow-punchers had drawn away a little, hopeless when they saw such money offered. It was only the ranchers who were calling now.


    But the voice of Joan halted them, saying: “Five hundred is what I need. Who offered that?”


    “I!” came the shout, and there were six voices in it.


    She shook her head, bewildered.


    “Who offered it?” she asked.


    “I offered it,” said Jud Carter, pushing his gaunt form through the crowd.


    “Then Peter is yours!”


    There was a shout of protest from, the others.


    “He was up for the highest bidder, lady! You got to sell him that way.”


    “But five hundred,” she argued, “is all that I need—poor Peter! Good boy!”


    A wave of grief called her attention from the men to the horse beside her, and the demands of the higher bidders were as suddenly forgotten.


    “And here,” said Jud Carter, climbing to her side, “is the coin. Lucky I had it handy with me!”


    He removed his hat with a flourish, very conscious that he was making a picture which would be long remembered, and not at all aware that it would be remembered mostly because it was ridiculous in the contrast of the slender girl, graceful as music, with his bony, work-twisted body, as he leaned above her.


    She took the money, rewarded poor Jud with a trembling smile, and then threw her arms around Peter. A gaping crowd saw the tears tumble out of her eyes, saw her lift his head and press her cheek against his muzzle, and then she was gone, while Peter turned and trotted after her, raising a cloud of dust from the veranda flooring.


    Jud Carter by a burst of sprinting, captured the horse and led him down to the ground, and there he was surrounded by a clamorous crowd, laughing, roaring out a hundred comments.


    But Joan had hurried straight down the street with a step as free and athletic as the stride of a boy. And so she came to the courthouse and the city hall, combined in one wide, low-fronted building. From the old pensioner at the door she asked the way to Judge Conley’s office, and the ancient unkinked his back and strode grinning beside her until he had brought her to the sanctum of the judge himself.


    “They are all kind,” thought Joan as she entered the office of the judge. “All these men are so gentle, I wonder why my mother wanted to keep me away from them? Why could it be?”


    So she stood in front of Judge Conley who, as he turned in his swivel chair, was encountered by the eloquent wink of the old man who was just closing the door. Therefore, the judge, to cover a responsive grin, had to frown and clear his throat, a proceeding which made Joan back a step away.


    He seated her in another moment, however. And when all the wrinkles were out of his forehead, it seemed to Joan that he was like all the rest of his kind—overflowing with good-nature and eagerness to help her. And as he drew the chair out of the shaft of sunshine and waved her into it, he remained leaning over it with one hand rested on the arm.


    It brought him so close to Joan that she had to lean farther back in the chair to smile up at him. But smile she did, although there was a wild riot of fear and hope and grief—for Peter—in her heart. For she was beginning to find that smiles worked wonderfully well with men. A smile struck a light into their eyes, made them alert, suppled the very joints of their limbs.


    So it was with the judge now. He beamed down upon her, a veritable rain of good will.


    “And what’s the trouble now?” he asked. “What’s the trouble, since nothing but trouble brings people to me? Let’s start right in with your name and then we’ll go through with the rest of the story.”


    “Joan Daniels,” she answered.


    The judge recoiled, struck the back of his knees against the edge of his swivel chair, and sat down heavily within it. The force jogged the spectacles low on his chin, and the knowledge that he had appeared ungraceful made him scowl to recover his lost ground.


    “Ah,” said he, “then you’re the one that I’ve heard of—that lives all by herself with a silent man for a father? Well, well! I’ve heard a good deal about you!”


    She shook her head, saying that she did not know who could have talked about her, because she knew no one, but she had heard that he was the man to whom one came when one whished to pay a bail.


    “A bail!” exclaimed the judge, starting in his chair, and then rocking far back in it until his short legs swung clear of the floor. “Bail? Who the devil—I mean, what bail do you want to pay?”


    His violence drove some of the color out of Joan’s cheeks, and as she stared at him, he sat forward again and managed to reach out and pat her hand.


    “There, there,” he said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. Whose bail do you want to pay?”


    She swallowed.


    “There is a man who was arrested last night. I think he’s called Sandy Williams—”


    She saw the face of the judge darken.


    “My dear—Miss Daniels,” said the judge, “what interested you in him?”


    “I can’t tell you that,” she admitted. “But here I have the money to pay—the whole five hundred, you see!”


    And she leaned forward, her eyes bright with delight. The judge, however, paid not the slightest heed to the money. Instead, he picked up a yellow telegraph slip from the desk beside him and extended it toward her.


    “I don’t know what you know about the man who calls himself Sandy Williams. But no matter whatever else you know about him, I imagine that you don’t know this—and you ought to!”


    She looked down to the slip of paper and saw typewritten across it in capitals:


    HOLD SANDY WILLIAMS UNTIL MY ARRIVAL. HIS REAL NAME, HARRY GLOSTER, WANTED HERE FOR MURDER OF HAL SPRINGER AND RUDY NICHOLS LAST WEEK. TWO THOUSAND DOLLARS REWARD WILL BE PAID TO—

  

  
    
      Part three

    

    
      Throwing dice with death

    

    Now that the girl was gone, the center of attention was the horse. And with the horse was unlucky Jud Carter as the cynosure of all eyes.


    “And what,” said some one, “d’you aim to do with that hoss, Jud?”


    “Why,” announced Jud, still somewhat crestfallen over the sudden disappearance of the girl, but his eye brightening as he looked over the racy lines of Peter, “I reckon that I can use him well enough. Couldn’t you?”


    “Maybe I could,” said the other, “but I dunno that I would.”


    “What might you be meaning by that?”


    “Why d’you think that most of the gents were bidding in on that hoss?”


    “Why—I dunno—”


    “Ain’t it true that there ain’t a man here that would want to pay five hundred for one hoss when he could get five hosses that ‘d be good to work cattle with?”


    “Maybe that’s true.”


    “Then why did they all bid up?”


    “Why—matter of fact—”


    “Matter of fact, they were just trying to help that girl out of the trouble that made her need five hundred dollars.”


    Jud came from a thrifty family. He looked about him in amazement.


    “You mean to say that they wanted to give away five hundred?”


    “No,” was the response; “because they figured that it was worth that much to get an introduction to the girl.”


    Jud Carter passed a work hardened hand across his forehead. But before his wits had cleared after this argument, and while he was still surrounded by men who were striving to show him an impossible point of view, he was removed from his difficulties by a new intervention.


    For Joan herself came slowly down the street and through the crowd and went straight to Jud. She carried in her hand, still, the same money which he had given her. And coming to him, she looked up in his face with great, fear stricken, wistful eyes.


    “Do you think,” she asked, “that I could buy Peter back from you for just as much as you paid? Here is the same money, you see!”


    It was the smile from heaven for Jud. He had been swept off his feet a little before —with all of the others around him—but the thought of losing five hundred dollars or the respect of the community had sobered his close figuring brain completely. His throat closed so tight that he could only reach for the money with one hand and gesture to Peter with the other.


    All in an instant Joan had given a faint cry of joy and was back in the saddle. A twitch of the reins and Peter was through the midst of them. A word and he was kicking the dust behind him as be galloped down the street.


    As for those who had done the bidding for Peter a little while before, they glanced after her with the wistful eyes of youth, seeing that one has only to turn the corner with any man in order to find him in his boyhood again. But while they were still gaping and had not said a word, news came hobbling out to them in the form of the old man who was the office boy, janitor, and all around messenger of the courthouse, with more knowledge about each office in the old building than had the very tenants themselves.


    It was he who now spread the word. How he knew no one could guess, for Judge Conley had certainly not told him. But perhaps the walls in that building were overly thin, or else keyholes were overly large. At any rate, he bore tidings of everything—of how the girl had come with five hundred dollars bail to get Sandy Williams free; and of how the judge had placed before her a telegram announcing that Williams was no other than a certain Harry Gloster, who had killed two men a week before, and therefore he was not open to bail of any amount.


    This was the news which sent a buzz of wonder through the town. It was a salve for the battered jaws and the sore ribs of the men who had stood up to Harry Gloster the night before and found themselves going down like nine pins. For, after all, a man who was capable of a double murder was capable of almost anything.


    But the only one who felt no thrill of excitement was Lee Haines. For when he heard the news it seemed as though a weight had fallen upon his shoulders, bowing him, and that a shadow had dropped across his eyes.


    At any rate, he went slowly, slowly back to the hotel, rented his room for another day, and when in the room he first of all carefully removed the bandage from his right hand. That hand was stiff, and the ragged wound in the palm was still un-healed.


    But, making a grimace from the pain it caused him, he began to open and shut the fingers. A few drops of blood oozed out as be continued, but he kept working until the hand was supple.


    After that, to rest the aching nerves of the hand, he lay on his back on the bed and ran his eyes over the cracks on the ceiling, and for every branching and turning of the long cracks above him he found branchings and turnings in his own life. He could read them as if they were notes to freshen his memory and bring up to his mind all that ever he had done or seen.


    And he had done too much; he had seen too much. So that from time to time he would close his eyes and relax, outworn by the effort, and at such times, his face relaxing, the flesh about his mouth and under his eyes sank in a little so that his face was like a death mask—or like death itself.


    The day sloped into the quiet and the shadow of the evening. When he was aware of the incessant beat and metal hammering in the blacksmith shop by its cessation; when the subdued voices which had gone on all the day were hushed away, and there were single calls from children in the street or bursts of laughter from a group of merrymakers, then he sat up on the bed, slowly, and leaned his head in his hand.


    There he sat until the darkness was complete. And when he began to move again it was with such a faltering slowness that indeed he seemed a feeble old fellow who has lived out the appointed threescore and ten, instead of a burly and vigorous man in the latter prime of life.


    However, what he was doing had a significance which was young enough. He was looking to his revolver. And he was looking to it in the utter blackness of the dark!


    His fingers seemed to have eyes for that work. They worked swiftly, and yet were unhurried. The big weapon was first unloaded, and then it was taken apart all in the dark, and all in the dark it was reassembled, the shells inserted again, and the cylinder was spun. And the action was as smooth as silk.


    If any one could have watched, they would have wondered not so much at the thing that was done, but that any man would have spent all the countless hours that must have been required in practice before he could have become so familiar with all the parts of a revolver that he would know each by the touch. But such, however, was the skill of Lee Haines, and the fact that he had such a skill threw a sharp light down his past.


    When his gun was ready and loaded once more he was still not ready. He lighted a lamp, drew his shade, and spent an hour in a strange practice, which consisted of jerking the gun from the holster on his thigh with lightning speed and leveling it at some object in the room, which might be the knob of the door or the high light which lay along the rim of the bowl on the wash-stand. Then he began to walk softly to and fro in the room, and when the impulse moved him he jerked out his weapon and whirled, aiming it again.


    They were adroit movements, but always they appeared to disappoint Haines. And finally he went to the stained and cracked mirror, and, holding the lamp above his head, he examined his face with a care which plainly showed that he considered himself an old man.


    After he set down the lamp he clapped a hat on his head, however, and went straight down the stairs to the rear of the hotel, and thence to the stable which was behind it. There he entered a stall in which was a great black stallion, a giant of his kind, yet built for speed as well as strength. In the days of old he could have galloped at high speed with all the crushing impost of a knight in full armor upon his back.


    Even the solid bulk of so big a man as Lee Haines would be nothing to his strength. He could trot along all day, just as a range mustang could trot under the burden of an ordinary man. He saddled the great black horse, arranged the pack behind the saddle, all with the consummate care of one who knows that little details count most in big affairs, and then led the spirited animal out and mounted.


    His journey led straight down the street of the village where the greatest number of eyes would fall upon him, but the moment he was clear of the outskirts of the town he turned to the left and made a swift semicircle which brought him back to the vicinity of the jail. Here he dismounted.


    There was a thicket behind the building.


    It had been cleared away for ten paces, but after this the brush was thick and high enough to hide a mounted man. Here he threw the reins of the black horse and dismounted; and as he did so he heard a girl’s voice singing not far away a Mexican waltz song:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer.”

    


    He listened to the singing for a moment. There was something so joyous and careless in it that it made his mood of the moment darker than ever. She might be still singing, this happy passer-by, when guns were sounding in the jail.


    After that he went forward again, circled the building, and came to the front entrance. It was surrounded by a group of men talking idly of idle things, but there was no doubt that they had been drawn there by the knowledge that a murderer was inside.


    The door to the office was open, and in it were Sim Hargess and his deputy, with a half dozen others. Lee Haines picked Hargess from the rest and drew him to one side.


    “Sheriff,” he said, “I have something of importance to tell you. It has to do with your man, Harry Gloster, inside.”


    “Let’s have it, then.”


    “Rather have you alone when I tell it.”


    The sheriff regarded him for a moment of doubt, then he sent the others from the room and shut the door behind them.


    “I guess you got no objections to George staying?” he said.


    “I’d rather have you alone, sheriff.”


    Again the sheriff hesitated. But eventually, with a shrug, he bade George follow the others.


    “Mind if I lock the door behind him?” asked Haines, doing the thing before he received an answer.


    “What the devil!” growled Hargess. “You afraid that they’ll break in to hear what you have to say?”


    “They’d spoil everything for me,” answered Haines seriously, “if they should hear. Sit down, sheriff. It won’t take me long once I’m started to—”


    He stepped to a chair as he spoke, and the sheriff leaned to be seated, but as he did so his eyes caught on a glint of metal. He cursed softly and straightened again, staring into the muzzle of Haines’s revolver.


    “Very neat, damn you!” he said bitterly.


    “Sorry, sheriff. But put them up quick. I’m pressed for time even with the door locked.”


    The sheriff raised his hands obediently.


    “The keys?” demanded Haines.


    “On the desk there.”


    “Thanks. What horse is that tied behind the jail?”


    “Mine.”


    “Going to have to borrow that roan, sheriff. Return him to you when I get a chance.”


    “You’ll sweat for this one of these days.”


    “Most likely I shall. Step inside, will you?”


    He waved to the jail entrance, and Sim Hargess obediently led the way. Obedience was in his manner, but not in his mind, however, for as he stepped through the door into the cell room he leaped to the side of the door with a shout and drew his revolver as he whirled.


    It took Lee Haines by surprise. Other wise there would have been no time for even the shout. But as it was, he tapped the sheriff over the head with the long barreled weapon which he carried. The sheriff dropped on his face, as loosely sprawling as if a ten ton wagon had rolled over him.


    Outside the building there was an answering yell of inquiry from Deputy George. At the door it was taken up by the clamor of a dozen voices.

  

  
    
      Freedom has its shackles

    

    That calling transformed the leisurely movements of Haines into wild haste. He leaned to scoop up the gun which was still clasped by the unnerved fingers of the sheriff; then he raced down the aisle to the cell of Harry Gloster.


    “Harry!” he called as he ran. “We’re leaving together. Take this!” He tossed the revolver to him. “Now if I can find the key that fits this damned door—”


    He began to work feverishly, groaning as every key failed to fit the lock. Gloster had merely scooped up his hat and placed it on his head, completing his readiness to leave. Now he took the revolver, spun it in his hand, and then tossed it onto his bunk.


    “I’ll leave this where it ‘ll do no harm,” he said. “A gun like that is apt to do a lot of killing if a man doesn’t look out.”


    Haines favored him and the discarded weapon with a glance of rapt wonder.


    “That’s a fool’s idea!” he declared. “But—” Here the lock turned and the door was cast open by Gloster’s shoulder.


    “Now for the rear door!” cried Haines. “Right outside the sheriff’s horse is tied. Jump into the saddle. I’ll cut the reins loose. Fast, Gloster, for God’s sake!”


    Down the sides of the building ran voices, and at the front door there was a furious battering. And far away, up and down the village street, they could hear the shouts and the beating of hoofs as men, attracted by the clamor at the jail, threw themselves into the saddle and scurried for the scene of action.


    The two inside reached the rear door, twisted at the knob, and found it locked. It meant another search among the keys, and such a search meant a delay which would render all escape hopeless.


    Haines, with a groan, started to fit the keys, however—since even hopeless work is better than inaction—but Gloster warned him away, and as he stepped aside a human battering ram went past him and hurled itself against the door.


    It was a stout door. The safety of the cells depended on the tool-proof steel of the bars, alone, but nevertheless, all the approaches to the building were strongly blocked. And now the door flung back the heavy body of Gloster as if he were a rubber ball. He staggered away, found footing once more, and returned to the charge, shooting straight ahead, then swerving at the last instant and giving the wood the rubbery mass of muscle on his shoulders as a pad for his weight.


    The shock cracked the lock as if it were castiron. The door flew open and spilled Gloster into the outer night where he was welcomed by a yell from half a dozen throats.


    Lee Haines jumped out to join the fracas, his deadly long revolver poised. But Gloster arose from the shadow at his feet, where he had fallen, and struck the weapon out of his hand.


    “No shooting for me!” he commanded, and lunged at the sheriff’s roan horse.


    As for Haines, with an oath of helpless anger, he stooped, caught up his fallen gun, and arose to find some one running straight on him, firing at every step. No doubt it was the jar of his own running that ruined the aim of the oncomer.


    But Haines had no time to find the trigger of his own weapon. He had seized it by the barrel, and now he dashed the heavy butt into the face of his assailant. The man went down with a gasp, and Haines turned toward Gloster long enough to see that the other was hopelessly lost.


    Three men had thrown themselves upon him as he was wrenching apart the reins that tethered the roan. And Haines gave up a lost cause and raced for the shelter of the bush.


    He was neglected for the instant, as all the rest were focusing on Gloster, and Lee ventured a glance back from the shrubbery.


    What he saw was Gloster rising out of a cluster of men as a dog shakes himself free from a scrambling, weak-toothed litter of puppies. One of the three was prostrate, a second went down at that instant as if struck with a club; the third staggered away, and then, encouraged by the yells of a solid group which was charging to his assistance, dived in again to the attack.


    Haines saw him picked up, heaved into the air as if he were no more than the fragile body of a child, and then flung into the faces of the onrushing men. The leaders went down under the blow. Those behind them were entangled, and before the tangle cleared, Gloster was on the back of the roan and dashing for the crowded shadows of the shrubbery.


    He plunged past Haines, three steps away, and was gone with a crash among the young trees. On the scene of the battle, men were picking themselves up, cursing brokenly. A roar of guns followed, the bullets rattling through the brush, and Gloster called hastily: “Haines! Haines! For God’s sake, where are you?”


    He reined in his horse, needless of the bullets which were whistling near him. But there was no answer from Haines.


    Instead, a slenderer and smaller figure now rushed a horse out of the darkness where he had expected to see the other man come to join. He jerked his horse around and charged the newcomer to strike him to the ground.


    But the latter dodged, with a horse as slippery as an eel. And, the next instant, a girl’s voice was crying to him: “Follow me! This way! Ride hard!”


    Amazement engulfed him, and then he rode as fast as the sheriff’s horse would take him, in pursuit of the girl. She led him straight at a thick, low copse. But when he half expected to see her and her horse come to ruin in the wall of brush they suddenly ducked out of sight in it.


    And, at the very verge of the thicket, he saw a narrow opening which twisted to the left, made by grazing cattle, perhaps, breaking a path through to come at near by water. He reined back the roan and wound through the brush at a more moderate pace, coming out on the farther side into a little hollow which pointed down a shallow arroyo. And in the hollow was the girl, waiting for him.


    “You’ve gained on them!” she cried, clapping her hands together in her delight. “They’ll have to ride around the thicket to come on your trail again. Ride fast— ride hard! Or if you stay at all, only stay to take my horse. There’s nothing in the country that can come up with him for running—”


    He could not believe his ears. Beyond the thicket, men were shouting, men were riding here and there, baffled by his disappearance. These were precious moments to put a distance between himself and them. But instead of taking her advice, he pressed closer to her and peered down into her face. The starlight was bright— bright enough to give him a thousand hints of her beauty, and yet so dim that a shadow still lay across her features.


    “You’re the girl,” he said. “I knew that voice as well as though I’d heard you singing the song—”


    “Don’t stop to talk!” she cried. “Be gone at once. Don’t you hear ‘them? Don’t you hear them?”


    In fact, the noise of horses and of shouting was spreading, behind them, to either edge of the thicket, and before long the riders would swarm out into the arroyo.


    “I can’t leave till I know your name.”


    “Joan. Joan Daniels. Now—quickly—”


    “I’m not going yet. What brought you here?”


    “I don’t know, except that something was telling me that perhaps”—she broke off to say, pressing closer to him and putting a hand on his arm—”the two men they say you killed—”


    “I never laid a hand on them. They were my partners, Joan. I came back from hunting. I found them dead, and I ran for it, because I knew that I didn’t have any defense—”


    “I knew you couldn’t have done it. I knew that, but I wanted to hear what—”


    “I’ve been trying to draw your face, Joan, but everything that I’ve imagined has been wrong. You’re a thousand times more beautiful. I’d give a year of life to see you only once in the sunlight—”


    “You mustn’t talk of that! Don’t you hear them coming? Don’t you hear them riding around the thicket?”


    The hand on his arm trembled. He took it in both his own, and as he drew her a little nearer, she raised her head and looked steadily up into his face. The noise of the riders faded from his mind.


    “What is your hair, Joan? In the star light it looks only like a pale glow of light. Is it gold?”


    “It’s yellow hair,” she said.


    “It’s metal gold,” he answered. “And what color are your eyes, Joan?”


    “Blue. Now go, Harry, for God’s sake, go!”


    “You’re not happy with me here?”


    “So happy it’s like sadness. Oh, being near you is a wild happiness! And when I touch you, it’s as though I took all of your strength into my hand.”


    “And when I touch you, Joan, I feel as if I’d taken the blue out of the sky and all the gold out of the mountains, and all the laughing and the singing out of the world.”


    “Hush!” she pleaded. “If you say such things, I’ll be begging you to stay. And now they come—oh, don’t you see?”


    “What do I care? I’m living a year every second. I’ve spent a whole life of happiness right here trying to tell you how much I love you, Joan. But the words don’t tell you what I mean.”


    “Then for my sake go!”


    “Ask me again, Joan.”


    “For my sake.”


    “And you care for me—just a little to begin with?”


    “Yes!”


    “Then—” He took her in his arms, but with her face raised to his, something weakened and snapped in him. And in her face and her eyes he found a solemn power which kept him from touching her with his lips.


    Another moment and he was spurring away for freedom.

  

  
    
      The valley of the shadow

    

    It was just as Gloster plunged into the wood near the jail that a bullet struck Haines. And there was a sting of irony that went almost as deep as the plunging bullet in the knowledge that he was struck by a random shot. After the thousand dangers he had faced, to be killed by accident—


    He thought of all that as he sagged against a tree trunk, watching with dim eyes the shadowy horsemen who were racing through the wood in the pursuit of the escaped man. Then, as he strove to get to the black stallion, his foot caught. He fell heavily and struck the side of his head against a stump.


    He lay only a few moments on the ground, but it seemed to him an eternity. He was faint and weak when his eyes opened again, and the roar of voices in the town and about the jail had grown into a heavy chorus.


    He felt of the blood which trickled from his wounds where the bullet had entered and left his body, and he knew that he was indeed no better than a dead man. What he wanted most of all was to get into the open, lie flat on his back and, watching the cold stars grow dim, so die. If only he could find water in the sands, for a fire of thirst was burning in him, closing his dry throat.


    Stumbling on in this fashion through the wood, with shadows already swinging before his eyes, he ran against a projecting branch, a stiff and strong-tipped bough which cut against the wound. He clapped his hand over the place, felt the blood gush, and staggered weakly on toward the black horse.


    The stallion remained honestly where he had been placed, but his low neigh of greeting came faint and far to Lee. He reached for the pommel and then found that he would never have the strength to pull himself into the saddle.


    “Lee Haines!” some one was calling.


    “Not he!” answered Haines, staggering as he turned. “Not Haines, Gloster. Come get me, and be damned to you—”


    And then his misting eyes saw that it was only a girl who stood before him, and he knew that it was a girl’s voice that had spoken.


    “It is Haines!” she was crying eagerly.


    “Where’s Gloster?”


    “He’s gone as fast as a fast horse can take him away.”


    “Thank God!”


    They were interrupted by a rushing of men and horses through the brush, and the clamor of a score of voices calling. Already the light cavalry of the town had swept into the pursuit; others were following. A cluster plunged past the girl and Haines not a dozen feet away. But they were looking for moving figures, and these stationary shadows remained unseen.


    “Why aren’t you riding?” she asked.


    “Riding?” Haines echoed. “I’ll go as far as water and stay there. Is there water near here—”


    He coughed, and the excruciating pain stopped his voice. She stepped close to him, and as the agony abated a little, he could see that it was the girl who had sold Peter that day and bought him back again.


    “You’re wounded—badly,” she was saying.


    “I’m nicked—nothing bad. If you can tell me where there’s water and—”


    He stumbled and would have fallen, but her shoulder caught under his, and held him strongly up. She drew one of his dangling arms around her neck. Her right arm she passed around him, and now half his weight slumped lifelessly upon her.


    “Try to walk—slowly!” she gasped, and they staggered on through the darkness.


    “Doesn’t amount to anything,” she heard him say. “I’ll just tie up the place they nicked me—be all right in a minute and—you go along about your business— nobody must find you with me—”


    But no matter how bravely he talked, she saw that his head had fallen far for-word so that he was blinded to the way they went, and every moment the weight she was carrying increased. There was a wild fear in her. She felt that at any moment it might overtake her and paralyze her. And so she fought it back savagely and centered all her mind on the need of the big man whose weight was lurching to and fro against her.


    She had seen an old cabin, more than half ruined, which stood among the trees, and to this she now led Lee Haines. He was barely past the door when he slumped down, his weight tearing away from her gripping hands, while he murmured: “I’ll just sit down here to rest a minute. Be all right—you run along now—”


    His weakening voice and his fall told her a thousand things more than his words.


    “Have you a match?” she cried. “Oh, quickly!”


    “Here’s one. Did I hear water running some place near?”


    She took the box of matches from his hand. It was always that way, she understood, with men who had been badly wounded. A torturing thirst burned in them.


    She struck a light and looked anxiously around her. The cabin was a wreck indeed. There was no flooring. Half of the roof had caved in under the weight of a falling branch which thrust a great cluster of dead boughs and twigs into the building. Red rust was eating the remnants of an iron stove to dust in a corner.


    In another space there was a bunk built against the wall: It must have been two or more years since the place was inhabited, yet by the bunk stood a singularly vivid memento of the man who had once dwelt here. It was a candlestick with a short section of time-yellowed candle still in it.


    Here her match burned out. With a second one she lighted the candle.


    “Not too much light!” Haines gasped. “I want to die away from ‘em. I don’t want them around me yapping and asking questions. Put something around it. And a little water—”


    His voice was cut away by another cough and she saw his big limbs contracted by a spasm of agony. No doubt that wound was grimly serious, but water seemed to her the most crying need.


    Not ten steps from the door she found the pump, still used by random passers-by, it appeared, for it was primed. She filled Haines’s canteen with clear, cool water and brought it back to him.


    He caught it with a great shaking hand that spilled half the contents down his breast. She had to hold it for him and his eyes made her shudder. They were like the tortured eyes of a dumb beast dying in agony. But this creature who lay mute was a man!


    After that she looked to his wound. His whole right side was adrip with blood, and when she cut away the shirt with his own knife, she saw a purple rimmed hole—


    Blackness swam across her eyes. Then she got swaying to her feet.


    “I’ll have a doctor here in one minute—”


    He shook his head with such an expression of earnest entreaty in his face that she paused.


    “All this needs is to be plugged—to stop bleeding. After that, I’ll be all right—”


    “You can’t be sure! And when I see it—”


    “I know. You’ve never seen a fellow clipped with a slug before. But this is nothing. Leaves you weak for a little while. After that, when the blood stops running—a man is all right. I’ll be walking around in an hour!”


    She studied his face anxiously, but he smiled back at her, and she dropped to her knees beside him.


    “Then tell me what to do. Tell me how to help you!”


    “If I had a pad of cloth—”


    She turned from him, ripped away her underskirt, and tore it into strips. He followed her movements, nodding with a sort of weak admiration.


    “Very strong for a girl,” he said. “Very strong! Never would dream it from the size of your wrist.”


    She wondered that he could say such things; but after all she decided that he must be very familiar with wounds and must know that this one was not deadly. She made pads of the cloth.


    With his own hands he placed those pads over the wound behind and the wound in front. Then she tied the bandage around him, drawing it to such a point of tightness as he demanded.


    After that, he wanted water again. She brought it, and again held the canteen to his lips.


    Some of the pain was gone from his eyes, now. And in its place there was a shadow like sleepiness, very like it!


    She was rejoiced when he smiled faintly at her, and in her happiness, smiling back to him, she took one of his hands and cherished it between both her own.

  

  
    
      Eyes that saw not

    

    It appeared to her that he was growing momentarily older and older, that his cheeks were thinner and that his eyes were sinking into a shadow, while a pale circle came around his mouth. His lips seemed tinted with blue.


    “You’re sure that this is the right thing to do—that there’s no danger?” she asked.


    “Not a bit.”


    “What can I do now?”


    “Go home and go to bed and forget that you saw me.”


    “Do you really want me to do that?”


    “Of course. You mustn’t be found with me.”


    “But who’ll take care of you?”


    “I’ll be away in half an hour.”


    “Away?”


    “On my horse, I mean.”


    “You couldn’t possibly ride, after being so hurt.”


    “You don’t know. I’ve been sliced up worse than this before. This is an old, old story!”


    She hesitated, but at last she shook her head with conviction.


    “I won’t say a word if you don’t want to be bothered,” she assured him. “But I want to stay here to try to make you comfortable. For instance, don’t you want something under your head?”


    And taking off her jacket, she rolled it and placed it under his head. Whatever his words had been, he accepted her ministrations. And looking down into his eyes as she leaned above him, it seemed to her that they were bottomless wells of gratitude.


    “That’s good,” he whispered to her. “But why are you doing these things for me?”


    “You risked yourself to save another man,” she explained. “Isn’t it right that I should help you?”


    “Is Gloster your brother?”


    “Oh, no;”


    “Ah,” nodded Haines. “I see how it is! Poor girl, you’re engaged to Harry.”


    “But I’m not, you know.”


    “What!”


    “He’s never even seen me.”


    He stared blankly at her.


    “Well,” he said, “I’ll ask no questions. And no matter what’s against Gloster, he’s a man. As for what I’ve done for him, it’s nothing. He’s already done as much for me. Hand and hand about, you know, that’s the only way people can get on.”


    “He’s helped you? Tell me about that!”


    He smiled at her eagerness, with that sleepy shadow, as she thought it, gradually deepening in his eyes.


    “An enemy of mine found me when I had this hand bandaged the other day.”


    He exposed that hand, with blood crusted on the palm from the use of his revolver. The friction of the butt must have caused him exquisite pain, and the girl shuddered at the raw-edged wound.


    “It was about to be my finish,” went on Lee Haines, “but Harry Gloster stepped in between me and the other fellow’s gun.”


    He paused and then added softly: “Never had met me before—never heard of me—hadn’t talked with me five minutes —but he jumped right in between me and a fellow who can make a revolver talk seven languages. Gloster hit twice, and that ended the fight. Bare handed work against a revolver. It was a pretty fine thing!”


    “But just like him!” cried the girl.


    “I thought you didn’t know him?”


    “I’ve seen him.”


    “And having seen him, you know all about him?”


    Suddenly he reached for her hand, found it, and drew it close to his breast. And the fingers which touched hers she thought colder than running water.


    “My dear,” said Haines, “I once knew a girl that was in love with a fellow like Gloster. No, he was really like nobody in the world. But like Gloster, the law made no difference to him. Will you let me tell you what happened to her?”


    She nodded.


    “She looked like you. That’s what put it into my head. She had the same sort of metal gold hair and the same kind of blue eyes. Mind you, she was still as different from you as Gloster is from the man she loved.


    “She was very quiet; very gentle; and to see her, you’d wonder how any man—or woman either, for that matter—could bear to make her suffer. But the man she loved —well, to tell you the short of it, he tortured her!”


    “Oh,” murmured Joan. “How terrible! If a man were so cruel to be—no matter how I loved him—”


    “What would you do?”


    “I’d leave him, even if my heart were to break.”


    “Ah, but you see, as I said before, you’re quite different from Kate Cumberland.”


    “Was that her name?”


    “Yes.”


    “Kate was my mother’s name,” mused the girl. “But won’t you tell me what happened?”


    “Yes. Dan Barry was the man she loved—but I suppose you’ve never heard of him?”


    “Never.”


    “There was a time when I thought everyone in the world would know about him sooner or later. Just what he was, I don’t know. Nobody knows. He was simply different.


    “Old Joe Cumberland, the squarest old rancher that ever lived, was riding about sunset time, one day, and he heard a queer whistling on the brow of a hill. He rode up there and he saw a boy—just a youngster—bare legged and dressed in rags —walking along with his head back, watching the wild geese flying north and whistling up at them.”


    “Ah?” murmured the girl, and she leaned forward, pushing the candle closer, as though its light on the face of the man might help her to understand his story.


    “Joe took the youngster home and raised him. Had a hard time. Dan Barry—he gave that for his name—didn’t seem to know where his mother or his father was. And when he was asked where he came from, he simply waved a hand at the southern horizon. And when he was asked where he was going and why, he didn’t know. He tried to run away at first, but when he was always caught, he gave it up. Finally he seemed to be quite happy.


    “But he was different from other people. He was as quiet as a girl, most of the time. But when he was stirred up, he turned into a fighting devil. A fighting devil,” repeated Haines with a sort of religious awe. “And when he fought, though he wasn’t a big man, he had the strength of half a dozen men. Imagine a hundred and fifty pound wildcat, you see?


    “Cumberland had seen him in a couple of passions when he was a youngster, and he made up his mind that the only way to keep Dan from getting into trouble was to keep guns out of his hands when he was around other men. He’d let him hunt as much as he pleased, but he never let him wear a gun when he was going to town.


    “And Barry lived mostly in the mountains—mighty little at home. He came back with a wounded wolf one day. Barry called it a dog. But he was the ringer of a black-coated wolf, and a mighty big one. “That was the ‘dog’ that Dan called Black Bart. It was danger on four paws, that wolf. Ready to tear the heart out of any other man and ready to die for Dan.


    “Another time he came back with a black stallion, the finest I ever saw. I have a fine horse of my own and it happens to be black, but the Captain isn’t worth one of Satan’s hoofs. And yet for all that I’ve never found a horse that could pass the Captain or outlast him.


    “But the point of it was that Satan kept the strength of anything that is wild and free. You see? He served Dan, but he served him for love, you might say. Can you understand the difference? There is a difference.


    “It took me a year to teach the Captain that it didn’t pay to buck even if he threw me off, now and then. Now he lets me ride him, but he’s waiting to get me at a disadvantage and tear me to bits.”


    “Why do you keep him?”


    “Because he’s the best horse in the mountains. That’s one reason. Another is that I think he’s one of Satan’s colts. I got him when he was a yearling, and he was in the mustang band that old Satan was still leading. Some of the old blood runs in him. And if he had another Dan Barry on his back—how can I tell?—he might be every bit as good as his father ever was!


    “But to get back to Barry himself, I say he used to go around the country on the back of a horse he didn’t need a bridle to handle and with a wolf trailing him and doing his errands—”


    “How wonderful!” cried the girl; “oh, how wonderful!”


    “You think so? A little bit terrible you would have found it, too, if you had seen them as I have seen them. I’ve watched them play a game, all three of them. Mind you, this was when they thought they were quite unwatched.


    “Satan would trot away to a little distance. Then Black Bart attacked Dan—like a demon, with his fur bristling and his great teeth slashing the air a hair’s breadth from Dan’s face, who would fend the brute off with his hands, dancing here and there like the shadow of a leaf in a whirlpool of wind.


    “And Satan would come to the rescue with the sun winking on him, and his mane blowing above his head; just a fraction of a second’s pause at the scene of the fight— and then Dan had dived at him, caught him in some way around the neck and then twisted on to his back. So off they would go with Black Bart after them, sailing through the air with his teeth aimed at Dan’s throat—imagine catching a hundred and thirty pound wolf coming at you like an arrow with his own speed plus the speed of a racing horse! But that’s what Dan Barry would do, and off they would go with Satan carrying both of them and thinking nothing whatever about it!”


    “Ah,” murmured the girl, “how beautiful and how free! Such a man could do no wrong!”


    “Let me tell you what he did. I’ve been saying all this just to work up to the point. He married beautiful Kate Cumberland. He settled down. He forgot his wildness. They had a youngster. Mind you, I say that he forgot his wildness. Rather I should say that he kept putting the impulses behind him. But finally they broke loose again. Seven men chased him. Seven men killed the horse he was riding—it wasn’t Satan—and Dan started to get the seven, one by one. He forgot Kate. He forgot the youngster. He went on a blood trail—”


    “Why not?” cried the girl. If Peter were killed—”


    “But for the sake of a borrowed horse—to kill six men? That was why Kate left him. She still loved him, but she saw that she could not stay with him on account of their little girl.


    “You see, Dan was willing to leave, but he couldn’t bear to let the little girl stay behind him. And that wildness was beginning to show in the youngster. It drove her mother frantic with fear to see it; and finally, while she was sitting in their cabin one night, she heard a whistling out in the night and she saw the little girl get up from the fire and cross the room and stand there with her baby face pressed against the glass and looking out into the night.”


    “She wanted to get to her father?”


    “God knows! She’d have walked out into the teeth of wolves when she heard that whistle. And when Kate saw that look in the eyes of the baby, she knew—she knew—”


    Here the voice of Lee Haines faltered and died away. The flame of the candle had leaped high and, pouring up a steady little stream of black smoke, it had rapidly eaten away the candle itself until now the fire was guttering, half inside the holder and half outside—so that the house was swept with alternate waves of light and shadow, and the only fixed point of illumination was a small circle on the ceiling.


    It was in one of these passing shadows that Haines saw something in the face of the girl which shook his nerves. Or at least he thought he saw it; but when the flame spouted up again he changed his mind, only to see it once more when the shadow waved across them again.


    “What’s the matter?” she asked, frightened.


    “Hold the candle higher!” he demanded.


    She obeyed.


    “Now,” he said, his eyes great and shining as he watched her, “I was saying that the girl, when she heard her father’s whistling, went to the window and looked out and then she tried to climb up on the sill—”


    His voice stopped again, and it seemed to Joan that he watched her with a fascinated horror.


    “Who are you?” he asked.


    “Joan Daniels,” she answered; “but tell me more about Dan Barry. It seems to me—I don’t know why—it pours me full of wonder, happiness, fear, to hear you speak of him.”


    “What Daniels?” Haines persisted.


    “Buck Daniels.”


    “What? He wasn’t married fifteen years ago. How could he have a daughter of your age?”


    “Do you know him?”


    He disregarded the question.


    “Tell me about your mother.”


    “She looked a little like me. I mean, she had yellow hair and blue eyes.”


    “And her name—”


    “I told you before—it was Kate.”


    He had raised himself, tensed with the effort. Now he sank back, supine, with his eyes closed. And Joan leaned anxiously above him.


    “What’s wrong? Are you worse?” she cried.


    “Worse every minute,” he said calmly, without opening his eyes.


    “I’ll get help—”


    “Stay close to me, Joan. I’ve only a minute or two left. I knew when I had one look at the place that slug hit me that I was finished. I’ve seen too many wounds not to know. Don’t go for help. The last thing I can do is to tell you a thing you ought to know.”


    She took his hands. By the force in her own young arms she seemed striving to drive new life into him.


    “I saw it in your face,” he murmured, “when the candle began to die—that same wild look I’ve seen in the face of your father—”


    “Wild look—in dad’s face?”


    “Not Buck Daniels.”


    His next words were an obscure muttering. She leaned closer and she heard him saying:


    “Dan Barry’s girl was named Joan. His wife was named Kate, and you—”


    He drew a great breath, and then his eyes fixed blankly upon the shattered roof of the cabin.

  

  
    
      Hare and hounds

    

    The sheriff’s roan was as trim a gelding as ever jogged across desert sands, and if it came to a dash over good going he had a turn of speed which would make a rival sick in half a mile of work. So that, during the first ten minutes of his ride, Harry Gloster watched his progress with the utmost satisfaction and heard the noise of the pursuit beat away into the distance.


    But he presently discovered that the roan was beginning to slacken his efforts. His gallop was losing its elasticity, and his fore hoofs struck the earth with a lifeless beat which meant a very great deal to the rider. He recalled the sheriff—a lean and sun withered man who might well be fifty pounds lighter than himself. Perhaps it was his weight which was killing the roan. Perhaps it was the great speed with which he had covered the first two miles out from the town. No doubt, both causes combined. But he presently was sure that he had killed the speed of the mount.


    He drew to a walk and dropped out of the saddle. The instant he struck the ground he saw how much worse matters were than he had dreamed. He had to draw the roan along by the reins. The poor animal dragged back on the bit with dull eyes and flagging ears, and his hoofs trailed in the dust; and he got his wind back with amazing slowness.


    For a blown horse is not like a blown man. Many a good athlete runs himself to a faint in a half mile race, lies ten minutes flat on his back, consciously relaxing every muscle, and then arises to run a mile event and win it. But when the ribs of a horse begin to heave in a certain manner, his flanks ballooning in and out, and when his head begins to jerk down at every stride, a rest of a few minutes does him little good.


    The roan was not yet in this completely run out condition; he had something left, but it tortured Gloster to think of squeezing the last of life out of the beast.


    He continued walking until a dull and muffled pounding was plainly audible behind him, and he knew that the pursuers were gaining fast. Then he brought the roan to a trot and went forward at a smart dip, with the gelding beside him. Perhaps he covered a mile in this fashion, but by that time the noise from the rear was very distinct and he dared not linger any more.


    In the meanwhile, although the roan was by no means recovered from the effects of that heavy weight in the saddle and the terrific pace of the first two miles, at least it was no longer pulling back on the bridle; and when Gloster, somewhat winded by his efforts on foot, climbed into the saddle again, the horse went off at a trot.


    A trot, indeed, was all that could be reasonably managed in the soft silt of the desert. It was muffling the noise of those who came behind. But from what he heard, Gloster knew that they had spread out in a thin, long line, and were coming straight down his trail. They had heard his retreat over the harder ground nearer the town; and now he would be lucky indeed if he managed to get out of sight before the light of the dawn began.


    An arroyo crossed his way. He dropped into it with a sigh of relief and raised the gelding to a gallop again. A moment later the dry ravine was filled with a clamoring as the whole posse swung in behind him, and, with the good footing beneath them, they gained upon him at an appalling rate.


    Five minutes would see the finish of that race. No—less time than that. They were sweeping around a curve just behind and in ten seconds they would have full view of him. And a view by the clear starlight would be almost as good as a view in the day. Certainly they would open with their guns, and his own thigh was weighted by no revolver, to say nothing of a rifle under his leg.


    He swung out of the saddle, balanced his weight on one stirrup for an instant, and then dropped to the ground. The tired gelding would have dropped back to a trot at once. The gentle beast even tried to halt and return to its late rider; but Gloster scooped out a handful of pebbles, sent the horse flying on with the force of them, and then threw himself back against the wall of the ravine.


    He was plainly enough visible. The arroyo was not wide, and the stars were deadly bright. He could only hope that, by drawing the brim of his sombrero over his face, and flattening himself against the wall, he would not be seen as the front of the posse rolled by.


    They came now, with three or four eager riders rushing in the lead and riding all the harder as they heard the beat of hoofs from their quarry so short a distance before them. These were no short winded sprinters, overburdened by riders of un usual weight. Every one was the favorite mount of the fellow who bestrode it. At least, so they appeared to Gloster; and they rode like avenging whirlwinds.


    On they pushed, and then raised a yell, for down the canon ahead of them the noise of the gelding’s gallop had fallen away to a trot.


    “Scatter, boys!” yelled the commanding voice of Sheriff Sim Hargess. He had recovered quickly from his hurt and joined in this work to revenge his disgrace. “That devil is slowin’ up to fight. Shoot straight when you see him—”


    His voice was blotted out by the roar of hoofs as the main body of the posse rode past. In a few more seconds they would find that he was not with the gelding; then a brief search as they scattered in all directions, and finally he must be taken back to prison, trussed up like a calf.


    There were forty men in that group, and in the rear came two or three stragglers. One, it appeared, had fallen behind because something had gone wrong with his cinches. At any rate, he was now overtaking the main body hand over hand.


    With a secret pang Gloster saw the wide shoulders of that horse working. With such a mount to carry him—


    He leaped from his place with a shout. The racing horse, seeing this sudden apparition, snorted and, throwing back its weight, tried to swerve away. That was the moment that Gloster chose for leaping. In spite of its efforts to stop, the horse was dashing away at a smart pace, and the double impact of the speed of the horse and Gloster’s leap was all transferred to the luckless rider.


    He was smitten from his place as cleanly as any champion in the olden days picked an enemy out of the saddle in the lists and sent him crashing to the ground.


    Down he went, and into his place in the saddle slipped Harry Gloster, with a new lease of life if he could take advantage of all the chances. But that would be no easy thing to do. To be sure, the whole posse had whirled past him; to be sure, they were now somewhat tangled in a mass farther down the arroyo, while the leaders were yelling that Gloster was not on the sheriff’s roan, and some of the members were still pushing ahead, not having seen what happened to the rear.


    But those horses were nearly all out of the great school of the cow ranges. They could turn on a ten cent piece, and it was nothing to weave a way through a crowd of horses, compared with working a calf out from the packed herd.


    In their scrambling start Harry Gloster gained some thirty or forty lengths. He might have gained even more. But he had learned one lesson this night, and he was not apt to kill off his mount by too much sprinting in the beginning of a long run.


    He saw a narrow cattle path going up the side of the arroyo. Up this he went. The posse stormed after him. They were far too impatient to go up the path one by one; so they crashed up the steep bank with plying spurs and many oaths. There were three falls and a thousand curses, but in a few seconds all were over the edge and headed into the plain beyond.


    Nevertheless, they had taken more out of their horses in that brief group of seconds than in a mile of hard running. That handicap might balance the weight of Gloster in the saddle.


    So, at least, he hoped. And after the next furious half mile, in which he barely managed to hold them even, his hopes increased. Some of them were using their guns, pumping shot after shot in his direction. But he did not mind this. There was hardly more than a chance in a thousand that a bullet would strike home from revolver fired at night from galloping horses. Even in the daylight he had seen many pounds of ammunition wasted in a similar fashion. Their shooting would simply make them ride slower.


    For his own part, he was jockeying his horse with the utmost care, swaying with every stride, leaning to cut the pressure of the wind. Yet all would not do. They began to gain again. The firing stopped.


    There was a period of fierce and silent riding, and then he saw that they were creeping up steadily on either flank.


    Desperately he looked about him. Had he a gun, he might have driven them back to arm’s length and given a chance for some sort of maneuvering. But now all he could do was to use up the last strength of the mustang in a final burst.


    Where should he direct his flight? East of him the ground fell away, and the down slope was one temptation. Going down hill his weight would not tell so much against the laboring horse that carried him. And in the hollow there was a long line of trees. Willows, no doubt, were most of them, but they could give him shelter, and if he could gain that screen they would hunt him cautiously. How could they tell that he had no gun, and even if he had one, that he was determined not to use it?


    He flattened himself along the neck of his mount, drove home the spurs, and felt the gallant mustang pour out the strength of his heart in the final effort. Down the hill they raced, drawing away from the clustered men of the posse at every jump. A bullet sung at his ear, followed by the creck of the report. And then the trees were before him with the rush of the hard riders just behind. They passed the screen of the first trees. The others entered with a roar.


    He kicked his feet out of both stirrups, halted the horse on braced and sliding hoofs, true cow pony fashion, and then swung himself up onto an overhanging branch. A touch of the rowel as he pulled himself up sent the horse on at a fresh gallop, and, lying on the limb, he saw the others rush past him.


    He waited until the last had gone by. Then he dropped to the ground and started back, doubling on his tracks and running as he had never run before. If he could gain the top of the rising ground before they found the riderless horse and came back to look for him, he might be able to get a sufficient distance and disappear in the night, but he was scarcely out of the willows when he heard the yell which announced that his second mount of that night had been found.


    On he ran. The ground had appeared firm enough when his mustang was racing down the incline, and the slope slight enough. But now his boots were slipping in sand, and the slope was like a mountain side rolling up against the stars. A short, quick step, driving, down on a flat foot, was what he must use.


    So he toiled with all his might, grinding his teeth at the constant slipping. He reached the crest. His body would show there against the skyline as if he were a house. So he dropped flat and looked back in time to see the posse come boiling out from the trees.


    They scattered here and there, rode toward him, then turned and rode back again. Plainly they did not know what to do, and then he heard the voice of the sheriff as plainly as if the latter had been at his elbow.


    “Scatter down the trees. Five of you—you five there!—ride down a mile, then cut through the trees and start working down toward me. Five more ride up a mile and do the same thing. Half a dozen more go through to the opposite side and watch, scattered out. The rest of us will stay here. Take your rifles, boys. If you do any talking, make it short. If you start shooting when you see him, you won’t get hanged for it. Now go!”


    They were off with yells, and Harry Gloster, lying flat on the sand and gasping in his breath, shuddered with thankfulness. Had he indeed tried to hide in the willows, they would have closed in on him and crushed out his life. Half an hour would have ended him.


    He waited to see no more, but crawled a hundred yards on his hands and knees until he was over the ridge and until the voices from the hollow came small and faint to him. Then he arose to his feet and struck away across the sand at a jog trot. He had learned that trick of running from the Indians, who will keep up their dog trot under a furnace of a sun and cover a hundred miles in twenty-four hours, running down horse and man. To be sure, he could not match the Indians, but at least he could run astonishingly well for a man of his bulk.


    For a full five miles he did not slacken; then, as the wind freshened to the north and west, coming full in his face, he dropped to a walk, but kept steadily on. He could only pray the wind might raise to a gale and wash sand across his trail, but he crossed firm ground in spots here and there, and those spots, he well knew, would be found, and in every one his flight prints would be like arrows pointing out the direction of his flight to the sheriff.


    And the picture of Sim Hargess came before him again, sun withered, wrinkled, and light of limb, as though he had been fashioned on purpose to live in a land of little rain. He was made for the country just as the beasts and birds were made for it. To attempt to escape from him would be like attempting to escape from Nemesis.


    A shadow formed against the sky to his right. He dropped to his knees that he might view it more clearly and at a better angle, and it appeared to him that there was a sharpness of outline which could only come from a house. He turned straight toward it, and in a few minutes he was sure.


    A little later and he saw the whole cluster of the ranch buildings. It grew in distinctness, and now he put on his best speed. For, as he glanced behind him, he saw that a light was winking on the desert, then other lights, like a swarm of distant fireflies of a giant size. He understood what that meant. They had been using their pocket electric torches to find his trail, and, having found it, they were doubtless tracking him across the desert almost as fast as their horses could gallop.


    If the wise old sheriff could do all this by night, how long would Gloster have lasted by the day? He thought of this as he ran, and it gave him a great burst of speed, for he carried his bulk as lightly as any track athlete.


    By the time he reached the barns and sheds of the ranch the lights had disappeared behind him. They had made up their minds that he was breaking for the sheds, and, for that matter, he did not need the light to tell him of the rate of their approach, for now in the starlight he could make out the indistinct forms of the horsemen, a great blot of shadow coming rapidly over the sands.


    He found the saddles after a brief search in one of the sheds. And with saddle and bridle over his arm he ran out into the corral. The horses milled before him; but he pressed resolutely in, regardless of possible flying heels, for in the distance the beat of hoofs was growing and he could hear a voice calling—that must be the sheriff— “Spread out! Spread out!”


    He crowded a horse into a corner and in a moment had the saddle and bridle on it. Then he let down the bars to the corral. They would have their work cut out for them if they tried to catch fresh mounts to follow him, while those mustangs had a thousand acre field to run in. He yelled, and the horses poured through the gap and away into freedom, snorting and tossing their heels in the air.


    Other shouts came from the posse as they understood the meaning of the tumult from the corral. He saw a scattered line of horsemen spurring as hard as they could to surround him, and then he gave his pony the reins.


    It was all over in two minutes. The fagged mounts of the posse dropped almost instantly behind him; their guns began to pop at random—sure sign that they were beaten on this stage of the hunt, at the least.

  

  
    
      Half queen and half child

    

    It did not matter that they were long overdue at home, Peter was sent slowly home that night. For, now and again, Joan was blinded to the way, recalling how Harry Gloster had come thundering out of the jail with the splinters of the broken door showering about him, and how he had beaten the three men to the earth and thrown one of them into the face of the crowd which was attacking.


    Whenever she thought of these things she could not help twisting suppositions back and forth in her mind, striving to understand how he could have been so near to mortal danger and yet could have escaped without a serious injury. It was almost as if the sheriff and his men had loaded their weapons with blank cartridges. But if they had, Lee Haines would still be living.


    Dan Barry, Black Bart, Satan, Joe Cumberland—there was hardly an end to the procession of figures which had been crowded into her mind by the talk with Haines. The tears came when she recalled how calmly and hopelessly he had met his end, and how smoothly he had persuaded her that it was only a trifling wound. Now, when they found him, he would be thrown into a nameless grave.


    When she came in sight of the house her fear of Buck Daniels was gone forever. She rode with reckless noise past the house, and Buck himself came running out. She did not heed his challenging shout, but went blithely on to the corral, where she unsaddled Peter and brought him to an ample feed of grain. It was not until she had finished all these things that she went back to the ranch house.


    Buck Daniels walked in front of it, up and down, up and down, with a glow of light from his pipe now and again showing the storm in his face. She called to him, received no answer, and went into the kitchen. She was hard at work getting her supper when the door banged heavily, sending a long series of murmurs and squeaks like strange echoes through the house. Buck stood before her with war in his face.


    “Well,” he said, “what you got to say for yourself?”


    She smiled across the stove at him.


    “I said ‘Hello’ when I came in from the corral.”


    “Hell!” said Buck Daniels, and clamped his teeth together to keep back worse words than this. It was apparent that her smile had done more harm to his peace of mind than her words, although they had been airily independent enough.


    “What have you been doing?”


    “Finding out the price of Peter.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “I mean five hundred dollars. That’s what he’s worth.”


    “You’ve sold him?”


    “Yes.”


    “Without asking me?”


    “I bought him back again.”


    “Joan, what the devil is in you?”


    She shrugged her shoulders and went on with her work. Fried potatoes and a great slice of ham and a mighty cup of coffee and hot milk would not be too much for her.


    “You been riding to a fall, Joan, and now doggone me if the time ain’t come when you got to hear some talk that ain’t going to be like any other talk you ever heard! In the first place what I want—”


    “Hush!” whispered Joan.


    She raised her hand, and into the silence which she had interposed floated the shrill crying of the wild geese as some thick wedge of them fled up the northern sky. It was a marvelous music to Joan. It chimed and echoed in her very heart of hearts.


    She even opened the door, but as she stood there against the outer blackness of the night, looking northward to the sky, Buck caught at her shoulder and drew her back into the room. He closed the door hastily and stood with his shoulders braced against it. His eyes were a little wide, as he faced her, and she thought that there was still a slight tremor of the upper lip as if, the instant before, he had received a great shock.


    But she was too filled with great memories this evening to pay much attention to Buck and his ideas of her. The careless smoothness with which she spoke to him was the only tone possible to her. If she had tried to speak soberly, she would have burst into tears and been unable to proceed.


    She would have turned back to the stove, but he caught her and stopped her again.


    “I’ve had hell two nights hand running on account of you,” he told her, “and I’m damned if I’m going to have it again. Understand?”


    She did not answer. She hardly heard the words he had thundered at her.


    “Joan! Where have you been?”


    “With a man.”


    “I knew it!” he groaned. “I knew it. Who?”


    “A man you know.”


    “And he hasn’t seen the last of me whoever he is!”


    “Lee Haines was his name.”


    It was a strong name, indeed. It seemed to have the strength of a club to strike down Buck Daniels. He fumbled, found a chair, and lowered himself into it without taking his glance from her face.


    “What did Lee tell you? Where is he? Where did you meet him? What did he tell you, Joan?”


    “’He told me about my father.”


    It was a second blow and it made him drop his face in his hands. She stood over him, trembling with anger.


    “You’ve kept it away from me all these years, and what right had you to do that? I’ve lived in the center of a lie!”


    He made a gesture as though brushing her words away to get at something more important.


    “Did he tell you how—how your father died, Joan?”


    “All but that,” she answered.


    “Thank God!”


    “But I’ll find it out! I’ll find out every word that can be known about him!”


    “Joan, I won’t let you. We start back East to-morrow. I’ve made arrangements. We’re going to go—”


    “Not a step!” she cried. “Oh, do you think I’d give him up? I’ve been cheated of him all this time, but I’m going to make it up!”


    He arose and began to pace the room, swinging through it, back and forth, with an uneven step as his thoughts spurred and checked him. But at last he stopped short and faced her.


    “I’ve got to tell you things I been praying all this time that you wouldn’t hear. I’ll tell it short, because I ain’t got the strength to tell all the small things that go into the making of it. When your father died—when Dan Barry died,” he began, his words coming forth haltingly, “I went to Kate—your mother. I told her I wanted to help, and she told me that the great thing to be done was to take you out of a country where Dan had lived and get you into a new place where folks had never heard of him.


    “She wanted to go East, but I showed her that there wasn’t enough money between us to support us in the East in a city. But there was enough to start a small ranch. That was what we done. We came away down here and got this place between us, and the best way to cover up tracks seemed to be for her and you to take my name.”


    “She didn’t marry you after he died, then?”


    “When he died, she died,” said Daniels. “That is, all except that part of her that was wrapped-up in you. And that part kept her alive for a few years. But she was more’n half dead. You remember how quiet she was—wouldn’t speak through a whole day, maybe, except to give you your lessons?”


    “Yes. And when she walked around the house, I used to feel, sometimes, as though she were afraid of the noise she was making.”


    “But I remember her as happy as sunshine, full of singing and laughing. Made people smile just to see her pass. All that had died out of her when Dan was gone. You never knew more’n the shadow of your mother, Joan. And when she come to die, she begged me to take you away from the West as soon as I could—”


    He paused for a moment, then went on again.


    “She begged me to keep the name of your father away from you—”


    A great new thought had come to Joan.


    “But how could she ask you to do all these things if you—if you were not even my stepfather?”


    “Because she knew that I loved her, Joan, more than I loved God or feared the devil. She knew that she could trust me for her sake to do my best for you, and I’ve done it, Joan, as well as I could, but I guess that I ain’t done more than to make you unhappy—”


    “Don’t!” gasped Joan. “Oh, when I think how patient and how gentle you’ve been—when I think of that and how you’ve—”


    Tears flooded down her face.


    “I’ve done no more than any man would of done for her,” he insisted calmly. “There was never a woman like her before and there’ll never be another like her again. You’re a pretty girl, Joan. You got a stronger mind and a stronger body than she had. But she was sort of half queen and half child, and between them two things she worked on the heart of a man till he’d die to give her one happy day.”


    “And Dan Barry?” she asked. “Did it help you to hate him because you loved my mother so much?”


    “Joan, the other day I was telling you about one man in all my life that was a friend to me.”


    “I’ll never forget what you said. It seemed as though I’d never known you untill you told me that!”


    “Well, Dan Barry was that man. Does that help you to understand?”


    Again she was stricken dumb. She had gone for years feeling that the most prossaic man in the world was this same fellow she had called “dad,” but now she discovered enough to make her think of endless possibilities in him. And, indeed, she suspected that he belonged to a former generation which was bolder, stronger, more noble than the people among whom she lived.


    He was saying now: “But I’ve never forgotten that as Kate died she asked me to take you East as soon as I could. I’ve been saving and scraping ever since. And though I ain’t got quite enough together, we can make it do. I can find work of some sort that will pay—all I want is your promise to try to go on doing what your mother wanted you to do.”


    And Joan, drying her eyes, was about to answer in the affirmative when, through the open kitchen window, the faint calling of the northbound wild geese floated into the room, a chill and dissonant sound. It stopped her voice.


    Buck Daniels, with a stifled oath, strode to the window and slammed it down to shut out those wild voices, but the old building was full of rifts and cracks which served now as ears. He himself could hear nothing, but he knew from the quivering lips and the far-seeing eyes of the girl that she still was listening.


    “Joan!” he called roughly.


    She roused herself with a start.


    “Yes?”


    “I want your answer. You’re going with me, Joan?”


    She hesitated.


    “There ain’t nothing more sacred than the wish of a dying mother, Joan!”


    But, instead of answering, her head bent back a little, her glance roved far past him, and he knew that her thoughts were flying north and north lighted by a newly risen moon.

  

  
    
      Part four

    

    
      The unconquerable captain

    

    Charlie Purvis donated his big corral for the show. It contained nearly an acre, surrounded with a lofty and solid fence. On the outside of that fence leaned the men and the women; the youngsters were perched on the top rail; for the entire population had turned out to witness the contest. For the quality of the combatants was known.


    Now and again eyes turned to a rear window of the Purvis house. Stretched in agony on his bed, with three ribs smashed in, a great scalp wound furrowing his head, and his left arm fractured in three places, Charlie Purvis could still turn his head and see the battle through his window. It was for that reason that he had donated the corral, as every one knew. He had tried to ride the Captain the day before, and now he wanted to see some other hero conquer where he had failed—or fail and perhaps pay a penalty almost as grim as his own.


    The picked riders of the county had gathered for the testing. There were a score who had courage enough to make an attempt to conquer the great black stallion. And there were three famous horsemen who were believed to have an excellent chance of riding the big devil. These were Lefty Gilmore, Sam Ricks, and Champ Hudson, men of genius, every one, when it came to the governing of a pitching horse.


    Now entered the great antagonist, dragged along by a half dozen ropes twisted over the saddle horns of tugging cow ponies. He came raging and rearing, already dripping with sweat so that the sun glittered and shimmered and washed in waves of blinding light along his sides. He had done a day’s work in the passage from the stable behind the hotel to the field of action, and yet it was plain to see that his mettle had simply been aroused by what he had already done.


    “He’s ready to go!” cried a chorus of the spectators. And there was a little shivering cry of admiration and fear from the women, old and young, for there was enough fiend in the huge animal to thrill them with wonder and with terror at the same time.


    It was said that after Lee Haines died, the stallion had been suddenly changed, so that from perfect docility he passed at a step into the most demoniacal temper. It might have been explained that he simply was ill at ease in the hands of a stranger and that he naturally expressed his nervousness with his heels and his teeth.


    But no one cared to have a common place explanation of an extraordinary thing. It was believed that there was an unearthly connection between the mind of the horse and the mind of the dead master so that the moment the latter passed away the rebellious soul of the stallion arose in a struggle for freedom.


    And the horse gained the more significance when the town came to know more about the identity of this Lee Haines. They had found him dead in a little shack among the trees, laid out with his eyes closed, his weary face composed, and his hands folded calmly upon his breast. Some one had been with him when he passed away. Who could it have been? No one could guess. And that was another added element of the mystery.


    But that was not all. When they examined his effects, it was found that he carried a wallet, on the inside of which were the half obliterated initials of a farmer who had been one of the victims in a celebrated train robbery three years before, who had resisted being plundered and who had been killed. It started people on a new train of thought.


    The authorities sent out a flood of telegrams and very soon they began to learn startling things—that this man was no other than the same Lee Haines who had, seventeen or eighteen years before, ridden in the outlaw gang of Jim Silent; and they gathered additional information to the effect that he was one of a famous band which, for a number of years, had been operating up and down the mountains. It was even believed that he was the leader of the outfit.


    What desperate considerations could have led him to take his life in his hands and appear in open daylight in the center of a town was another mystery. His reason must have been good or else the value which he placed upon his life must have been small.


    There was still another conclusion. Harry Gloster must have been an ally or even a member of Haines’s gang. That was why Haines had thrown himself away in the effort to rescue the younger man. What other explanation could there have been? And was it not known that solemn vows of mutual fidelity held outlaws one to another?


    So that, in the days following the death of Haines, his name began to acquire greater and greater significance. And when the posse returned from the long and fruitless pursuit of Gloster, a work which had been taken up by the sheriff of the adjoining county, they found the home town humming with excitement, as if the jail delivery were only a day old.


    And some of the significance of Haines himself was passed on to his very horse. They had identified Lee with a long life of successful crime, and here was his horse, a king of beasts as his master had been a king among men. Was it not natural to graft the qualities of the one upon the other?


    And when the Captain came plunging into the corral, looking so mighty and so swift and terrible that the strong ropes which held him appeared no more than intangible spider threads, another picture darted into the minds of those who beheld the sight. They saw Lee Haines, outlaw and gun-fighter, raging through a battle.


    Only to Joan it suggested something else. She had come among the last. She did not actually advance to the fence until the Captain entered the lists and every eye was so fastened upon him that she ran small risk of being closely observed. But then, having found her place behind the bars, she looked through and saw a thing which was more terrible and wonderful to her than had been even the spectacle of Lee Haines and Harry Gloster breaking out of the crowd and smashing their way through the night to freedom.


    She did not think of the Captain as a mere horse when he first entered. Peter was her idea of a horse, gentle, sweet tempered, faithful. She could rule him with a whisper. The least pressure of her knee would swerve him. But, after all, Peter was a born servant. He would obey any other man or woman in the world almost as well as he would obey her. And he could have lived happily enough in the stall of a purchaser.


    But here was quite another story. To see the Captain, one wondered how he could have ever been controlled by mere bridle and saddle. For he was a giant. By actual rule he might not have stood more than sixteen hands and two inches. But he seemed a full hand taller; he dwarfed the cow horses to puny insignificance; for his soul was greater than his body.


    One could not conceive and remember him in such a background, tied with ropes and surrounded by gaping people in a fenced inclosure; for seeing him, one thought of windy mountains, of far ridges thrown like waves against the sky, or of vast deserts which his matchless speed and endurance turned into a pasture lot. One saw him as a king should be, the wild, free leader of a herd of his own kind.


    A dozen men now attacked him, moving behind a screen of their own trained but frightened saddle horses. They pressed close. Then they darted out. He was snared with new ropes. Men clung to his writhing, pitching body like dangling ants.


    One went down with a yell of pain, twisted over and over in the dust, and was then dragged away by helping hands. They carried him off the field. His shoulder had been horribly crushed by a tap of those flying forehoofs.


    And Joan remembered what Haines had told her of her father and Satan. It seemed to her that she could see Dan Barry seated on the back of that struggling giant of a horse, could watch the Captain quieted and subdued by the strange touches of her father’s hand, the stranger touches of his voice.


    Ah, for such a power as he had had! To sit like a king on a throne with this indomitable soul at one’s command! Not a slave like mild mannered Peter beneath the saddle, but a free companion. There was the great difference. To own the confidence of the Captain meant the taking on of wings, the collapsing of distances.


    And an ache of desire entered her heart. Not a passing hurt of longing, but an irresistible passion took hold on her. She looked down to her hands, slender, childish, and the small, round wrists. Truly, she was impotent. It would need Hercules himself to conquer the Captain.


    She watched the progress of the work not as a fair contest but as a picture, terrible and beautiful beyond words. There was no hope for the men. She knew that. Vaguely she heard, here and there, voices of men calling out wagers that Lefty or Champ or Sam would stick in the saddle so many minutes; or that one of them would ride the black to a finish. She heard them, but she regarded them not.


    They were strong men and dexterous men, but there was not strength or skill enough in all three were they rolled into one man to subdue the stallion. It took forty minutes to snub the nose of the horse to a saddle horn and then to saddle and to bridle him, though experts were doing the work. But eventually Sam Ricks was thrown up into the saddle, the hood was jerked from the eyes of the Captain, and he was gone!


    Not uncontrolled by others, however. Three ropes were still fastened to him. He had to tug against those ropes and buck at the same time. And he managed it!


    Sam Ricks had appeared a famous man when he first settled onto the leather. But he began to shrink and shrink as the black horse struggled. He became a little child clinging to the straps. His hat had blown off. His long hair was lifted and shaken by the wind. And even across the corral, Joan saw the terror in his face.


    It could not last long. The Captain was not a horse. He was ten black panthers compacted in one. And bounding like a rubber ball, twisting like a flashing snake of light, he shook one of Sam’s feet out of a stirrup. In vain the cow-puncher sank his spur in the thick cinch.


    Another buck, a yell from Sam, and he was snapped out of his seat as a child squeezes out a watermelon seed between thumb and forefinger. He landed far off in the dirt. And at him went the Captain with a rush, his mouth gaping, his mane flying above his flattened ears.


    The yell of horror from the crowd crashed against her ears, but she felt no horror herself. It all was a natural thing. If men will venture into the den of the tiger, they must expect the tiger’s teeth and claws.


    Then the ropes drew taut, the great horse was stopped, staggered. And, of an instant, he ceased fighting and let men drag away the senseless form of Sam Ricks.


    The Captain drew himself up with that blown mane and arching tail, his beautiful head high, his ears pricking, his eyes fixed far off where the play of the heat waves turned the distant mountains into nebulous, half living things.

  

  
    
      Spirit of the heights

    

    Joan followed the direction of that stare, and a door opened somewhere in her heart. She understood now what she would not have understood that morning a half hour earlier. All was as clear to her as if the stallion had spoken words.


    And by that understanding a bond was established between them. Watching him half in worship, half in sympathy, she found her fear diminishing. He drew her with a great power of which she was half afraid, from time to time, as though there were a black magic in it.


    Now they were at him again in a worrying cloud, and he sprang into action, fighting back desperately, magnificently. But that lasted only a moment. He seemed to realize that hopeless odds were against him and became perfectly docile.


    She watched him being led back to the waiting horses. She saw his nose snubbed against the pommel of another saddle. She saw the celebrated Lefty Gilmore hobble out to mount, for his legs had been broken so many times that they were twisted out of shape. They seemed like mechanical pieces.


    His feet were fixed in the stirrups now. The hood was snatched from the head of the Captain and, instead of the burst of pitching, he remained quiet, looking curiously about him as if he did not even know that there was a man on his back.


    It brought a gasp of wonder from the crowd. And beside Joan a man began to sing out: “Good boy, Lefty! You’re better than coin in the pocket—”


    Here his voice was cut away, and the Captain was seen to leave the ground without visible crouching and preparation. He simply shot away into the air, landed on stiff legs, a shock that swayed Lefty to the side, swaying far out, and before he had recovered his position the stallion was in the air again. When he landed, Lefty kept on traveling. He struck a dozen feet away and, like Sam Ricks, he did not stir to rise.


    This time, however, there was apparently no need of ropes to hold back the Captain. He became oblivious of his rider the instant the man was out of the saddle.


    And as patiently as before, he allowed himself to be led back and held while Champ Hudson flung himself into the saddle. The other two had been good riders. But Champ Hudson was one of those poetic figures who raise riding to a sort of chivalric height. He was desperate, now.


    Joan could see his mouth set in a straight line and could imagine the glare of his eyes as he told them to turn the stallion loose. But she watched what followed with a calm unconcern. They could not tame the Captain.


    Even Lee Haines had dreaded the horse to the last, and he was a man of a greater force than any of these. But force was not what could beat the Captain. He must be won, not conquered.


    In the meantime this battle gave her a chance to see him in action, and it was a picture worth a year of waiting. It was longer this time. Some of the furious power was gone from the Captain. The long struggle against the ropes and then against the two previous riders had sapped some of his strength.


    For two long minutes Champ Hudson sat the saddle “straight up “; for another minute he remained pulling leather with might and main. And then he was catapulted from his place. The fight was over, and man was defeated for the moment. He would come back to the assault later on.


    Joan knew well enough that a brute beast could not win in the end. They might starve him to weakness and then ride him— there were a dozen tricks which they might try. They might in the end even break his spirit. But as she watched him being led away she felt that he would break his heart first in revolt against all tyranny.


    How had Lee Haines managed it, she wondered? In the first place he had caught the big fellow when he was only a yearling colt. And doubtless he had consumed an immense amount of time and patience. Even so, his conquest, by his own confession, had been incomplete and he had felt that the great brute would murder him sooner or later.


    The crowd streamed on behind to watch the Captain after he had been unsaddled and restored to the little corral behind the hotel stable, where he was kept as county property. There they stayed for half an hour or so.


    But the Captain stood like a statue and paid no attention to them. Not even a portion of hay could win a glance from him, but with his head raised high he looked over their heads and at the distant peaks.


    Men cannot bear to be snubbed; not even by a dumb beast. And in a half hour the watchers had their fill of it. They broke up suddenly, as if a command had been given, and in another moment they were gone.


    Joan alone remained leaning against the big gate post. She was perfectly content. For, watching the stallion, she was seeing the mountains with his eyes, and seeing the mountains, she was guessing at a thousand unborn happinesses which might be found there if one could see and know.


    Presently the Captain put down his head to the hay, but with the first wisp gathered into his teeth he jerked up with a snort and bounded back across half the breadth of the small inclosure. He had seen her after having forgotten that there was a human being.


    Now he came rapidly toward her for a few steps, paused, came closer, halted again. His eyes were on fire. And whether with anger or fear, all his big body was trembling.


    It filled Joan with awe. He had been huge enough in the distance; but as he drew nearer, his great nostrils expanded and quivering, and with his ears pricked and his head high, he seemed to loom like a mountain above her—a mountain of beauty and strength.


    She put out her hand. He was instantly across the corral and. turning in a whirl of dust, looked defiance and fear back at her. Yes, it was manifestly fear. All in all, it was a marvelously strange thing that he should have endured the scrutiny of a whole crowd without flinching, and then should have become as skittish as a mustang colt that has never seen a human being, simply because a harmless girl was standing at the gate of his inclosure.


    But she remained there with her hand extended, and she spoke to him. He snorted, shook his head with an almost human semblance of denial, and backed still farther away until his rump came against the barn wall and he could retreat no farther. It was as if a fawn should make a lion crawl growling back to his den.


    Joan smiled a little, but there was something deeper than smiles could express in her heart, for between the brute mind and the woman mind a current of electric communication was in operation.


    Now he deliberately turned his back on her and approached the hay to eat. But it was only a semblance of eating. That prehensile upper lip had not gathered a single wisp when he whirled and confronted her with a snort. One would have thought that he had heard the whistle of the cow-puncher’s rope over his back.


    She spoke to him again, and once more it was as though she had touched him with fire. This time he plunged around the corral at full speed, bucking and dancing and shaking his head, and snapping an imaginary rider from his back, then whirling like a tiger and tearing the victim to shreds.


    When he had demonstrated his powers and when the white dust cloud of his raising had dissipated somewhat, he began to stalk her. There was no other word for it. His long and soundless steps were taken with a sinister care, like those of a great cat which crouches to its belly and works through the grass. More than once he stopped.


    As he came closer he flattened his ears, and she saw the upper lip twitching back over white teeth. And for all his size and beauty, he made her think of a wolf. But she could not turn away, even when he was so close that a rush forward would bring him unescapably upon her.


    It was a danger which she could not fail to appreciate, seeing what she had seen in the Purvis corral not long before. Yet it was a sweet pleasure to take fire in her hand and watch it burn.


    Moreover, greater than her fear was a joy in her knowledge of what passed in the mind of the brute. She knew it as by revelation. She could judge all the cunning which was used to disarm her by a gentle approach. She could guess at the savage hatred of man which was in the stallion; she could guess at it so perfectly that she shook from head to foot with an intense sympathy.


    Now, towering close before her, his nose came to her hand. There he paused for a few long seconds, and Joan began to talk. She had no idea of what she said, but she knew that she must keep on saying something, anything, in a certain voice which she had never used before but which came to her by inspiration.


    New chords in her throat were touched by those low tones. The quality of the speech affected all her body with a sort of physical pleasure and sense of power.


    It was affecting the stallion in the same way, she knew, even before he gave a sign. But at last one ear pricked, and the other wavered forward. He sniffed cautiously at the extended hand—and then she left him. It was very hard to do, but she knew that it was wisest to go away before the great horse should be wearied by the strain of that peculiar war which had been going on between them. She went back to the side of the stable, sat down on a box, and remained there for a whole long hour with her arms locked around her knees, holding a sort of holy pleasure in her heart so that it kept her smiling for reasons which she knew not.


    After a time she would go back to him. And presently she noticed an oddly shaped shadow stealing along the ground toward her as the sun sloped west and westward. She looked up, and there stood the Captain watching her around the corner of the barn. She arose and went to him, and although he flinched back, he did not retreat. Not even from her extended hand did he flee, but let it touch his nose—let it stroke him —let it wander higher and higher up his head until the slender brown fingers lay squarely between his eyes.


    Not that he was entirely passive. She read a constantly changing story of suspicion, hatred, wonder, shuddering fear and joy in his eyes. He shrank away by fits and starts, and came back gingerly to her touch and to the sound of her voice. For the hand alone was almost powerless, but hand and voice together seemed to be two great magnets whose power he could not resist.


    It was the happiest moment of Joan’s life. The touch of that silken coat was more to her than the flowing of gold coins through the fingers of a miser.


    She looked past him to the pile of hay. It was undisturbed. He had not touched it after she went, as she thought, out of his sight, but following to the corner of the corral he had been watching her from the very first until the sun brought his shadow beside her.


    It was wise to let well enough alone. She knew that the stallion would never forget her. She needed no one to tell her that she had already gained far more impression upon him than ever Lee Haines had done. And now it would be wisdom to go; and so, of course, she stayed.


    The temptation of the contrast was too great. She had seen him raging like a lion among strong men not so very long before. Now, if she should dare to stand inside his corral, and if he did not attack her with teeth and hoofs—


    If she had waited to think it over, she would never have found the courage. But the first strong impulse made her bend over and slip between the heavy bars of the fence. There she stood at last on the farther side of the corral, to be sure, but with nothing but thin air between her and the man-killer.


    But there was no danger. There was not an instant of doubt in her mind the moment she faced him, and presently he came shrinking forward, stopped in the middle of the corral, and raising his head toward those distant mountains, now growing blue with the afternoon shadows, he neighed a soft complaint.

  

  
    
      Free pinions

    

    She did not think of it at the time, for her mind was filled brim full of delight, and there was no place for thought. And, all the time she was in the corral until she watched the Captain begin eating the hay with as little fear of her as if she had not been one of the human species, she was too busy with his beauty and his pride and his grace, and above all else with the sense of overwhelming power which had drawn him to her and drawn her to him with a telepathy as subtle as that which draws together two humans.


    If any other ideas came to her at that time, they were of her father. For her father’s horse had sired this stallion; and such a horse as the Captain had Satan been, less gigantic of body but fully as great of soul. He would have known how to handle the big black, that father of hers. With his voice alone he had ruled Satan; with his voice alone he could have ruled the Captain. From him came her own authority over the black; and so the stallion was the bond which allied her to the ghost of Dan Barry.


    All of this was in her mind, but when the afternoon shadows slanted sharply and the night wind began to move in cool and quiet from the desert, she went back to the place where she had tethered Peter, and mounted him for the return to the ranch.


    The glory was gone from poor Peter. Never had he galloped more smoothly or fleetly. Never had his temper been so kind. Never had he borne his fine head so jauntily, canting it a little to the side as if to watch her and his road at the same time. And yet for all that, he had no interest for her, except a sort of sadness which began to ache in her heart, like that lonely sorrow that comes to a man who returns from the city to the village of his youth.


    Peter had shrunk away to a tame shadow of a horse. The reality was the raging black plunging hither and thither in the Purvis corral and making foolish and ineffective shams of the men who strove to battle with him.


    She was barely home in time to cook supper for Buck Daniels. He was unchanged since she had seen him last that morning. The silence which had descended on him since she had revealed what Lee Haines told her had continued unbroken. He was an older and a sadder man. Once or twice during the meal he tried to make conversation. He told of an old cow of crossed Durham and Hereford blood, a mighty mother of nine children, which had been bogged down at a water hole, and how he had dragged her back to a safe footing, and how she had afterward followed him toward home for more than a mile, following after him as if she wished to express her gratitude. He told her of how a long section of barbed wire on the fence had fallen.


    Each time Joan strove to answer him cheerfully and take up the burden of the talk. Yet in spite of herself the silences would come as her mind rambled far off to the scenes of the day. And sometimes she felt a smile starting on her lips as she remembered how she had faced the Captain, and how, at last, he had come to her hand.


    She was trembling with eagerness. She was like a child who had received a toy beyond even the highest hopes at Christmas and can sleep only with the treasure in its arms. So Joan felt. She wondered if she could close her eyes that night. And when she went back the next day, would the Captain remember her?


    “Might it be that you’ve been to town to-day?” Buck asked with some hesitation.


    Remembering the fiercely dictatorial Buck Daniels of other days, tears started to her eyes. She jumped up from her place and ran around the table to him.


    “Oh!” she exclaimed, with her arms around his neck and her cheek beside his cheek. “Is there such a terrible distance as this between us? Don’t you see that I love you more than ever? Is there another man in all the world who would have done for the child of his friend what you have done for me? I never forget it. It follows me through the day. And if I don’t do just as you want me to—”


    “Hush, Joan!” he said, seeming more startled than pleased by the outbreak of affection. “Hush, honey! You don’t have to do no explaining to me!”


    He patted her hands in a perfunctory fashion, and she returned slowly to her place. Truly she had not dreamed that the gap was as great as this. And when she sat down again and dropped her chin on her hand, even though her eyes were lowered, she knew that he was staring half frightened at her while he stirred his sugar into his coffee.


    What had come into her that had made Buck Daniels afraid? She considered it carefully, biting her lower lip.


    “Ain’t you going to eat?” she heard Buck saying softly at last.


    Glancing up, she saw him rolling a cigarette with uncertain fingers, staring at her the while with an intolerable concern. And for a moment she almost wished that she had learned nothing of the truth, but that she could have gone on as before, looking upon honest Buck Daniels as her father. He began to take up the conversation at the point where it had been left off.


    “I asked if you’d been to town?” he said.


    She nodded.


    “It was considerable of a fight they had with that black hoss, the Captain?” he suggested.


    “He’s a lion of a horse!” she said.


    “He’s a man-killer,” observed Buck.


    “I hear they ain’t even going to try to sell him.”


    “What in the world will they do with him, then? Give him away?”


    “The sheriff don’t see it that way,” said Buck. “He’s going to take no more chances of having gents busted up. He’s going to put a chunk of lead into the Captain’s head.


    It struck Joan dumb. It was impossible for her to talk anymore, and the supper was finished in a still more wretched silence. But when she was doing the dishes, a little later, a determination began to grow up in her mind.


    The Captain, at all odds, must be saved. She could not beg him from Sim Hargess. She had seen that man, and his thin, hard features were still vivid in her mind. He would treat her request as a foolish child’s desire. How could he possibly understand? And yet the Captain must be saved!


    When she finished her work she opened the back door and went outside. Buck Daniels was pacing solemnly to and fro in the darkness, with a cloud of fragrance from his pipe following him. The sight of his solitary figure stirred her with pity. Those evenings were ended when she had read to him out of her books and when he had stopped her here and there to ask the meanings of the rarer words. Those cheerful hours were ended, she knew.


    And though she wanted to go out to him and take his arm for a while, she was held back by a feeling that he would be ill at ease. She did not wish to hear that new diffidence in his voice and guess at that startled look in his eyes.


    As she climbed the stairs to her room she strove to explain it, and what she decided was that he was attaching to her all the awe which he must have once felt for her father. Now that she knew her blood, he was afraid and he could not help but show it.


    In her room she threw herself on the bed without undressing and waited a long age until Buck came upstairs. He did not pause at her door this evening to say good night, but with a loud, stamping step went on to his own room. She listened to the creaking of the floor until he was in bed.


    Then she was up at once and down the stairs, all silently, not in dread lest Buck should hear her now, but in pity lest he should wake and worry for her until her return.


    In the pasture she found and saddled honest Peter, and a few moments later they were bound for the town at a gallop. She cut around behind the houses, according to the plan which she had worked out before, tethered Peter at a little distance, and then, carrying a halter and lead rope, she started through the trees toward the hotel stable and the corral behind it. Voices in the darkness stopped her.


    “This is where Haines was hit,” one of two men was saying. “This is where they picked up the blood trail. If him and this Harry Gloster had ever got together again with that gang of theirs up in the mountains, they’d of been hard to beat, eh?”


    Joan slipped away to the side and passed in a circle around the pair. But she was deeply grateful for the thought which they had given to her. Harry Gloster had been one of the gang of Lee Haines. Of course that was self evident, for otherwise why should Haines have risked his life and lost it to save Gloster?


    That point having been settled, it was clear that Gloster himself must have spurred across country and driven on the camp of the outlaws, that same place, no doubt, toward which the Captain had been looking when he stared far off at the mountains. And if he were given his head, would he not fly to it as an eagle flies?


    She hurried on until she reached the corral. There were many voices near it. Two or three men were busy in the stable behind the hotel. And in a back yard adjoining, two youngsters were talking in shrill voices.


    The Captain himself, lighted by the stars, seemed more formidable than ever. His black body was half swallowed among the shadows. Only a ghostly high light was struck out here and there, so that all his pride and his beauty were rather to be guessed at than seen.


    She called to him in a whisper. There was a snort of fear and anger from the great horse, and someone thundered from the barn:


    “Dam you. Jimmy, if you bother that Captain hoss again I’ll come out there and wring your confounded little neck!”


    There was no answer from “Jimmy.” She waited again for a moment and then spoke not in a whisper, but in a low pitched voice. There was an instant effect on the stallion. He had crowded away to the farther corner of the corral. Now he came forward in that stealthy way of his until he was in the middle of the inclosure, paused, then moved straight on to her at the gate.


    He had not forgotten! He even stretched out his nose as if to find her hand, and he did not stir when she slipped the halter over his head!


    But that was not all. When she opened the gate he came meekly forth at the first twitch of the lead rope, and when she started on he followed obediently. Peter himself was not more docile, except that he always walked behind, and this great fellow strode up beside her and forged a little ahead. And again there was that strange feeling that he was a companion rather than a servant, that he was obeying her mind rather than her signals.


    She brought him into the open behind the village, and there she took off the halter. It was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. How simple it would have been to take him back to the ranch!


    But that would have meant the coming of stern Sim Hargess to claim the property of the county, and the coming of Sim Hargess meant a bullet through the head of the black horse. And if she could not have him, better—far better that the mountains should claim him once more.


    So she unbuckled the halter and let it drop. She waved it above her head, and the Captain, with a snort of alarm, vanished as if on wings into the night. She stared after him for a while with a heavy heart and then looked up to the northern and western horizon where the mountains blocked away the stars in shadowy pyramids and low running lines. Yonder was his goal, and how soon he would be among them, bathed in freedom!


    After that, she went back to Peter. She had been hoping, a little before, that she might be able to follow the drifting form of the black horse through the night, but a moment of reflection told her how impossible this would be. It would be easier to follow a dead star through the sky. And she must surrender the vague belief that the Captain would lead her back to the mountains and to Harry Gloster himself.


    She mounted Peter, therefore, and started sadly away toward the ranch. Three mighty influences had poured into her life one after another. Of these, Lee Haines was dead and Gloster and the Captain were gone forever. What remained to her was the dreadful monotony of the ranch life and the long, sad silences of Buck Daniels.


    Peter, swinging on at his smooth canter, started sharply to the side and doubled his pace. Out of a hole straight before them swept a shadow. And, although she could not make it out, the sudden fear of Peter caught hold on Joan. She sent him on at a racing gait, and leaning close to his neck, jockeyed him ahead.


    Now hoofbeats sounded behind her and began to thunder past. She looked over in astonishment. It was not possible that any horse could pass Peter so easily.


    And then she saw a great black horse sweeping away into the night before her without a rider on his back. It was the Captain!

  

  
    
      The gypsy trail

    

    If some of her fear left her, her wonder increased many fold. She shot Peter straight on, and the good horse worked at top speed with his ears flagging back, so great was his effort.


    Yet, blinking through the wind which that gallop raised, she saw the Captain swing back again into view, coming past on her right; then, a moment later, he walked up on her left—and she understood. He was using that matchless speed of his literally to run circles around Peter.


    She drew up the gelding and waited. It was only a pause of a few seconds. Then the Captain came flying out of the night with his mane combed back and his tail drawn straight out by the arrowy speed of his coming.


    He shot at poor Peter with gaping mouth and eyes which, it seemed to Joan, were devilishly bright. Peter whirled away, and the great stallion went by, missing them narrowly. Joan dropped to the ground as Peter, mastered by terror, darted away with a flying pair of bridle reins. He was not pursued.


    The Captain, after catapulting past, swept around in a short circle, sent after the flying Peter a triumphant neigh, and then brought up before Joan. He had an advantage of ground which added to his lofty stature so that he blocked away the stars, and like stars were his great eyes, half shadowed under a brush of forelock.


    Joan, looking up to the giant animal, laughed joyously. It was more beautiful than a dream to her. He had followed her through the night as a dog might have followed, and now he let her take him by the mane and lead him after panicky Peter.


    For yonder stood Peter on a swale of sand, neighing his dread which drew him one way and his love of his mistress which urged him in the opposite direction. So she halted the Captain, then ran on to Peter.


    When she had the reins of the gelding again, looking back with speechless anxiety, she saw that the Captain had not left the spot where she had stationed him. He was watching her with a high head, and Joan knew now that she could never abandon him.


    With fingers trembling with her haste, she tore the saddle from Peter and then his bridle. Then, with a wave of the hand, she sent him on his way. He, at least, would not misunderstand that signal. He would never stop running until he was outside the gate to his corral at home and there he would wait until Buck Daniels came out in the morning.


    Dragging the trappings with her, she went back to the Captain. Under his head she dropped them in a pile and let him investigate. He was not at all pleased, it was plain to see.


    First he sniffed at the saddle and bridle, rank with the sweat of Peter. He even pawed at them disdainfully, tumbling them over and over in the sand. Then he went to Joan and, swinging around behind her, he looked down over her shoulder at the gear she had brought.


    What would happen when she attempted to put that saddle on his back? She was agreeably surprised. He did not stir when she lifted it high to swing it up to his withers.


    And although he swung his head around to watch the proceedings, he did not object when she drew up the cinches. They had to be lengthened, of course, for having been set for the deerlike body of Peter, they could not encompass the ample girth of the Captain.


    It was done, at last, and the head strap of the bridle having been lengthened, it was fitted to the head of the stallion. And so, finally, her foot was in the stirrup and she drew herself up to her place.


    It was the crucial test. She had heard of many a horse which a child could mount barebacked, but which turned into a fury when a saddle was used. But the Captain made not the slightest trouble about it. He only twisted his head around until he had sniffed at her foot in the stirrup. Then, as she loosed the reins, he straightened away at a flying gallop.


    Peter was no common horse, but how different was this from the stride of Peter. Between the beat of the Captain’s hoofs, he seemed to float away on wings, a long and rolling gait which made her think of the lift and the swing of waves in the deep ocean. And yet it was all as effortless as the motion of the waves.


    She could only tell the speed at which she was traveling by the rate at which the ground shot past beneath her and the fanning of the wind in her face. As for the jerk of laboring muscles, there was none of that.


    She made no attempt to guide him. But when they came to a stretch where the footing was firm, she sent him away at full speed with a cry.


    Full speed? She had not dreamed what speed could be. As his stride lengthened he appeared to flatten toward the earth. The long roll came out of his gallop. It was like the dart of water down a long, smooth flume of rock. And it increased steadily to such a point that she began to gasp for breath and then drew back on the reins.


    Instantly he returned to his former pace, rocking along as before without effort, and with no wheezing or laboring for breath in spite of all his work. But here was enough of play and it was high time for her to go home. She swung him about and headed him for the ranch.


    There was an instant change in the manner of the stallion. He fell at once to a jerky, high headed trot, and when she strove to urge him ahead faster, he shook his head in a very human denial and cut down his gait still further. Presently he was walking. She struck him with the flat of her hand on the flank, but at that he came to a halt, and twisting halfway around, he turned his head toward those western mountains which were his goal.


    Here was a new feature. To be sure, he was docile as a lamb at times, but that was only when she chose a way which was his way also. She struck him again with the flat of her hand on the silk of his flank. This time he shuddered under the blow and his ears flattened. He was angry now. Another moment, for all she could tell, and he would be pitching as she had seen him pitch in the Purvis corral.


    So, with her heart hammering in her throat, she began to consider what she could do. She must leave him where he was if she hoped to get back to the ranch before the morning, and if she did not arrive there, poor Buck Daniels would go half mad with anxiety.


    A tinkling dissonance began to fall toward her from the sky. She raised her head and looked up. There was nothing to be seen, but now the crying grew stronger and stronger as some unseen wedge of wild geese flowed north through the upper darkness.


    The thought of Buck Daniels grew dim in her mind. Still watching the stars above her, she became aware that the stallion was in motion again, that he was turning, that he was heading north again at a trot and then at a canter and then at the mile devouring gallop. But she had no power to resist.


    Every moment her happiness was increasing, and she had a feeling that she had been cut away, at last, from restraints which she hated and that she was being launched on the road which was truly her road because her father had traveled it before her. Where it would lead her she could not guess; and because she could not guess it was a double delight.


    Conscience was not a small power in her, but when once one has turned one’s back on conscience the chase is long before it overtakes one. So it was with Joan. Although she knew that duty led her back toward Buck Daniels there was something far stronger than duty which carried her toward the mountains.


    Hour after hour the desert flowed beneath them. They began to wind among low foothills. At last a dim scent of pines began to blow toward her from the upper reaches of the slopes and, as the dawn began to grow gray, they came to a pleasant spot. Here a stream trickled around the shoulder of a hill, dropped away in a musical cascade, and formed beneath in a deep pool, still black with night, although the upper peaks were beginning to grow out into the day.


    Around the little lake there was a small meadow rich with grass, and the meadow was bordered in turn with shrubs and little stunted evergreens. Here she stopped.


    The Captain had no objection. When the saddle was removed he went down to the water and drank before she could prevent him. But he took only a few swallows and turned away to the grass. Peter, she knew, if he had been as hot, would have buried his head to the eyes and drunk enough to make himself sick, but the Captain needed no human wisdom to teach him how best to care for himself.


    In the meantime she must prepare for her own breakfast, and it was a simple matter. Buck Daniels himself had taught her to carry fishing tackle always with her when she rode out, as well as the meager roll of a blanket wrapped in the slicker behind her saddle.


    So she rigged a hook and line on a straight stick which she cut, and sat down on a stone by the pool to try her luck.


    She had a bite almost at once, and then another.


    And in her excitement she quite forgot that she was fishing for food and not for sport until a shadow fell across the water before her, and she looked up to find that the Captain had left his grass and come over to watch the game.

  

  
    
      “You ain’t no killer!”

    

    Three times the pursuers came again upon the trail of Harry Gloster. And then they lost it, but not until the sheriffs of four counties, with their posses, had taken their fling at him, singly and united.


    For one thing, it would have been a feather in any man’s cap to have taken him. His record included a double killing; the suggestion, which was believed far and wide, that he was a member of the old Haines gang, and a jail break at the expense of so famous a custodian of the law as Sim Hargess. But fame was not all that would be gained by his capture.


    His career had caught the public eye. He had been near to destruction so many times that men began to feel that he enjoyed a charmed life. And, all in the space of a comparatively few hours, the reward which was offered for his apprehension dead or alive grew by leaps and by bounds.


    Any rancher who numbered his cattle by the thousand could afford to bring his name to attention by adding a few hundreds to the reward. It passed ten thousand dollars. The entire section of desert and mountains went wild with the man hunt fever.


    A slug of lead which cost a few cents would make some lucky man the possessor of a small fortune, to say nothing of reputation which might easily lead him into office as sheriff of some unquiet county. Crack shots mounted upon their best horses literally swarmed out by the score. There was no trail too obscure for their notice. They combed the nooks and crannies.


    And yet Gloster shook them off. He managed it by a clever move, although he did not at all consider it as a wise measure when he took it. He had to see Joan again, no matter at what a risk, and so he doubled straight back into the region of his jail break!


    He felt that it was like putting his head into the lion’s mouth. And every one else seemed to feel that such a march would be the same thing. They hunted with increasing fury, but they hunted in a growing circle, the activity being on the rim while the center of the circle was the town of Sim Hargess and the jail break. That center was quiet, and near it, toward the ranch of Buck Daniels, came the outlaw.


    The town itself was humming this morning with a new excitement of which Gloster could know nothing. For, at dawn, it was found that the big black stallion had been turned out of his corral—the gate had been deliberately unbarred, and it was the opinion of all that some member of the Haines gang had come down to claim the great horse.


    That so much should have been ventured was considered a double insult—to Sim Hargess and to the prowess of every gun bearing man in the whole town. There were angry little conclaves at the hotel and the general merchandise store. There was gritting of teeth and a looking to weapons.


    None of this was known to Gloster himself, for he came shortly after the dawn in sight of the little ranch house, installed his horse near the cottonwoods, and stalked the house itself. He had hardly taken covert in a shed when Buck Daniels appeared, and uttered a shout of surprise at the sight of a trim built gelding standing near the gate of the corral and touching noses with the horses within.


    After that the rancher acted like a man possessed with fear. In another moment he had thrown a saddle and bridle on a horse and was riding north and east, leaning far from the saddle and studying a trail. He dipped into a swale, and as soon as he had disappeared Gloster came from his hiding and ran to examine the marks in the sand.


    It was at once apparent that Daniels was following the back trail of a horse, and it was not hard to put two and two together. Yonder was the gelding with the saddle mark still showing on his back; and Daniels had left with such haste that he had not even turned the beautiful animal into the corral.


    And Gloster remembered the outline of the horse which he had seen Joan riding the night of the jail break. He could not recognize it, of course, having only seen it by starlight, but there was enough similarity to make him feel reasonably sure. Joan’s horse had come back to the ranch without saddle or bridle, and now the rancher was following the back trail to find what had become of his girl.


    So Gloster returned to the cottonwoods and took up the pursuit. It was not easy work. All day he lay in the rear trying to keep Daniels in sight without being seen himself, and although in the beginning there was some shelter behind which he could ride from point to point, yet it was always difficult to remain unseen.


    In two hours of the slow journey, he saw Daniels change his direction to north and west, and start riding with increased vigor. He himself soon came to the spot, although he was not an expert trailsman, yet it was easy enough to read the sign here. Yonder the marks of the gelding’s hoofs crossed the sign of a much larger horse, as was shown by the size of the prints and the depths to which they had sunk. Here, too, was a place where the sand was raked, as if the saddle had been brushed across it.


    What had happened, Gloster could not dream, unless at this point Joan had caught a fresh horse which might have been wandering loose. Yet what horse could it have been for which she would have given up the fine gelding he had seen at the ranch?


    He went on, pondering these things, and finding his trailing problem more and more difficult. Daniels was showing the way. But now they were climbing into the foothills, giving the rancher a chance to look back and down and discover his pursuer. However, the roughness of the country was an aid to Gloster, and by keeping a sharp lookout before him, he felt reasonably secure. The afternoon wore on. The sun was westering rapidly when the blow came.


    He had rounded a little pyramid of jumbled rocks as large as a cabin when a dry, unhurried voice said behind him: “This is my turn to say ‘ tag,’ Gloster. Just shove up your hands, will you?”


    And over his shoulder he saw the deep-lined, solemn face of Buck Daniels appearing over a boulder with a rifle leveled steadily upon him. He hesitated. To be taken prisoner meant death just as surely as it meant death if he trifled with the steady hands which had now drawn a bead upon him. And yet, if he surrendered now, there might be a possibility of taking Daniels unawares later on.


    “Well, Daniels,” he said, turning his horse with a twist of his knees so that he could face his captor, and pushing his big hands above his head, “it looks like you’re about ten thousand dollars richer right now than you were five minutes ago.”


    The rancher arose to full view and stepped from behind the rocks. His horse followed, him out.


    He dropped his rifle now into the crook of his arm. Now, thought Gloster, was the time to whip out a gun and try a snap shot. But he was held back by the consideration that it would be poor work to dodge hanging on account of a double killing of which he was innocent, by murdering another man. Besides, the calmness of Daniels bespoke an infinite sureness in himself.


    “Ten thousand?” said Daniels. “Man, they ain’t put that price on you, have they?”


    “I saw a handbill that was posted up on a fence post this morning,” said Gloster. “Ten thousand it is. It may be raised to fifteen thousand by the time you get to town.”


    “Ten thousand!” echoed Daniels in more disgust than triumph, so far as Gloster could see. “Ten thousand for a gent that done nothing but murder a couple of harmless old sourdoughs that couldn’t get a gun out of leather under five minutes of work. Ten thousand for that? What’s the country coming to?”


    “It is getting sort of low,” Gloster nodded.


    “In my day,” went on Daniels, “they didn’t put that much on the head of a man that would of turned and shot the rifle out of my hands before I could of pulled the trigger on him!”


    “Was there ever a man as fast and sure as that?”


    “There was, son. There was. Just slip off that hoss, and without letting your hands come down. Thanks!”


    The last word was as he drew the revolver from Gloster’s holster, patted him for other weapons, and stepped back.


    “You can put your hands down. I suppose that the gent that brings you in will be made a hero out of.”


    “Sure, you’ll be famous by night, Daniels.”


    “Bah!” snorted the other in the most profound disgust. “A yaller livered skunk like you can’t make nobody famous; ain’t worth nothing but to feed to the buzzards!”


    “I kind of wish,” said Gloster slowly, “that I’d taken a chance on that gun of yours.”


    “A murdering hound like you don’t take no chances at all,” said Daniels. “He wants a sure thing like the killing of two old, stiff handed miners. But the next thing I want to know is why you been trailing me all day?”


    “All day?” echoed Gloster.


    “Sure. I seen you coming this morning. But I didn’t figure that you’d stay after me all through the trail. Now, what’s in your head?”


    “The same thing, take it by and large, that’s in your head.”


    “What d’ye mean by that? And, mind you, Gloster, I want to hear you talk short and sweet. I’d mind sinking a chunk of lead into you no more’n I’d mind sinking it into a fence post. You ain’t a man. You got the heart of a dog wrapped up in a man’s skin!”


    There was no doubt that he meant what he said. Honest and fierce scorn glared out of his eyes at Gloster.


    “What I mean,” explained the big man, “is that I’m looking for what you’re looking for—Joan.”


    The rancher started violently. And it appeared that he was about to execute the threat of a moment before, for his hand clutched the stock of his rifle hard and the forefinger curled around the trigger. His jaw set and his face blackened with his emotion.


    “I know how she tried to bail you out,” he said at last. “I know that you’d been sneaking around seeing her by night. But how come you to be trailing her now instead of running hell-bent north or south to save your rotten hide?”


    “Look here,” said Gloster, “did it ever pop into your head that maybe I didn’t kill my two old partners up there at the mine, but that I come home from hunting and found ‘em lying there dead, and then cut and run for it because I knew that the blame would be sure to fall on me?”


    “What?” growled Daniels. “D’you figure me for a downright fool, Gloster?”


    “If I’d been out to kill, would I have wasted time working with my fists to get out of the mess Haines and I tumbled into when we broke out of the jail?”


    Buck Daniels started to answer, changed his mind, and finally said:


    “Put down your hands. I got to think things over. It ain’t nothing that you’ve said that makes me want time for considering. It’s just—what would I do with you if I took you along?”


    “Maybe that reward sort of bothers you —wouldn’t know what to do with it?” Gloster grinned.


    But there was no mirth in the eyes of Daniels. He was staring at Harry Gloster with a sort of wistful wonder.


    “Gloster,” he said at last, “there ain’t nobody in the world that I got so much cause for hating. But somehow when I’m here looking at you, I can’t keep on hating. I suppose that you’re crooked as a snake— but you look straight.”


    “The only crooked things I’ve ever done was swiping the horses that I had to have to save my hide once I started running,” said his captive. “That was where I was a fool—in running like that!”


    “Maybe you were right, though. It would of looked black against you.”


    “No. If I’d stood my ground everybody would of remembered that I couldn’t shoot straight enough with a revolver to scare a jackrabbit twenty yards away.”


    For a long moment Daniels bit his lip and studied his captive, staring steadily at his feet and then flashing quick glances up to his face. Suddenly he tossed across the revolver which he had taken from the big man.


    “There’s your gun,” he said.


    And then he watched, catlike, and saw Gloster deliberately shoving the revolver down into the holster. A man who knows horses will judge another’s ability to ride by the very way he swings into the saddle. A man who knows how to handle a revolver for a quick draw can tell one of his peers by the way he handles the weapon even in the most insignificant motions. For a heavy weapon runs lightly over the very finger tips of the expert. Buck Daniels had been an expert in his day. He watched closely the manner in which that gun was restored to the holster. Then he stepped forward with arm outstretched.


    “Gloster,” he said, “you’re straight. You ain’t no killer. And I’m mighty sorry for the cussing I give you a while back.”

  

  
    
      The forces of evil

    

    It had been a stiff climb upward, and Joe Macarthur halted his horse at the mouth of the crevice which cut the mountainside. It was a long raw gash which divided the mountain to its top, some four hundred or five hundred feet above, and apparently water could not have cut the gorge, for the sides were a mass of squared boulders and great rising steps almost as inaccessible as the face of a cliff.


    It appeared that here the rock fold had yawned asunder and had remained in this fashion unchanged since the day of its making. Half a dozen mountain sheep were feeding in the scant pasture at the bottom of the canon. When Macarthur appeared the wild things apparently showed that there was no interior exit to the gorge, for, instead of running in, they began to mount the cliff face itself with great dexterity. They attacked it with a rush and sprang up its perpendicular front as if the rocks were iron and their feet strong magnets. Neither did their strength give out, but they went up the five hundred foot ascent as though they were being jerked along by great cables strung from above.


    Macarthur had reached for his revolver, but before he could fire they were already up so high and pursuing such a dodging course that it was almost impossible to hit a target. So he merely watched the four legged acrobats out of sight and then turned to continue his way.


    He found, however, that a man had appeared as if by magic from among the rocks and now, leaning upon a long rifle, was rolling a cigarette. Apparently he was quite unaware of Macarthur’s presence.


    He was a singular figure. He wore a silk shirt whose hue was a violent blue, with lower sleeves which had been scuffed away to rags. His hands were covered with gauntlet gloves which, however, did not impede the rolling of the cigarette, for the good reason that the tips of the fingers were completely missing.


    He did not wear overalls, but a pair of what had once been very good whipcord riding breeches. These, however, had been worn out and rent in many places, and every hole was covered with a patch of overall material sewed on in great stitches with twine for thread.


    His boots were those of a man who spends most of his time on horseback. They fitted the foot with shop made care and rose halfway up the calf of his leg. A crimson silk bandanna of immense size and a Mexican sombrero richly ornamented with silver medallions completed his attire.


    He was a very fat little man. He did not stand more than two or three inches over five feet and yet his weight could not have been much short of two hundred pounds. That weight was not concentrated in a great paunch, but it was spread over all his body in an equal layer of fat. It bulged over the tops of his boots; it wrinkled on his neck; it stuffed out his shirt so that his upper arm was as large as a man’s thigh.


    He had pushed his sombrero onto the back of his head, bringing out from shadow a pug nosed, round cheeked, good humored face which was powerfully reminiscent of a prize Poland China pig. To show his nonchalance, or else to call attention to the silver quality of his whistle, he was trilling out a sentimental ballad with all the quavers and sharp runs of a professional musician.


    “By God!” cried Macarthur. “It’s good old Fatty himself!”


    The other removed his hat and bowed so that a wrinkle formed heavily across his waist.


    “How are things, Joe?” he asked. “I ain’t seen you this long time.”


    “Who’s the leader now that Haines is bumped off?” asked Macarthur.


    “I dunno what you mean,” said Fatty.


    “Come clean, Fatty. Tell me the straight of it I’m back here to join the gang.”


    “What gang?”


    “All right,” said Macarthur. “I can’t make you talk.”


    “What made you think that there was any gang up here?”


    “I knew that you’d left the old hangout. And once when I was ducking for cover, about five years back, I run onto the hollow inside the mountain, here. Thinking things over, and the queer way that the Haines boys have been melting into the rocks up here, I figured that this must be the new hangout. Am I right?”


    “Hangout for what?” asked Fatty innocently.


    “I’ll ride through the passage and take a look for myself, then.”


    He urged his mustang forward, but he was stopped by a sharp word from the fat man, who had pitched his rifle across the crook of his arm and laid his finger on the trigger.


    “Everything slow and easy, Joe,” he said.


    “Sure, Fatty. I don’t want to do no rushing. But I claim that my place is back with the gang. It was Haines that threw me out, not the rest of you; and I’ve got a plant laid, Fatty, that ‘ll give us all enough to retire on. The Wickson Bank, Fatty!”


    The little round eyes of Fatty shone as greed took hold upon him. The Wickson Valley rolled before his eyes, beautiful little Wickson Valley, green and filled with growing things from the network of irrigating canals which trenched its flat bottom lands.


    The Wickson Bank! Of course, they had thought of that before, but the thought of a retreat through so thickly populated a region was not encouraging. They might blow the safe to smithereens, but as for a get-away, with hundreds of angry farmers taking rifles and blocking the way to the mountains—that put a very sad face to the affair. However, if Joe Macarthur had really been able to arrange a “plant,” that was quite another matter.


    “It ‘ll be the last job you’ll ever have to do, Fatty,” Macarthur continued coolly. He had touched Fatty at another sensitive point. For as flesh grew upon him, a pound a month, Fatty had realized long since that he must not hope to continue a roving life forever. And he had a favorite dream tucked away into a corner of his heart of buying a small ranch somewhere—some where farther north than the noise of his fame had ever spread, say, and there settling down to peace and plenty.


    Ah, how his tender flesh ached at the thought of soft feather beds and a wide armed easy chair! His dream was still misty in his eyes as he looked up into the face of Macarthur again.


    “Come on in, Joe. All you got to do is to make the boys feel pretty sure that you mean what you say, and that you ain’t trying to double cross ‘em for a reward.”


    “Double cross? Listen, Fatty, what sort of a life do I figure to fit into except one with a gang of boys like you and the rest?”


    And Fatty, looking up, could not but agree.


    The gorge narrowed as they went, but now opened into a strange hollow chopped out of the head of the mountain. It was a basin of some seven or eight acres surrounded by five hundred feet cliffs to the east and other walls sloping down until, to the west, the barrier was hardly ten paces high. There were dusters of pines here and there, a little stream running from a spring to a pool against the western cliff without visible outlet, and several acres of rich pasture.


    What Macarthur saw last in the hollow was a cabin among the trees, built at random of squared logs and unsquared, of piled rocks and of rocks laid in courses. It was a mysterious hodgepodge such as might have been thrown together by a madman with a giant’s strength. For in spite of its singular mixture of building materials, it appeared strong and lasting, and although every wind that stooped into the hollow was sure to send a hundred drafts through a hundred chinks in the crazy walls, yet the strongest of winds could not knock it over like the house of cards it appeared.


    The interior was as strange as the exterior. It had been used always as a temporary residence, and yet it had been used very often and sometimes for extended periods so that the upper timbers and wall surfaces of the big room—for one large chamber occupied the majority of the floor space—were blackened with many coatings of soot which had drifted up to them from the fire which smoked in the exact center of the room.


    There was no chimney except an irregular hole which had been broken through the roof as if at the last moment those who had built the house remembered that it must have a fire in it, and had made this preparation. There was no stove, no oven. Instead, a circle of fire blackened stones of many sizes surrounded the smoking coals. Some of these stones, heated by the fire, had been touched by a fall of cold water and had split apart; the white belly of one showed like a streak of paint among the sooty rocks.


    As for furniture, there was little in the house save the saddles and bridles which hung from pegs along the wall or had been thrown aside carelessly in the corner. There was, however, what seemed to be the bottom of a wrecked buckboard—though it was strange indeed that the most durable buck-board in the world could ever have been driven to this point in the wilderness. This fragment now served as the top to a table, the legs of which were four great rocks, each a burden for two men to lift.


    Around this table, on other stones, sat four solemn men. Their faces and characters were so unusual that one might have skimmed all the villainy in the wild West without finding a more dangerous quartet, and justice should be done to each in turn.


    Foremost in avoirdupois was Babe Cooney, a swarthy skinned man so smoothly shaven, always, that in some lights his face seemed to have the texture and luster of youth. He was not more than thirty, perhaps, at the most, but the double battering of years and a hard life had reduced him. The lines around his mouth and eyes would have done credit to his elder by twenty years. And there was a cynical lifelessness in his eyes such as usually does not come until later middle age, at the earliest—not a scorn of the world and the people he found in it, so much as profound weariness with what he had met.


    He was a bulky fellow and it could be seen that he had put his strength, at one period in his life, to an effective use. His nose was hammered out of shape and appeared to be spongy, as if there were no bone in it, his grin was made horrible by the absence of several of his front teeth, and his right ear was that mass of fleshy convolutions which has adorned so many of the heroes of the ring and which is called a “cauliflower.”


    There were other signs, also, that he had been of the profession of the squared circle. His body was a great wedge of which the spreading shoulders were the base and the feet the apex. He tapered sharply to the hips and still more sharply from the hips to the feet, so that the lower part of his legs were comparatively as meager as the legs of a goat. And yet above the waist he was a giant.


    However long it had been since he stood on the canvas and scuffed the rosin under the soles of his fighting shoes, he still had a certain dexterity of hand which showed in his gestures. And he had a way of looking people searchingly squarely in the eye which is learned by pugilists; for the good warrior with the gloves looks into the eyes of his foe and sees all the rest by intuition and from the corners of his eyes.


    Such was Babe Cooney. If he had been carved in two, each half would have been as large as his left-hand neighbor at the table. This was “Sliver” Martin. The Sliver was so named because the word was most appropriate. All on his body was shrunken skin and bone. When he lowered his eyes, his face was the face of a cadaver.


    There was purple of cold under his cheek bones. His eyelids were puffy and red, and all the flesh around his mouth was sunken. To make his leanness more ominous, his hands and feet were of huge size. Even the bulky fist of Babe Cooney would have been lost inside the claws of the Sliver.


    To the left of Sliver appeared Lew Cambridge. Lew made a strange appearance with an abnormally small head and a large body. The face had one large feature, which was the enormous nose, overshadowing all else, the childish mouth, the dwarfed and slanted forehead. In the expanse of those wide shoulders the head seemed like that of an infant.


    The huge body of Lew Cambridge was his chief interest in life. He was a self-conscious athlete. His setting-up exercises were gone through religiously night and morning. He studied the growth of his biceps as another studies the growth of his millions.


    He was one of those omnipotent men who can do anything. He could pitch horse shoes, walk on his hands, chin himself with one hand, run, climb, fight, wrestle, throw a knife, do gun tricks—in fact, anything which asked for steady nerves or strong muscles or both he felt to be in his special province. Now and then he arose from the chair and walked about the room, stretching himself to keep deadly cramps and chills out of his muscles.


    The fourth and last member of the group was quite different from the other three. Although each of these was remarkable enough, and each was formidable in mind and appearance, one felt that Dud Rainey was most distinctly out of place. He was such a man, in appearance, as one finds about a university, seated in study rooms, delving into postgraduate courses, heaping up degrees for no purpose and constantly gathering materials for constantly unwritten books.


    He had a towering and nobly formed forehead, beneath which his bloodshot eyes blinked behind strong glasses. His cheeks were thin and pale to match the deep furrows of thought that creased his forehead. The weight of his head was poorly supported by a scrawny neck and a hollow chest. When he spoke his voice was low and monotonous and his diction pure.


    This was the group which had gathered about the table. They were playing poker. And ragged as were their clothes and poor as was the room in which they sat, their stakes consisted of stacks of gold pieces, fives and tens and broad faced twenties. The ante was five dollars. The bets on the smallest hands were apt to run into a few hundreds. Moreover, they one and all handled the yellow coin as if it were so much dirt.


    They were betting now before the draw, Lew Cambridge forcing up the draw on the strength of three jacks, and Babe Cooney still more confident because of a straight, and when the stack of gold in the center of the table had grown high, and when the other two had been forced out of the hand, Cooney suddenly stood up, agape, and pointed through the door. The beautiful straight fluttered from his hand and strewed the floor. The others crowded about him.


    “It’s Joe Macarthur come back to us— now hell will be popping again!” cried Dud Rainey.

  

  
    
      The dove in the hawk’s eerie

    

    What the black, sharp eyes of Macarthur saw first, as he passed through the door of the cabin, was the yellow gleam of the gold which was scattered upon the table. But he did not give it a second glance.


    One wild evening at cards had stripped him of the gold he stole from Springer and Nichols and Gloster. His purse was as flat as a punctured balloon, and that gold spoke to him with a welcome voice. However, he centered his attention upon the men immediately before him, and he saw at once that all was not going to pass off smoothly. They shook hands with him, but there was an obvious restraint.


    “He’s come up with a ‘plant’ on the Wickson Bank!” Fatty called out cheerfully, entering behind Macarthur. “I guess we’re glad to see him, boys?”


    “The Wickson Bank!” shouted Lew Cambridge, and smote Cooney heavily upon the shoulder.


    But the other three showed no enthusiasm. Indeed, a little silence fell upon the group.


    “It’s all worked out,” said Macarthur. “I got an inside man on the job. He’s cheap and safe. And that’s what we want. All I need is some men that can be depended on. Of course, I could of picked ‘em up anywhere. But I looked back to the old days with the gang. And I figured it was worth while to give you all a split to show you that my heart was in the right place.”


    The gloom of three of the men had spread to the other two. Fatty and Lew were waiting to see in what direction the wind would blow. It was Dud Rainey who spoke, first arranging his glasses so that he could fix his mild eyes more directly upon Macarthur.


    “Joe,” he said, “the upshot of this is that you want to be back with us?”


    “Of course. What threw me out before was that I had trouble with Haines. Him and me never did get on. You all know that. He always hated me. Hated me from the first minute he laid eyes on me.”


    “He had reasons,” answered Rainey.


    Big Macarthur flushed.


    “Reasons?” he echoed gloomily.


    “What did he say when he told you that you had to leave?”


    “Are you going to remember that against me, Dud?”


    “Haines was a square man,” said Dud. “He had a heart as big as a mountain. I remember what he said in front of all of us. He said that you’d made trouble from the first day you came in with us. He said you were a killer, Macarthur. And he named the men you’d killed. I agreed with Haines then and I agree with him still. I don’t think you’re the right sort of a man to have in with us, Joe.”


    The anger of Macarthur turned his face purple. But he bit his lip and then managed to smile at a great cost of effort.


    “In the old days Haines and you may have been right,” he said. “But things have changed since then. In the old days, if a gent had said to me what you’ve just said now, I’d of had my gun out and working. But I’m changed, Dud. Have you heard of any killings being chalked up against my account lately?”


    “You were always a smooth, quiet worker,” answered Rainey.


    But the others seemed to have been much impressed by the speech of Macarthur. Indeed, when Dud had at first denounced the gunfighter, the others had stepped back a little as if to get from the path of bullets which they expected to fly. When they heard Macarthur answering with words instead of his revolver, they were plainly astonished.


    “Don’t do your thinking too quick, Dud,” remarked Lew Cambridge. “Anybody can change, can’t he?”


    And he wagged his little head wisely upon his immense shoulders.


    “But they don’t when they developed along certain lines,” replied Dud, blinking behind his glasses. “You can make a pet out of a mountain lion. But let him taste a man’s blood and no amount of petting will ever make him tame again; the devil is inside him to stay.


    “And when a man finds out that there’s fun in taking a chance with his own life in order to gamble at the life of another man, he never changes. If he likes excitement, there’s no excitement to equal it.


    “Why, the rest of you ought to know it! There’s not one of us that hasn’t had to use his gun now and then. But we use it because we have to, not because it’s a game with us. Macarthur is different. If he smells a fight ten miles away, he rides for it.”


    “Son,” said Sliver Martin, “them words sound pretty wise. But I dunno that I understand just what they mean. What’s plain to me is that there’s a difference here. Some of the boys want Joe back. Some don’t. We’ll throw a coin to decide. Is that square?”


    They agreed that it was eminently just. And Sliver, producing a broad silver dollar from his pocket, spun it in the air as high as the roof. There it hung an instant at the top if its rise, a glittering point of light, then swooped. It did not strike the floor at once, however. With the oily ease of long practice, Macarthur slipped his weapon from its holster and fired. The dollar disappeared, clanged against the farther wall, and dropped heavily. One side of it was torn away.


    There was a general uproar, not of anger, but of admiration. Then followed a scramble to get the coin, which Babe Cooney, by dint of tearing the others away, managed to capture as a souvenir.


    “By God, Joe!” cried Fatty Guiness, “you have been practicing!”


    “Boys,” said Macarthur, keeping back a smile of pride with an effort, “this here thing means too much to me. I can’t leave it to chance. I ask you again: will you take me in?”


    There was no doubt now. The eye of every man had kindled, and still, with a courtesy far more profound than many a circle of clubmen could have shown, they held back and suspended their own opinions until they had heard the final voice of their companion, Rainey.


    Perhaps Dud had been swept off his feet, like the others, by this timely exhibition of skill, or perhaps he had noted the change in the faces of his friends. At any rate, he now stepped to Macarthur and offered his hand. It was accepted at once.


    “Joe,” said Rainey, “you know that I always say what I think. I said it in the first place. I suppose the rest of the boys will think that if you come back into the gang I’d better get out if I care to keep a whole skin. But they’re wrong. I’ve taken the privilege of changing my mind. We need men with an eye and a hand as fast as yours. Besides, you learned when Haines was with us, poor devil, that you couldn’t bully the gang, and I don’t think that you’ll ever try it again. I’m with you, for one!”


    After that, there was not a dissentient voice, and when the clamor ended, Rainey spoke again.


    “But there’s only one way, partners,” he said, “that Macarthur can fit in with the scheme of things. He can’t play number two. Haines was a cleverer and bigger man than any I’ve ever met. Joe couldn’t even play second to him. If Joe is back with us. I say that he’s got to be first. He gets what Haines got: two shares in every deal we push through. He gets what Haines got: our obedience whenever he gives an order. How does that sound to you?”


    It caused an argument, but only a brief one. There was no one who did not have to admit that they stood on a precarious basis so long as every man voted on every course of action. They could not be successful without a head to direct them. And, no matter what faults could be found with Macarthur in other respects, they were all agreed that he had the brains for such a position.


    In ten minutes, from being a candidate with dubious probability of being elected, the big fellow was installed as chief, had received the grip of every one of the other five, and had their solemn promise to follow his orders as if he were a general and they privates in an army. The rule of Lee Haines had been as absolute as that of a captain on a ship at sea; it was agreed that Macarthur should have the same powers.


    He lost no time in taking up his duties. At the table where the poker game had been interrupted by his arrival, he sat down and planned for them the robbery of the Wickson Bank. With little piles of gold pieces he checked off the positions of the houses along the main street. With a greater pile he indicated the bank itself.


    Then he told them what he had done. It was the old story. He had known of the cashier’s need for money. He had approached the man diplomatically, and in a single interview he had gained what he wanted—the combination of the safe, the promise that the watchman should be discharged on the day of the robbery, and that a new one should not be hired in his place, and in return for this delivery of his honor, Samuel Carney had received in exchange a promise that he should have fifteen per cent of the profits, and those profits promised to be large. A full hundred thousand dollars in cash should be gained from the safe of the bank.


    Such figures made the gang sit up. They glanced at one another with bright eyes and then openly complimented their new commander. He proceeded with the details. There was a stretch of thirty miles between them and the town of Wickson. But the trail was entirely, or almost entirely downhill. They could cover that distance easily in four or four and a half hours.


    Therefore they would leave the camp at midnight and arrive in the heart of the little valley in the dark of the early morning, that dead time of the night when men sleep most soundly. After that it would be a simple thing to do their work. There was not even the need of “soup” to blow the safe. They had the combination and could simply “talk to it” and have the door to the safe open.


    There was nothing, in fact, which required more than one man for the job except that there might be an accident—a chance passer—and in that case there might be a call for guns that would shoot straight, and several of them, for the farmers of the Wickson Valley were a fighting strain.


    It was at the conclusion of this talk that they first heard the singing. It came with echoes through the narrow gorge which opened into the hollow, and it was silver thin and high:


    
      “Que viva la rumba;Que viva, que viva placer;Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,Y guapas que saben querer.”

    


    Lew Cambridge was the first to reach the door.


    “By the Great Horn Spoon!” he cried, for he was somewhat old-fashioned in his oaths. “It’s a girl riding the Captain, and she’s coming into the hollow!”

  

  
    
      Part five

    

    
      The might of innocence

    

    They poured outdoors, the four giants, the bespectacled student, and pudgy Guiness. Beyond the little stream they saw the black stallion; he was neighing to one of his old companions which was staked out in the pasture.


    On the back of the Captain was a girl whose wide-brimmed hat was pushed back from a face that made their hearts jump. She waved gaily to them and sang out: “Is Harry Gloster here?”


    There was no answer for a moment. In fact, not one of them could speak until Macarthur muttered: “Let me talk to her! This Gloster is worth somewhere between ten and fifteen thousand to the gent that turns him over to the law. And if she’s looking for him, you can lay to it that he’s looking for her!”


    So saying, he stepped out in front of the others and approached her, sweeping off his hat.


    “Harry’s away just now,” he said. “But he’ll be back! Climb down and stay a while.”


    She slipped from the saddle. She appeared younger and more frail than ever, contrasted with the black horse towering above her. He flattened his ears and snorted with anger as Macarthur drew nearer.


    “Look out!” he warned Joan. “That big black devil is getting ready to put his teeth in you—”


    But at that she laughed, and to the speechless amazement of them all, she turned and, reaching up, took the Captain by the forelock and pulled down his head. And he, like some fierce Samson beguiled by a Delilah, pricked his ears and made his eyes soft with content.


    “You see,” she said, advancing toward Macarthur again, “he’s really as gentle as a lamb.”


    Behind her came the Captain and Macarthur hastily gave ground.


    “Keep that black demon away from me!” he pleaded. “He nearly took my head off once.”


    She regarded him with surprise, then stripped the saddle and bridle from him, patted his sleek neck and waved him away to go frolic with the other horses in the pasture. And off he went with mane shaking with his speed and the ground quivering under the impact of his hoofs. He threw three swift circles around the enclosure, to show his happiness in being home again. Then he went about to visit the other horses. Cunning cruel as he might be to the men who strove to ride him, he was perfectly gentle with those of his own herd.


    “What did you do to him?” asked Macarthur, still gaping at her.


    “I gave him his own way,” she said. “That was all there was to it!”


    The others had drawn near by this time, and it appeared to Joan that she had never seen or heard of such men except Lee Haines. Haines, who was wise and strong enough to defy Sim Hargess and the whole town and liberate a prisoner from the jail single handed, was dead, but in all of these men saving two she could see qualities just as strong.


    There stood four men, shoulder to shoulder, who seemed capable of breaking through a dozen ordinary people. And as for Guiness and Dud Rainey, she changed her mind about their inefficiency as she came nearer and was introduced to them one by one. For Guiness, in spite of his good natured round face, had an eye as straight and cold as the eye of a bird, and about the lips of Dud Rainey there lingered a faint smile which, mild as his features were, gave a hint of quiet, limitless cruelty.


    Yes, there was not one of the six who was not strong enough to be worthy of Lee Haines. And perhaps it was their sheer strength which had attracted Harry Gloster to them. They asked her how she had known that Gloster was one of them; if he himself had told her that he would meet her here, but she answered that she had simply deducted his membership in the gang from the fact that Haines had given his life to save him.


    It was Fatty Guiness who suggested that she might be hungry. In an instant they were all busy. Some were cutting wood. Some were preparing food. All the old cabin was filled with bustle, half of which was the frantic effort to make the big room seem more presentable when Macarthur should bring the girl there.


    In the meantime, fragments of the conversation between the chief and Joan were repeated, and the work of slicing bacon or brewing coffee, or sweeping out with a heavy pine bough, or kicking soiled clothes and tattered garments into an obscure corner, all ceased while the report was listened to which the last man to bring in wood or water had heard as he went past the couple.


    “Macarthur is gone,” was the first bulletin. “He’s sitting there with a fool smile on his face. He looks like a six year old born without no brains. And he can’t keep his eyes off’n the girl.


    “ ‘How long can you be staying here to wait for Harry?’ said Joe. ‘Till sometime this afternoon?’


    “ ‘Or longer than that,’ says she. ‘I’m in no hurry. It’s so beautiful up here. I could stay a month and be happy.’


    “Joe looks as if she’d tapped him between the eyes with a monkey wrench.


    “ ‘A month?’ he croaks. ‘Ain’t your folks going to miss you a little bit before that time comes along?’


    “ ‘My father and mother are dead,’ says she. ‘There’s only Buck Daniels to miss me. But then, you know, I had to leave him sometime. And why shouldn’t it be now?’ ”


    It was Lew Cambridge who repeated this choice bit of talk which he had overheard to and from the pond to carry water, straining, to catch the syllables, ears which had been nicely trained in the greatest of all schools for hearing—burglary! His report was greeted with a murmur of the profoundest interest.


    “You heard that, boys?” asked big Babe Cooney, his warrior face growing pale with emotion. “You heard that talk? She ain’t had a mother and father to look after her. She don’t know nothing about the dangers of the world. And now, damn my soul if she don’t come up here and right in among us like a bird flying in out of a storm—but no harm ain’t going to come to her! No harm ain’t going to come to her!”


    He repeated the solemn warning and rolled his terrible eyes around the room from face to face. But he found that all the others were equally busy scowling at one another as if to find some shadow of guilt revealed. All saving Dud Rainey, who was merely blinking behind his glasses, as usual, and rubbing the tips of his fingers carefully over his chin. Four suspicious glances centered sharply upon him. But, with a sigh, he resumed his work of sweeping again, unhurried, dreamy.


    It was Sliver Martin who brought the next tidings. He staggered through the door with his face so lengthened that his cheeks seemed to be flattened together. He let his armful of wood crash upon the floor.


    “My God, boys,” he groaned, “listen to what I heard! Macarthur was pumpin’ her as fast as he could work.


    “ ‘You and Gloster been engaged quite a while?’ he says.


    “ ‘Engaged?’ says she. ‘Oh, no!’


    “ ‘But ain’t you come clear up here to see Harry?’ says Macarthur.


    “ ‘Yes. Why shouldn’t I?’ says she.


    “I tell you, boys, that skunk Gloster has been deceiving her. Besides, what gent with half a heart would keep right on making love to a girl like that when he was outlawed and a price put on his head?”


    “A gent that would murder two stiff-armed old sourdoughs would do that same thing,” remarked Fatty Guiness. “Why damn a low hound like him! But you heard the chief’s plan, and I say it’s a mighty good one. We keep the girl here for bait long enough to draw in Gloster. Then tap him on the head unbeknownst to her and go down, one of us that ain’t known in the town, and collect the reward. That’s good business. The best thing that can happen to that girl is to have Gloster wiped up dry!”


    “You think she loves him?” asked the mild voice of Dud Rainey.


    “Listen to old four-eyes!” sneered Lew Cambridge, who had a natural antipathy for the quiet voice and the careful diction of the little man. “Look at the old owl that sees everything by night and can’t see nothing when the sun is shining on it for him. Why did she come up here if she ain’t in love with him? You talk ridiculouser than hell, Dud!”


    “You’ve learned a number of new words, I see,” said Dud Rainey, and smiled upon him deliberately, showing every one of his white teeth.


    And suddenly Lew Cambridge caught his breath and changed color. It was plainly to be seen that he knew he must resent this affront if he wished to keep his head high in the gang; and yet it was equally plain that he knew he was dealing with dynamite if he crossed the smaller man. But Fatty Guiness averted a crisis by stepping suddenly between the two.


    “What d’ you-all mean by this fool talk?” he inquired. “Are you going to spoil her party by starting a whole flock of shooting? If you scare her away, you’ll have Macarthur himself in here with two guns ready for work.”


    “I said that anybody could see that she was in love,” remarked Lew Cambridge, leaving out his former emphasis.


    There was a general murmur of assent, but Rainey answered: “Perhaps she does. I don’t know. But for my part, I don’t think that she could love a man. She has a long-distance look in her eye—”


    “What the devil are you driving at now?” asked Babe Cooney.


    “Nothing,” murmured Dud Rainey, and went on with his work.


    Yet he had said enough to make them all watch her like hawks when at length she was called in for her dinner. It was noted that Joe Macarthur did not sit down with her to the table, although as chief of the band he had the right to assume the place of host.


    Instead, he wandered out of the house into the open, wearing an expression half strained and half gloomy as if he had been brought in contact with something which he needed time to think over. But though they saw this to begin with, and they noticed Dud Rainey standing apart and studying the girl’s face with his peculiar cold smile, as if he were striving to remember it for a drawing, the four others could see no reason to think Joan other than a very young, very innocent, and strangely charming girl.


    She made herself as perfectly at home as if they were all old friends sitting at the table in her own ranch. She chatted away busily, and they watched her slim brown hands and the change and shimmer of light in her hair and the blue of her eyes with a hushed fascination.


    She told them how she had won the black stallion, and then how he had brought her through the mountains, picking his own way, while she sat in the saddle and let him go where he would. She told them how he had watched her fish, and how he had stood over her and observed the process of building a fire and cooking with a scrupulous interest as if it were something which he wished to learn for his own sake.


    She told all this, moreover, with such enthusiasm, with such graceful and eager little gestures, that they laughed when she laughed and smiled when she smiled. They were so rapt in her words that they quite forgot about serving her and left it to Dud Rainey quietly to refill her tin cup with coffee and place more crisped slices of bacon on her plate.


    Certainly there was nothing peculiar about her, except that she was more lovely, more naive than any girl they had ever dreamed of, far less seen. And then, in the very midst of a sentence, she stopped speaking, straightened a little, and stared far off before her. They glanced hastily around at the doorway. But it was empty.


    “What is it?” asked Babe Cooney, his rough voice reduced to a whisper.


    “Hush! Don’t you hear?” she asked them.


    They heard it then for the first time, the faint dissonance of wild geese crying out of the heart of the sky. They heard it and looked back to the girl and now they saw the shadow of a smile beginning on her lips but never growing, a smile which was neither sad nor happy.


    But suddenly every man looked thoughtfully down, and into their minds rushed the same picture of a wedge of the wild geese streaming north and north to a land of blue lakes and shadowy virgin forests and mountains from whose heads the snow never melted.

  

  
    
      An unexpected mercy

    

    President Oscar Fern of the Wickson Bank was one of those persons who are envied not for their brains, but for their luck. He controlled the banking business of the rich little irrigation district not because men believed in his business intelligence, but because there was a vast confidence in his good luck. If luck served Oscar Fern well, it must necessarily serve his depositors well, also.


    When his career was mentioned, it was always recounted how he “just happened” to have bought one of the largest of the old cattle ranches in the valley just before water was brought in. And again, he “just happened” to have good fortune and hang onto his lands after the first water boom had failed and men were selling out right and left because of the terrible pressure of the water taxes.


    Oscar did not sell, not because he saw through the present difficulty into a radiant future, but because he had not the energy to split up his big property and get rid of it in small parcels. So he survived the blue days and became wealthy.


    When he established his bank there was no competitor. As a matter of fact, people have a greater respect for luck than they have for intelligence. They respected not Oscar himself but the quality which had fallen from heaven upon him.


    And as Samuel Carney, the lean and gray headed, terrier like man who was cashier of the bank, walked down the street this morning, nearly every man who passed him said: “There goes the brains of the Wickson Bank. Fern is a mighty lucky fellow to get such a man for mere wages! One of these days Carney will be made a partner, and then watch his dust! He’s got the genius!”


    Such was the atmosphere of adulation through which Samuel Carney walked. It had lightened his step on many a day back and forth from the grind of the work at the bank. But to-day it did not help him. The morning was very hot, although the spring was not yet old and the hour was early; but here was a little foretaste of the blast of the summer sun, and the sidewalk burned Carney’s feet through the thin soles of his shoes.


    He hurried on to get out of the heat, and yet as he found that he was coming so rapidly to the bank he slowed his pace again. The bank had suddenly become like a plague house to him. In that building he had built his reputation. In that bank he had established himself as a man of spotless integrity, of sound mind, and scrupulously honest business methods.


    It had been the great jewel of his life, this repute for honor and honesty. His neighbors had brought to him their little fine points of behavior. He split the straws for them and showed them the right path. He was surrounded, in the eyes of the good people of the town of Wickson, with all the solemn atmosphere of a judge.


    This was the thing which had been enshrined in the bank. Now he was to throw the idol away. He was to deceive his very employer, share in the loot that a band of ruffians secured, and afterward he must continue in his place, wear a solemn face about the crime, and in a year or more, perhaps, gravely accept the place of partner in the firm from which he had stolen.


    As he thought of all this he grew cold at heart in spite of the heat of the day, and he went on with his fighting jaw thrust out. And, like a cunning man, he began to prove to himself that he had made a bargain worth while, after all, by estimating for the hundredth time the gains as contrasted with the losses. To begin with, there was the vital need which he had had to meet.


    There was the musical training for which Clare had eaten out her heart in yearning, and yet in silence, since her childhood. There was the privilege of sending his wife to New York for the best medical treatment which might, even now, save her. Yes, fifteen thousand dollars would easily do all of these things.


    The fifteen thousand, being spent away from the home town, would awaken no suspicions. Moreover, who could ever connect him with such a crime? It could not be! His position in the town of Wickson was a brazen tower of strength. No eye would dream of looking toward him. And, therefore, no eye would see him.


    He saw, then, as a result of his connivance at the theft, a solid financial gain which would be an inestimable boon to his family and which would in no wise endanger his position. But could the taking of a hundred thousand dollars from the bank be really looked upon as a barren theft? No, he felt that it was not.


    In the long course of his connection with the bank he had surely given them a hundredfold more than the salary which had been paid to him. He could point back, during the last three years alone, to definite places where his advice had been sought for and accepted and out of which the bank had actually gained more in solid cash than the hundred thousand of which he now proposed to deprive it.


    Fortified with these thoughts, he advanced more easily toward the bank and opened the door, whistling softly, as was his custom, through his teeth. He almost ran into the president himself as he stepped inside, and he gasped with a touch of horror. The swelling form and the rosy, smiling face of Oscar Fern might have been a nightmare. This was a whole hour earlier than the time at which the president generally appeared.


    What could have brought him here this day of all days? A fire of shame and terror penetrated to the heart of the cashier.


    “What’s wrong, Sammy?” asked Fern. “You look like the devil—all shot, for a fact. No sleep?”


    “No sleep,” muttered Carney, his eyes on the floor. And although he fought to look up he could not.


    “This damned touch of hot weather was what did it,” Fern declared; “kind of bothered me myself!”


    And he laughed apologetically, as if there was something ridiculous in the thought that anything could really trouble him in his sleep. Carney glanced up, curiously. No, nothing could bother Oscar Fern. No qualms of conscience, at least, would ever stab his brain in the middle of the night and make him stare into the dark with a weakly fluttering heart and a sense of mortal shame and fear.


    He tried to rouse his own anger. This man should have doubled his salary three years ago—and should have doubled it again.


    “What you need to do is to take a day off,” Fern suggested. “Damned if you don’t look hard hit!”


    “A day off?” said Carney, seizing easily on grounds which would serve as a basis to work himself into an anger. “A day off? Where the devil would things be?”


    The president caught his breath, frowned, and then looked somewhat agape over the head of his cashier.


    “Doggoned if you ain’t right, Sammy,” he murmured. “Matter of fact, you never do take a day off, do you?”


    “If a vacation came up and stared me in the face,” said Carney, “I wouldn’t know what to call it.”


    “That so? I was talking to Green on the phone. He says it’s true. The F. L. and M. is going to build a branch line into the valley.”


    Carney listened with half his mind. It was well enough to turn the subject, but he brooded savagely on his injuries as he went on into his room. They had brought it on themselves, he vowed. And then he flung himself into his work with a savage energy.


    But, in spite of himself, he found himself coming to a pause every now and then, his eye possessed with a hazy vision of his wife, Agnes, meeting him at the door some night with a white face and saying: “I know it all! I know it all! Oh, Sammy dear, we won’t talk about it. I don’t accuse you. I know it was for Clare’s sake and mine—but, oh, God. Sammy, we’ve thrown away our honor and we can never get it back again! We’ve thrown away our honor and nothing in the world can ever bring it back!”


    Always he came out of this dream to hear his assistant murmuring beside him: “I say, Mr. Carney, if you’ll excuse me for interrupting you, I want to bring this little matter to your attention and—”


    When noon came he did not eat. Instead he took a walk through the fierce sun. He filled his lungs to the bottom with air. Then he came back and went at his work again.


    The heavy footfall of the fat president entered the bank an hour and a half later. Oscar Fern kept Paris hours as far as the noonday meal was concerned. And Carney ground his teeth.


    “You fat faced fool!” he snarled to himself. “You have the front. But who does the work? Who has the brains? Who’s holding you up? I do it! I do it!”


    Here there was a murmur from the little muffled bell in his room. It was a summons from the president, and he went in slowly, gathering up on the way two letters about which he must consult Fern. What jokes those consultations were! For five years he had never been crossed.


    He found Fern tilted back in his chair with his thumbs hooked into the armholes of his vest, his rubber heels on the top of the desk, and a fat cigar in his mouth. He was frowning at the ceiling and rolling the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other, champing at it nervously. He paid no attention to Carney as the latter entered.


    “Here’s another letter from Dundee about the terms,” began Carney.


    “Damn Dundee!” said Oscar Fern. “I want to talk to you, Sammy.”


    “Heard a good yarn?” asked the cashier with a secret contempt.


    “How much money have you saved?”


    It was a bolt from the blue. Persipration stood out on Carney’s upper lip. He wiped it away with the tips of his fingers.


    “Why—a few thousand—”


    “How’s Agnes?” blurted out the president.


    It made Carney start, almost rise from his chair.


    “She’s the same.”


    “You ought to get her out of town.”


    Silence.


    “Carney, you have to get her out of town. I saw her while I was going home for lunch. She smiled at me from your door. She looked like the very devil, Carney, I—her face has been haunting me!”


    “And me!” groaned Carney.


    “Ah, lad!” murmured Oscar Fern, and laid his fat hand on the shoulder of his cashier. “And never a word from you about her. That’s what’s been eating your heart out? But no talk; no complaining!


    “Sammy, there’s going to be a change— a great big change! In the first place, you get a bonus of five thousand in hard cash payable in ten minutes to yourself. In the second place, you get a raise. You could use another fifteen hundred a year.


    “My girl tells me that your Clare has always wanted to go away to study music. I dunno why. Seems to me that she plays real pretty on the piano the way it is. But if she’s got her heart set on it—why, she ought to go! And go she shall, Sammy.


    “And there’s another thing—when I seen you this morning looking so damned thin and black around the eyes, it hurt me, Sammy. My God, am I a slave driver? Are my dollars just drops of blood? No, sir! I’d throw the damned money into the river first! I’d give it back to the place it came from. And one of the places is from you.


    “Sammy, you pack up to-night and hop a train to-morrow. You’re going to take Agnes to New York. You’re going to get her cured and you’re going to take in the sights for yourself—”


    “Wait—” gasped Carney.


    “Well?”


    “Oscar—Oscar—”


    His face had convulsed. A shuddering weakness entered him. He hid his face with his gnarled fingers and the sobs swelled in him. He fought them back, and they choked him.


    “Good God! Good God!” whispered Oscar Fern.


    He stole tiptoe to the door. He locked it, and as if this were not security enough, he put his thick shoulders against it, and turning, stared at his cashier, sweating. Was this Bulldog Carney? Was this the man of iron?


    He went back and put his arms around the thin, labor-stooped shoulders.


    “Sammy!” he whispered. “Don’t do it, Sammy! It makes me sick! It makes a fool out of me. Don’t do it, Sammy!”


    Tears began to roll down his fat, rosy, face.


    “I ain’t through, old friend,” he gasped. “I never thought of it before. I never thought about what you might be needing. But just ask me what you want. I don’t care what. I’ll give it. The whole damn bank ain’t worth a thing like this—”


    A choked, groaning voice from Samuel Carney answered: “I’m a dog, Oscar. I’m a low hound. I’m worse than that. I’m lower than a snake—”


    “You?”


    “Listen to me. I got to tell you, Oscar. I’ll tell you the truth and then get out!”


    And tell the truth he did, haltingly, with out excuses, the whole horrible tale of how Macarthur had approached him, of how he had been talked into a plot, of how he had given the combination of the safe, of the fifteen thousand dollars he was to get.


    He told it all with his face still in his hands, his head bowed low, and after he had ended, for some time, he heard the thick, hurried panting of Oscar Fern. Then that familiar, fat hand reached his and took the screen away from his face.


    “Dear old Sammy!” he heard Oscar say.


    He looked up, mortally ashamed of his tears, but he was comforted by the gray face and the trembling lips of Oscar. And there was something so childish in the fat man’s staring round eyes of horror and grief, that he almost wanted to laugh.


    “Man, man!” gasped Oscar Fern. “I dunno how you could of been tempted like that and not fallen. Thank God, you were strong enough to tell me—out of your own free will—”


    “Don’t say that!” groaned Carney, “You forced it out of me with that great kind heart of yours, and—”


    “Hush up! Shut up, damn it! Why, Sammy, I feel like this here thing had made us brothers. That skunk—that snake Macarthur—we’ll be ready when he comes—”


    “Not that, Oscar. I’d be a murderer if I let him walk into a trap.”


    “When was this to happen?”


    “To-night.”


    “Then warn him off. Can you send a messenger?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do that. But just in case the messenger doesn’t reach him in time, we’ll be ready, Sammy! I’ll have guns enough ready to blow them to bits!”

  

  
    
      The wild heart

    

    “At least this is sure,” said Buck Daniels, “she’s riding one of the finest hosses that ever stepped and she’s riding it like it wild woman!”


    They had come to a small stream in the evening of the day. The prints of a pair of real hoofs were deep in the bank beneath them, there was a polished streak on a big rock in the middle of the stream as if a shod hoof had slipped, and on the farther bank they could see where the horse had landed again.


    “She jumped her hoss across that!” breathed Harry Gloster.


    Then, in silence, they hunted for shallow water, crossed the ford, and returned to the trail.


    “And you can’t guess where she’s bound?” asked Daniels. “No idea at all? I know that she’s never been up here before. She’s just wandering. And what I’m surest of is that she’ll never come back.”


    “We’ll find her, though, and bring her,” insisted Gloster. “We’ll use force if we have to. But we can’t let her—”


    “Force?” cried Buck Daniels. “Son, don’t you know that she’s Dan Barry’s daughter?”


    “Who was Dan Barry? And what does that mean?”


    “I’ll tell you about Dan later on. But it means that I’d rather handle a raw lightning flash than try to make her do any thing.”


    He let Gloster brood over that until in the twilight, they halted and cooked their meal. They had become good friends in a few hours of trailing this day. As for Gloster, he was as open as noonday. He


    described frankly all his adventures from the moment he returned from his hunting trip and found his two partners at the mine dead, to the time he heard the girl singing near the schoolhouse and how he had talked to her and tried to find her which was like chasing a shadow.


    “But since then,” he went on, “I’ve been through a couple of kinds of hell, yet I’ve never had the thought of her out of my mind.”


    “Then,” said Buck, “I’ll tell you about her father; that’ll cure you, son.”


    There by the fire, as they finished their coffee, he told the story of Dan Barry, how he had come out of the south, drifting north and north, how Joe Cumberland had taken him in and had to keep him by force, of how he grew up to love Kate Cumberland; of how, at last, he married her; of how a girl was born to Kate; of how they lived happily in a cabin among the mountains with Dan tamed at last, so it seemed; of how he had taken up the defense of a fugitive from justice and by that had been led onto a long blood trail and into becoming a leader of outlaws.


    “Until at last,” said Buck Daniels, “Kate saw that there was a wildness in him which would never go out. She could see that Joan had the same spark in her. She had no fear of animals, just like Dan; and she could do all sorts of queer things with them. Finally she made up her mind that for Joan’s sake, she had to leave Dan.


    “Dan had taken Joan, that wee mite of a girl, up into the mountains with him to the cave he was living in. Kate trailed her baby there. And she found Joan as wild as a little rabbit. She stole Joan away and brought her down to the ranch.


    “I and a couple of other men stayed there with her. We knew that Dan would come for Joan sooner or later, and we knew that we had to try to keep him away, and we knew that we didn’t have a ghost of a chance to do it, him being a tiger in a fight.


    “So finally one night when we were all sitting around the fire and Joan getting sleepy, she raised up her head with a queer look. Then she got up and went over to the window and pulled the curtain aside and looked out into the black of the night.


    It sure was a ghostly thing to see a mite of a kid do.


    “And pretty soon we heard that whistle of Dan Barry’s coming away off in the night and we knew that Joan had heard it first. It gave me the horrors. Kate sent one look at her baby and knew that it was either Joan or Dan that had to be sacrificed.


    “She ran out of the house and met Dan coming down the path. She told him to go back, that she still loved him, but that he would ruin all their lives if he didn’t go away. I was looking out watching with a gun in my hand and my hand shaking like a leaf.


    “I seen Dan standing in the path with his hat pushed back from his face smiling at her. He started walking toward her. She warned him. He kept on. And then she fired.


    “His wolf-dog stood over his body and snarled at us until Dan was dead, and then the dog and the black hoss went tearing off through the night. I picked Dan up in my arms. He’d been a lion of a man when he was alive. But being dead, he wasn’t hardly no more’n a boy in his weight.


    “But that was the end of Dan Barry, Gloster. And what I’ve been waiting for all these years has been in fear that the same wildness would come out in Joan. And it came! It started the night she talked to you at the dance.


    “And now she’s cut loose from me and gone -off by herself, she’ll never come back and nothing can make her. It’s a wild goose chase we’re following, Gloster!”


    The big man had listened like a child, and now he sighed and looked down to his hands, as though he found a subtle comfort in the contemplation of the strength which was in them.


    “I’ll find a way,” he said at last.


    Buck Daniels shook his head.


    “Because,” said Gloster, “no matter what a man may be, a girl is different. The woman in her makes her different.”


    They did not speak again, but by mutual consent they packed again, put the saddles once more on the weary horses, and pushed on. So it was that they came, when the last of the sunset light had faded out, to a rough cleft in the face of the mountain which lifted its head a full five hundred feet above them.


    It was too dark to follow the trail farther, and Buck Daniels suggested that they camp for the night where they were. Accordingly, there they put down their blankets, and in five minutes Buck Daniels was snoring noisily.


    But the thoughts of Harry Gloster gave him no rest. The bright shining of the stars became entangled with the wild tale that Daniels had told him. The full horror of it had only gradually sunk in upon his brain, but now he could not tell which was more blood-curdling—the slaying of Dan Barry by Joan’s mother, or those first stirrings of mysterious wild instincts in Joan herself.


    He saw, at length, that there was no sleep for him on this night. So he pulled on his boots and stepped away for a walk and a quiet pipe by himself. He turned down the narrow defile. At the place where the rock walls came together, he could find the perfect seclusion which he wanted.


    But the rock walls did not join. Instead, the narrow defile twisted to one side and presently he found himself in a large hollow carved mysteriously out of the mountain, a sort of natural fort with solid cliffs for walls. There were trees scattered here and there. He saw horses grazing, and, above all, his eye caught a gleam of light.


    It was a startling thing to know that there was a human residence here in the heart of the mountains, but he now made out the big outlines of the house and he approached at once, not boldly, but with a sufficient stealth, for there might be reasons enough why the man who dwelt there chose to live in solitude. There were the horses, too, which must not sight or scent him unless he chose to be betrayed by their neighing.


    The door of the house was open. All was silent within, and the smoky lantern, having been turned down low, threw the feeblest of lights. He stole past the door and, glancing within, he made out two or three bunks against the farther wall, with a man in each. He could see enough of the rest of the room to make out that it was furnished in the most primitive and make shift fashion.


    He had seen enough, moreover, to make him understand that it would be very wise if he did not venture in among these men or wake them with questions. Men did not sleep with rifles leaning beside them if they were of a pacific character.


    He retreated a little into the deeper darkness to think over his position. Some of these fellows might well have seen Joan if she had come this way. But it took time before he could make up his mind to risk inquiry.


    Then, at a little distance from the larger building he saw a second which was a small shed, and, starting to investigate this also, he found that the door of the shed was likewise open. No sooner had he approached it than he inhaled a fragrance of evergreens.


    He leaned in. A bed of evergreens, in fact, had been piled on the floor, and the pine boughs had been leaned against the corners of the little room as if by way of decoration. By the time his eyes were a little more accustomed to the murkiness, he saw that the blankets on the bed were tenantless.


    Whoever had been sleeping there had risen and gone out, it appeared. In that case, he was in the most imminent danger of being discovered when the other man returned. And in the case of such a discovery he had no doubt that the challenge he would receive would be an unheralded bullet without a word of warning.


    He was wrong. For at the very moment of his withdrawal, before he had time to turn, he heard a voice murmur behind him: “Who’s there? Put your hands up and don’t turn around! Who’s there?”


    The words were formidable enough, but it was the voice which had a meaning for Gloster.


    “Joan!” he gasped. “Joan!”


    He whirled upon her. She slipped away beyond his arms. He blundered a pace after her and then saw that it was useless to pursue a phantom.


    “It’s Harry Gloster, Joan!” he pleaded. “Don’t you understand?”


    She was silent, leaning her back against the trunk of a small sapling that deepened the shadow of the night upon her. Yet, Gloster could feel her eyes watching him.


    “Joan!” he repeated in a wild alarm, as she neither stirred nor spoke. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?”


    He strode into the shadow of the tree, but her voice stopped him short.


    “Don’t come closer. Stay there, Harry. I—it chokes me to have you closer!”


    And, with a sickening of the heart, he knew that he had lost her indeed.

  

  
    
      The untameable soul

    

    He stepped back out of the deeper dark under the tree as though there had been a poison in its influence, and, when he had waited for her to speak, he said at last: “Will you come out here where I can see you, Joan? The starlight is dim enough, but it may help me to understand what’s wrong.”


    She waited another moment, and then she came slowly toward him. When she paused, he could see her face, half by guess. And yet he could not understand.


    “I know,” he said at last. “You’ve finally believed the lies they tell about me. You believe that I killed Nichols and Springer. Is that it, Joan?”


    She shook her head.


    “It isn’t that, Harry.”


    “Then what have I done?”


    “Nothing. You see, all that’s wrong is wrong in me.”


    Her voice was half sad, half wondering. “Don’t ask me any more,” she added.


    “Tell me only why you’re here?”


    “I came up here hunting for you.”


    “Joan!”


    He would have gone to her, but she stopped him with a small gesture.


    “But I know now that I was really hunting for something else. After Lee Haines set you free, every one knew that you belonged to his gang. And I thought that his horse might guide me up to the rendezvous, where I’d find you. He brought me here—”


    “Is that the gang of Lee Haines in the big house?”


    “Yes.”


    “God in heaven! You’re in their hands?”


    “There’s no harm in them for me. From Joe Macarthur to—”


    “Who?”


    “Joe Macarthur.”


    “He’s there?”


    “He’s the new leader. Don’t you know that?”


    “I’ve never been one of them. Did they tell you that I was?”


    “Yes.”


    “It was a trap, Joan. Macarthur hates me. I never followed Haines. I never knew him until the day before he freed me from the jail. But we’ll talk of it afterward. Now we must go at once—quickly, Joan, before one of those sleeping tigers in there hears us!”


    She shook her head.


    “I can’t go, Harry.”


    He said the words over to himself. Then a possible explanation came into his mind.


    “You’ve found a man here that you care for!”


    “Not one, but all of them—”


    “Are murderers!”


    “They’re free men,” said Joan.


    “What lies have they been telling you about themselves?”


    “It’s in their faces, Harry. It’s in nothing they say.”


    “Joan, some strange idea has come to you. Come away with me. We’ll talk of it when you’re back in your father’s house. And I’ll teach you to care for me again. Believe me, Joan, by all that’s holy!”


    “I care more for you now, Harry, than I ever did.”


    “Do you mean that?”


    “Ah, a thousand times! But don’t come near me! Don’t come a step nearer!”


    “Joan, you drive me mad! Why must I stay away?”


    “Because, if you touched me, something would break in me. I’d laugh—I’d cry—I don’t know what. But my heart would nearly break, Harry. I know that!”


    He could not help but come close. She made no effort to escape him and so, suddenly, she was in his arms. But when he leaned to her he found he could not touch her lips. It was as if an arm stronger than his held him back.


    “Let me go, Harry! Let me go,” she was whispering.


    “Not if God can help me to keep you!”


    “God would not bring that unhappiness into your life.”


    “Joan, have you gone mad?”


    “I’ve seen the truth about myself.”


    “Let me tell you that truth. Here I can see only a shadow of all that you are. But even that shadow is beautiful as a bright morning. No king in the world is as great a man as I if I can hear you say that you love me.”


    “I do love you, dear.”


    “Then come with me.”


    “It would ruin your life. You don’t know me, Harry. My heart is aching to let you take me away with you, and to give up thinking, and to put all the burden of my life on your shoulders—”


    “They’re strong enough to hold it. Listen to me, Joan, I’ve never fought for things worth having. I’ve played along through my life. But now I’m ready to work, and what I’ll do for you—Joan, I’d tear the hills up by the roots for your sake!”


    “We would have one month of happiness, Harry, and then all the rest would be sorrow!”


    “Give me your trust, and I’ll build happiness for both of us and base it on solid rock!”


    “It’s that which I dread. What would you do, Harry?”


    “Make you a home for our family.”


    “That’s what I dread. I want to be free to ride north in the winter and south in the summer. I don’t want to be rooted in one place like a tree.”


    “Then we’ll live in a camp wagon—or we’ll live in the saddle.”


    She freed herself from his hands. And he felt that it was a hopeless battle after that instant.


    “Will you let me try to tell you every thing?”


    “For God’s sake, do.”


    “When I went on the trail with the Captain, I thought that I was trying to find you. But I was wrong. What I really was hunting for was what I guessed at when I first saw you—strength, strong enough to be free and to stand by yourself. And I felt that there was something behind you— that wild freedom into which you could take me with you. But you came to-night claiming me, reaching for me—”


    “My head’s spinning like a top, Joan. I’m fighting hard to understand, but I never said that I wanted to own you.”


    “You don’t call it that. But you want to marry me.”


    “God willing. And then work for you with all the strength of my soul and my hands.”


    “Ah, there it is! Every bit of work you did for me would be another anchor weight around my feet keeping me with you. I’d owe you gratitude and pity for your pain and trouble.”


    “I’d have servants for you, Joan. There’d be no drudgery for you.”


    “Do you dream that I dread just physical work? No, no! Not that, but the freedom, Harry. Every spring and every fall when the wind blows in a certain way and the wild geese are crying, there would come a time when I would wish to go.”


    “Then you could go, Joan, and come back again.”


    “Leave you—and you not knowing where I had gone? Harry, I could do it—but, oh, it would kill you! I know it would. I was never meant to give a man happiness. I was meant only to find the one man I could love—one whom I loved more than myself —one whom I loved enough to give up my dreams.”


    “For what, Joan?”


    “Ah, if I understood why, I could conquer it. But all I know is that sometimes when the geese are flying it seems to me that I shall die unless I can follow them to some glorious place—and now that I’ve started to follow them, Harry, I’ll never turn back!” Her tone was dreamily inexorable.


    Had he been a smaller man he would have stormed at her. But as it was he waited for a while, realizing the inevitable, determined to battle against it still, but bowing to it for the time being.


    He said soberly, after a moment: “Good-by, Joan, for a little while.”


    “For both our sakes, Harry, it’s good-by forever.”


    Instead of answering he stepped closer to her and, taking her face between both his big hands, he tilted back her head and kissed her lips. They were as cold as her cheeks, and her eyes, he thought, looked up to him as if he were as far removed as the stars above them.

  

  
    
      The fourth white pebble

    

    He went back to the entrance to the hollow and, looking around, he saw Joan still watching him. So he went on to Buck Daniels sleeping at the mouth of the gap. He shook Buck into wakefulness, and when he was sitting up in his blanket, told him briefly and clearly everything that had happened. When he had finished he waited for a reply.


    But, first of all, Buck found his pipe, filled it very slowly, and lighted it. He puffed away at it for a time.


    “I knew when I hit the trail,” he said at length, “that it ain’t no good. It was the same way with the trails that I took after Dan Barry. Once I tried to bring him back to Kate. And the way I worked it was by insulting Dan. I hit him across the face in front of a lot of other gents.


    “Then I turned and ran for it. He came fast, but I had a relay of hosses fixed up, and they got me back to the ranch in the nick of time. And handling Joan is like handling the ghost of Dan. There ain’t nothing we can do for her. Our work is ended, Harry.”


    “We leave her here with this gang of cutthroats?”


    “She’s safe enough with them. There ain’t a man born that wouldn’t go barefooted to Jerusalem for her if she asked him to.”


    “You’re going back to the ranch?”


    “I dunno. It sort of takes the interest out of life for me. I was fighting all these years to keep away what’s happened. Now it’s here. She seen the wild geese flying. She’s listened to them and she’s heard things that you and me and nobody else could ever understand. Let her go her own way, Harry. You’d just be spoiling her life to follow.”


    Harry shook his head.


    “I can’t give her up,” he said. “And the farther she is away from me, the more I want her. Buck, I’ve got a plan that may sound crazy, but it’s one I’m going to stick to.”


    “Lemme hear it.”


    “I’m going to join Macarthur’s gang.”


    “You’ll join a slug of lead out of Macarthur’s gun, you mean.”


    “I don’t think that he can turn me down. The rest of his men will want me, simply because I’m outlawed. They’ll think I’m more valuable than I am. And they’ll vote Macarthur down and take me in.


    “That way I’ll be close to Joan while she’s with them. And when she leaves, I leave! And suppose that you, Buck, hung around in the offing and waited for a chance. I don’t know what might come up, but there’s always a chance, you know. Two men can do a lot. You and I might be able to get Joan away. Does it sound good to you?”


    “To me,” murmured Buck, “it sounds like fool talk.”


    He added: “But I was always nine-tenths fool myself. If you want to take the big chance, I’ll take the little one. But nothing will come out of this but a considerable bunch of hell fire for all of us. You mark my words, Harry!”


    But the big man could not be moved. He saddled his horse, while Buck did the same and started off down the mountainside to find covert. Gloster himself, mounting, rode straight back through the defile and into the hollow. Joan had disappeared from the door of her hut. No doubt, by this time, she had shrugged away the thought of him and banished whatever regrets might have lingered in that strange, cold heart of hers.


    Indeed, as he thought of it and grinding his teeth, he swore that he would not go another step on this wild trail. But still he went on. For the more distant she became the more all the man in him rose up in a fierce determination to fight the great fight until he had won her. And as he remembered her slender grace and thought of his own huge power which nothing in his life had ever fully taxed, it seemed impossible that he should fail.


    Straight to the door of the hut he went, dismounted, and striding into the room, stamped heavily upon the floor. Six figures started up. But only five guns glistened. For Gloster had stepped to Macarthur in the farther corner and, as the chief started up, his wrists were caught and his arms were twisted up behind his back.


    He was only momentarily at a disadvantage, of course, for the guns of his followers were trained on his assailant. But in the meantime, this was a shameful thing, to be mastered by the hands of any single man. He writhed with all his power. The answer was merely an increased power.


    “Be quiet, Macarthur,” said Harry Gloster. “Be quiet, or I’ll break your arms for you. Boys, hold off with your guns till’ I have a talk with you. Macarthur here has a grudge against me. But I’ve come up here to join you if you’ll take me. My name’s Harry Gloster. And the country’s too hot for me. What do you say? Do I get a hearing?”


    “Take him off!” groaned Macarthur. “Blow his head off, Babe. The skunk took me by surprise—”


    “Wait a minute,” said Babe, stretching the sleep out of his arms and deliberately dropping his gun back into his holster. “If there’s only one, I guess that there ain’t any need of making a hurry call on the lead. What are you aiming at, Gloster?”


    “At a chance to talk without having Macarthur blow my head off.”


    Here he shifted both of Macarthur’s arms, held them with the mighty grip of his one hand, and then snatched the weapons from the holsters of the leader, for Macarthur wore two guns.


    “That’s a lot better,” he declared, and rising, he stepped away from his victim.


    Macarthur leaped to his feet with a yell of rage and whirled at Gloster. But his own weapons covered him, and the rest of the gang stood by, if not indifferent, at least more than a little amused. They respected the fighting qualities of Joe Macarthur. Yet they were not at all unwilling to see him somewhat humbled.


    “Damn you all!” shouted Macarthur. “What d’ye mean by it? Dud, lend me a gun and I’ll—”


    “There ain’t anybody else in sight,” declared Sliver Martin, coming back from the door. “We got this game in our hand. Might as well let him take a trick or two to begin with. What you after, Gloster? A place with us, d’ye mean?”


    “What else is there left for me?” asked Gloster with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “I’d hunt up a crew where the leader didn’t hate my heart, but I want to work with men, and that’s what Haines’s old crowd is made up of by all reports. What I say is: give me a chance, fellows. You’ll find I’ll go as far as any of you!”


    “If that’s the run of it,” said Macarthur, “we’ll talk first—and you and me ‘ll have our little party afterward, Gloster. You say you came up here to join?”


    “No, I came up here on the trail of a girl.”


    His frankness staggered the leader.


    “Talk straight, Gloster. You came for the girl and you didn’t find her—now you want to join us?”


    “I found her. And I found that I wasn’t wanted.” He managed to smile. “I found that out and I found out who you fellows were. It’s an ill wind that blows nobody good, old son. Will you give me a try?”


    Macarthur spoke slowly.


    “This gent comes up here,” he said, “talks to Joan, finds she don’t want nothing to do with him, and then comes begging us to take him in. What he wants ain’t action, but just a chance to be near her. Ain’t that reasonable? Besides, what I say is that we don’t want to have in the gang any skunk that would murder two harmless old sourdoughs. Am I right?”


    “Right!” blurted out Babe Cooney.


    “Right!” chimed in the others, with the exception of Dud Rainey. The latter, as usual when he was most thoughtful, was rubbing his finger tips lightly over his chin.


    “If he killed the two old boys,” he said quietly, “we certainly don’t want him.”


    “He killed them?” roared Macarthur. “If he didn’t, who the hell did? Ain’t they got a price laid on his head? Did he stand his trial or did he cut and run for it?”


    “Does he look like murder to you?” asked Dud, as quietly as ever.


    It was only a small argument, but it came at exactly the right time and, in contrast with the heap of damning statements from Macarthur, this suggestion had a peculiar weight. All eyes swept to Harry Gloster, and the sight of his frank and open face told heavily in his favor.


    “Besides,” went on Dud, “what have you got against him, Joe?”


    It was another facer for Joe. He considered Dud with actual hatred for a moment and then, thrusting out his jaw, he turned on Gloster.


    “You tell it,” he said.


    “We had a little argument,” said Gloster. “That was all. But Macarthur took it to heart.”


    The leader lost some of his purple color of rage. He had not expected that Gloster would fail to take advantage of this chance to tell how he had floored the gunfighter.


    “Well vote on this thing,” he said. “Don’t have to do it out loud. Pick up some pebbles, boys. White ones let him in and black ones turn him out There’s my hat to drop them in.”


    Pebbles were immediately at hand, for most of the floor of the building was gravel. The site had been selected for the cabin because it was near wood and water, and the frame had been built even around two or three large stones which cropped out nearer the western end of the apartment.


    The voting idea was eagerly taken up by the gang. They hurried to pick up their particular choice, And going to the hat they dropped in their votes. Macarthur raised his sombrero and poured out the contents into the palm of his hand.


    “Three of us have voted him in,” he remarked,” and there’s three that want him to stay out. I’m one of them, and since by rights I ought to have two votes anyway, and vote again and that vote is to—”


    “Wait a minute,” broke in Gloster as he saw the tide turning against him. “I’ve got something to add.”


    He went to the end of the room and leaned over a projecting rib of limestone which the soot from the fire had only succeeded in turning a dark gray. Over this he bent, laid hold upon it with his hands, and began to lift.


    But the rock was lodged deep in the earth, and that earth had been tramped solid as stone itself. Yet he increased his effort instead of giving up his purpose, whatever that might be. The members of the gang gathered to watch, half in wonder and half in appreciation.


    For they needed no scales to tell them that Gloster was attempting to budge a great weight. Even the mass of stone which projected above the ground appeared more than any one man could stir and there was an unknown portion of the whole mass hidden from sight, besides which, it was fixed in its place.


    “Don’t try to pull the mountain up by the roots,” cautioned Dud Rainey, but the chuckle which followed this sally was very short.


    They were far too much interested in the effort of Gloster. Their faces worked with the pain of sympathy and their hands closed. He had sunk to a half-crouching position, now. His back bowed with the immense pressure. His arms quivered under the strain as ropes tremble when horses pull against them, yet still that pressure was being increased.


    It was as though there was a fountain of power in his body and this was being drained to the last drop. Now his shoulders began to rise. His head bowed between them and his swelled neck was purple with congested blood.


    There was a slight noise.


    “It’s started!” gasped Babe Rooney who, strong man as he was, was gazing now as a child stares when it hears a fable.


    But it had not been budged. The noise had come from the ripping of Gloster’s coat over one shoulder. The swelling, iron-hard muscles had parted the stout cloth as if it were tissue paper.


    He sank a bit lower. The ground was not particularly moist, but his feet were sinking into it. The seam of his trousers over the bulging thigh parted. Now his whole body jerked up a fraction of an inch —the stone had budged!


    “By God!” whispered some one. “He’s winning!”


    There was not a man who had not crouched in sympathy, saving only Dud Rainey, who was still rubbing his finger tips across his chin.


    “Now!” they muttered in a faint chorus.


    For suddenly the stone had risen six inches. They were beginning to guess at the full hugeness of its mass. But it caught again and then with a great wrench, Gloster tore it out. The entire lower section of it was gleaming white, a deep and ragged hole was left in the floor, and walking as though he were carrying a mere armfull of wood, Gloster crossed the room and cast down the mass at the feet of Macarthur.


    The very ground quaked under the impact. Gloster stepped back, his purple face distorted with the effort.


    “You were wrong, Joe,” he said. “There are four white pebbles instead of three! And I stay in the crowd, eh?”


    Whatever hatred Macarthur might have felt for the new applicant, he was swept away for the moment by his enthusiasm for Gloster’s physical power. He clapped him heartily on the shoulder.


    “Harry,” he said, “you’re one of us, and as good a one as any!”

  

  
    
      Blood brothers

    

    So Harry Gloster became a sworn member of the band. It was a curious ceremony, the taking of that oath. Macarthur called upon Dud Rainey to administer it for the very good reason that slang cannot be a solemn medium, and there was no one but Dud capable of speaking pure English.


    But if the others had not the language for their parts, they at least made an effective background. They took off their sombreros and put on grave frowns as they stood about in a semicircle facing Gloster, each man with his eyes riveted upon the face of the new member. Upon his good faith all their lives might depend, for all they knew, before that very night was ended.


    They, who would have thought nothing of perjury in a court of law, would sooner have cut off their right hands than break the word pledged to their fellows in crime. For if faith in such cases began to be broken, there was no holding together, and if they could not hold together, they would be hunted down like dogs by the servants of the law.


    They were putting their lives into the hands of this new man. No wonder, then, that as they faced him, they searched him to the very soul.


    “Gloster,” said Dud Rainey, “there’s no Bible in this oath. There’s not a word about God. We put a man upon his own honor, because we know that no matter what any of us may have done, every man here has that honor. Keep that in mind. And then listen to me and repeat after me.”


    He began speaking, making a pause here and there so that Gloster might repeat what he had said.


    “I, Harry Gloster, give my honor and pledge my word that I shall truly and faithfully live with all the men who are now with me. If I have any old quarrel or grievance against any of them, I shall bury it and never bring it to the light again.


    “I shall hold the safety of the man I least care for among these men before me to be of greater importance to me than my own safety. I shall never fail them in danger, but with all my strength and with all my ability I shall stand at their sides.


    “What the chief commands me to do, I shall do no matter what I may think of it myself with one exception, always, that he shall not have the right to order me to kill any man, and understanding that in a vote the majority of the men will over rule the command of the chief.


    “With all these things in mind, I give my honor and I pledge my word that when there is work to be done, whether we are fighting or fleeing, I shall hold every man here as if he were my dearest brother.”


    Here he ended and Gloster, having repeated the oath to the last word, considered that the ceremony was at an end. But Dud Rainey now turned to the silent witnesses, and propounded the same oath to them. And every man answered, slowly, solemnly, his eyes never leaving the face of Gloster for an instant, as if to drive every word deep in his mind. He watched Macarthur particularly, as the big chief was repeating after Rainey:


    “If I have any old quarrel or grievance against this man, I shall bury it and never bring it to the light again.”


    Here Macarthur made such a long pause that the others had finished speaking the sentence before he began. His brow was as dark as thunder and his eyes flashing, yet speak it he did in a strained and halting voice which grew smoother with every word until at the end he gave an emphatic nod.


    It was a solemn thing to Gloster. He himself had repeated the oath hardly knowing what he did. His mind had been too filled with other things—the strangeness of his situation, and the thought of Joan. But now he realized what he had done.


    Even Joe Macarthur, malignant as a plague, had buried the hatchet, and he could not doubt that the big man was sincere to the bottom of his heart. So were all the others. Their gravity was written deep in their faces.


    And now, last of all, Dud Rainey himself repeated the oath which he had been giving to the others. That faint smile which never left his lips was gone now. A frown gathered in his forehead. He removed his glasses as though there must be nothing artificial between his eyes and the eyes of Gloster. When he was ended, he shook hands. The others came up one by one and followed his example.


    Macarthur was the last, and his grip lingered in that of Gloster for a long moment. Finally his hand fell, and Fatty Guineas broke the strain of the moment by saying:


    “The hell of it is that when I’m taking that oath I always see myself already dead for the sake of the new gent. I feel like a funeral for two days.”


    “You seem to be tolerable alive under the fat,” remarked Sliver Martin.


    “I’ll never die for you, blast you,” Fatty retorted. The laughter went around, but not loudly, as the hand of Macarthur was raised and he cautioned them.


    “We got to get out of the hollow without waking Joan, boys. We’re going to be back here in the morning before she’s more’n up and got her breakfast.”


    It caused the sweat to start from every pore of Gloster’s body. They were to ride that very night, then! But, looking down to the floor so that none of them might read the horror in his eyes, he set his teeth and decided that he would find a way of withdrawing before the actual scene of the crime to be was reached.


    “Go out and saddle, one by one, boys, so’s Joan won’t hear,” went on Macarthur. “Lead your hosses down through the gap and wait out there until we all are together, then we’ll start.”


    They began to follow his commands while Macarthur drew Gloster to one side and explained to him in detail the plan for the robbery of the Wickson Bank. Two men at the most would be all that were needed to make an entry into the bank. But the other four would be posted at intervals here and there to guard against any possible danger. Now that Gloster was there, it meant that there were five extras.


    “An easy job for you this time, Gloster,” said Macarthur. “And you’ll hook in on your full share of the coin. You ought to be more’n ten thousand dollars to the good before morning!”


    Gloster nodded. After all, the thing could be managed. As Macarthur pointed out, this was an inside job and there would be virtually no risk attached to it.


    He need not keep the stolen money which fell to his lot. He could simply leave it behind him at the camp when he departed. Or, better still, he could send it back to the Wickson Bank. He would have no actual share in the crime.


    And when the good time came and he found that mysterious murderer of Nichols and Springer, he could return to the ranks of law-abiding men with a reputation unstained. By that time, too, he should have found some way to convince Joan that she could not lead the wild life which she had chosen.


    Macarthur broke in upon his thoughts. He had been watching carefully the rapt face of the new recruit.


    “That’s the way it always is,” he said. “It’s hard to take the plunge. But once you’re in the water the swimming is fine. I’d a pile rather have a man that goes at the work slow and with regrets than a gent that makes a game of it right off from the start.”


    He beckoned Gloster to him, and going to the wall he took down a bridle.


    “Gloster,” he said, “what you find out in this here gang is kept secret. You know that?”


    “I know that.”


    “It ain’t to be used against any man. You’ve swore to treat the worst of us like he was your best brother.”


    “I’ve sworn,” said Gloster gloomily.


    “Then, look at this.”


    He tossed the bridle to Gloster.


    “What about it?” asked the latter.


    “Look it over.”


    He obeyed, scrutinizing it carefully, but on the outside it was certainly the most ordinary of bridles in appearance. He looked on the inside, and at the top of the head band, half obscured by an incrustation of horse sweat, he found the initials “H. S.” cut into the leather.


    “H. S.,” he muttered to himself. “Who’s that? H. S. Hal Springer!”


    He jerked up his head.


    “Good God!” he breathed.


    Macarthur had folded his arms. But although he had to set his teeth to force himself to it, he managed to meet, the eye of Gloster.


    “Yep,” he said. “I done that job.”


    “And tried to make me swing for it?”


    “I’m a hard man, Gloster,” said Macarthur, but a faint flush of shame had appeared in his cheeks. “I’d of let you swing and been glad of it. When one gent swings for a killing there ain’t any looking for an other killer. But now you’re one of us. I’ve swore solemn that I’d treat you like you was a brother of mine. And I’m telling you the truth.”


    Gloster groaned. There was such a mixture of astonishment and anger in his heart that he was breathing hard.


    “I didn’t go up there to do no harm to Nichols,” Macarthur went on. “I was flat and I wanted to touch the old boy—but he seen through me, and that made me mad. There wouldn’t have been no more than words, though, but when I got mad Nichols got scared and being scared he reached for his gun.


    “Then hell broke loose. In a couple of seconds I come back to my senses. And there they lay dead on the ground. I grabbed what was worth grabbing then, being flat, and beat it.


    “Gloster, that’s the whole yarn, It’s the worst thing that I ever done. And the way I let ‘em hound you for the job was worse still. But—I’d of let you go to the gallows right up to the time that you got to be one of us. Gloster, if you don’t want to serve under me after hearing that, you’re free to go where you want to go. If you’ll stick with us in spite of that, there’s my hand!”


    For the split part of a second Harry Gloster fought his battle with himself. But after all, there was no choice. He was free to leave the band, to be sure, but if he left them it meant that he left Joan.


    And, in another moment, he found himself shaking hands with the murderer of his two old partners!

  

  
    
      Riders in the night

    

    There had been no truth in the supposition of Harry Gloster that Joan had gone back to her hut to sleep as soon as he left. Strange as she was, she had been profoundly stirred by the quiet and the dignity of her lover as he left her. And never had her new choice of a way in life seemed so hard to her as when she saw him striding away toward the defile.


    Had he paused and turned back to her with a final appeal, she could not have resisted. She would have run to his arms and gone out with him to take his way in the world, no matter what it might have been.


    But he went on steadily, with no sign of faltering, and when he had disappeared she was filled with a desperate sense of loneliness. Worst of all, she knew at once that the companionship of the men who were now sleeping in that big house near by could never make up to her for what she had lost in losing Harry Gloster.


    She went to the Captain, and when she was still fifty steps away he scented her coming and raced to meet her like a great happy dog when it sees its master. He threw a swift circle around her, then came to a pause in front of her with his head tossed in the air and his eyes shining.


    They had a talk together after their own way. She whispered to him while she rubbed his nose, and he whinneyed his reply no louder than her own hushed voice. Of him she asked her questions—where were they going? What would they see, and what would they do on the long trail which they were starting together? And then a gust of wind struck them and brought the stallion’s head up, pointing north, and the cry of an owl blew vaguely and mournfully to them on the breeze.


    That was the answer, as she had known even before she asked. They were bound north and north.


    She went back to the hut, and there she sat cross-legged at the entrance like an Indian under the flap of his tent. So she saw Harry Gloster ride back in the hollow, saw him dismount in front of the cabin door, saw him stride inside.


    Instantly she was up and after him, and from the outside she spied on everything that followed. She saw him holding Macarthur, and she noted with wonder and awe how impotent were the struggles of the chief in Gloster’s grip. She heard the denunciation. She saw Harry Gloster tear from the earth his own “pebble” and cast the vote for his admittance. She saw the crowd swept off its feet.


    And then she understood what it was all about. He had asked to join simply that he might be near her. It could be for no other reason. They were fools if they looked into that frank and open face of his and did not see that he was not of their kind and never could be like them.


    She herself could see it clearly enough, just as clearly as she knew that he could never have been guilty of the murder of the two old miners. And, being confident, she did not even ask to hear an explanation.


    He had joined that crew in order that he might be near her. That was the meaning of his quiet air as he said good-by that night. It was not to her that he was saying farewell, but he was leaving his old life in order to enter a new one with her.


    It touched her to the heart. She was on the verge of running in and warning him back from the step he was about to take. But she kept herself in check. She must not interfere now. Her care must be to remove herself from the hollow and ride off to the north so fast and so far that Harry Gloster could find no trace of her. And when he found that she had left the valley, she was confident that he would leave the band.


    So, with that resolution, she watched until the oath had been taken so solemnly. Then she hurried away and found the Captain, led him by the mane to her hut and, beyond the farther side of it where eyes from the larger house could not perceive her, she saddled and bridled him. It was not necessary to warn him to be silent and cautious of his movements. The great horse had fallen into the very spirit of the thing. Her stealthy approach and her whispering voice had been enough to make his steps as careful as that of a stalking cat.


    She had saddled him and was ready to mount when she saw a man carrying a saddle go through the starlight into the pasture. She reined the black horse back into a copse and there waited. She saw the fellow—it was the familiar bulging out lines of Fatty Guiness which she recognized —saddling his horse and then riding out of the hollow. He was no sooner gone than another man went out from the cabin, and then a third.


    One by one they were capturing their mounts and departing from the hollow; and the meaning of it gradually came to her. This was the reason they had retired so early that night. There was a midnight ride ahead of them. And would Harry Gloster be one of the party?


    The hope that he would not was hardly born when she saw two men whose height and bulk showed them unmistakably to be Gloster and Macarthur, leave the door of the house and go out into the pasture.


    In another few moments, they were riding out of the valley. What was there that she could do?


    She must simply wait until they were gone, of course. Then she could ride north as far as she pleased and before Harry Gloster and the rest came back to the mountains she would be far away beyond their ken. No horse of theirs could ever keep pace with the stallion once they were started!


    She went out to the defile and looked north in the direction she must journey. But yonder the noise of seven horsemen was going down the mountainside, and all of her heart turned strongly after them. What was coming to Harry Gloster on this night of nights?


    She had heard Buck Daniels describe a train robbery, at one time, and she had never forgotten the tale of how the great engine had been brought to a screeching halt at the turn, and how the robbers had rushed out from the place of concealment, and how one man went to help that member of the gang who had boarded the train at the last station, then worked himself forward over the roofs of the cars until he dropped down into the cab and with his gun at the head of the engineer had forced that poor fellow to stop the train at the appointed spot.


    When the train was halted, some had gone to keep eyes and guns over the passengers and make them come out and stand in an orderly line beside the track that they might be most conveniently robbed. Others made the engineer flood the firebox, so that after the robbery the train could not rush on to the next station, give the news and spread the alarm by telegraph through the mountains and start five hundred armed men swarming on the trail.


    Then the gang had approached the mail car, the door had come open, and from within, two men with double barrelled shotguns began to pour out a withering fire—and when she came to that part of the picture it was harry Gloster whom she saw receiving the bullets in his breast and falling on his face—there to lie in the mud until his body was kicked out of the way!


    She drew a great breath. The North Star was as bright as ever, but for Joan, it had lost some of its power. If she could not prevent or help, as least, she could be a witness. And if they fled again, she might help them flee!


    She turned the head of the Captain to follow, but as she did so an eighth horseman started out of the woods just beneath her and began to wind slowly along the hillside. Was this some man of the law, trailing the band? She stared until her eyes ached, but she could make out nothing more than his shadowy outline. He disappeared into the trees, and she followed. She could not keep away, now!


    From a hill top, she marked out the course which they must be taking. They were crossing the summit, and dipping down on the father side, heading almost due west. She took a different course, so that she might not be heard following them, and she sent the Captain in a wide detour to cut in ahead of them.


    It was wonderful, indeed, to be on his back as he worked through the mountains by night. There was no need of sunlight for him, apparently. One might have thought that this was the trail to home which she had put him upon. Through the trees and over the rocks he picked his steps, plunging down wild slopes which brought Joan’s heart into her throat.


    They came to the ravine which she had selected as being the one through which the riders must pass. And, ten minutes after the Captain had brought her there, she saw them pass.


    They rode in single file on account of the broken nature of the ground with Macarthur, as his duty was, leading the way and making the trail. Behind him came the six, and last of them all was the bulky form of Harry Gloster. She could almost have reached out and touched him!


    They passed on, but still she did not ride out. For there was yet another man to be watched, and this was the one she had seen on the mountainside following the others. A full ten minutes she waited, and then he came, jogging his cow-pony steadily along, a man who wore his hat in a strangely familiar way, canted to one side. He passed, and his horse stumbled.


    “Steady, boy!” muttered the rider, and rode on.


    But he left Joan stunned behind him, for she had heard and recognized the voice of Buck Daniels.

  

  
    
      Part six

    

    
      A fatal mischance

    

    Samuel Carney was enough of a Christian to believe in the efficacy of forgiveness of sins, but if he had had any doubt it would have been removed on this day. Even a sense of shame had left him. He was filled with a mild peace and feeling of purification.


    But the vision which occupied his mind substituted, in place of the unseen visage of the Almighty Father, the fat and rosy face of Oscar Fern. The devotion which he felt for the good natured banker and millionaire was a cross between the devotion of a soldier for his captain and of his son for a father.


    New lights also had been breaking in upon him. As he reviewed his labors for the bank he decided that there might be at least a shadow of doubt as to whether he had been absolutely essential to the welfare of the institution. He mused, also, upon the often repeated remarks concerning the stupidity and luck of Oscar Fern.


    Here, after all, had been another one of Oscar’s pieces of luck. He had saved the bank and himself a loss of a hundred thousand dollars, buckled to his side the services of his cashier who was faltering from the straight and narrow path, and avoided a scandal which would have shocked the community to its core.


    It could be called luck, to be sure, but it seemed to Sam Carney that there was an other name for it. One might call it instinct, say. At least, there was no doubt that that kind and shallow eye could sometimes look deep, deep beneath the surface.


    If he had not seen Carney’s mind, at least he had seen his suffering.


    It was a strangely humbled Samuel Carney, therefore, who prepared for the work which lay ahead of him that night. It was not pleasant work. It meant that he must ride after dark out of the valley and into the foothills to the deserted shack on the old Tompson ranch.


    And Sam Carney was not at all fond of riding. He spent his days at his desk, his evenings at his newspaper and his books, and the nights puzzling over business problems and fighting for sleep. A spin through the fresh open air was an unknown novelty to him. But it was necessary this evening.


    Men were coming down from the mountains into a death trap which, they had been assured by his own lips, would not exist. He must warn them off. Therefore, he saddled a horse and rode away as soon as the darkness fell.


    On the way he thought over what he should say to Joe Macarthur. That was not to be a pleasant interview. He could hear the curses and see the black looks in prospect. But all of this must be ventured.


    He had in his pockets five hundred dollars in cold cash. That might help to soothe the wounded feelings of the outlaw and pay him for the wasted ride of the night. If it would not do, he could not help it.


    One fierce ten minutes of conversation, and then the affair would be off his shoulders forever, and he could go on to face the prospect of a happy and peaceful life to the end of his days, music for his daughter, health for his wife, and the undying love and faith of his employer! Tears rose to his eyes at the thought of Oscar Fern, and when the lump melted away from his throat, he swore aloud that the rest of his life should be spent in the service of the banker.


    His spirits, naturally enough, began to rise. And the ride was not so uncomfortable as he had expected. He had his daughter’s favorite saddle horse beneath him, and the wise footed old gelding moved along with a gait as comfortably smooth as flowing water. He picked his way with an unerring skill over the easy road and the rough.


    It was a two hour ride to the Tompson place. He would reach it long before the outlaws arrived. But, no matter for that, he must be there in plenty of time. Otherwise there was a chance that the gang might get by him and go on to the trap. For he had agreed with Macarthur, in their final understanding, that if he were not at the Tompson shack when the troop arrived, it might be understood by the robbers that all was well and that the plans went forward without interruption.


    That all was well! He shuddered as he thought of the precautions of Oscar Fern. Not before that day had he suspected that there was such a bloodthirsty fighting strain in the banker. But Fern had thrown himself into the game with the enthusiasm of a boy.


    Twenty men had been employed. They were not casually picked up about the town but here and there through the valley Fern had sent his couriers. They had gone to call on old ranchers who had been in the Wickson Valley in the days when the cow business was the only business—men who had lived with saddle and gun and who had forgotten the use of neither.


    They called also upon young fellows who were ardent hunters and who were noted for their skill with weapons. And, as the afternoon wore on toward evening, one by one they had come to call on the president, all flattered by the summons to visit the rich man unless, as was the case with not a few of them, they had mortgages on which interest was overdue. They had been brought into his private office, and there they had received their instructions, with Samuel Carney present.


    That was Oscar’s way of printing on the mind of every one of his men the fact that Carney represented the power of the bank. And although Carney appreciated that fact, it was a gruesome affair to him.


    He heard Fern tell each man that a “tip” had come to him from a source which could not be revealed, that the bank was to be robbed that night. There was, indeed, just a possibility that the robbers might become suspicious and not attempt to push through the work. But there was at least one chance in three that they would make the effort.


    And he wanted a strong reception committee in waiting in case that attempt were made. Therefore he had picked out the best men in the valley to fight the fight. For one thing, they would confer a great obligation on him; again, they were upholding the law; and yet again, they should all be liberally paid for the night’s work— or waiting—if they would accept his money.


    Money, however, was not what they wanted. Carney saw their eyes light at the prospect of battle, and grim a fighter as Joe Macarthur was, he knew that there would be more than he could do to meet such warriors as these.


    No, the entire gang would go down full of lead unless they were forewarned. And, since some of them were sure to be wounded and not killed outright, before they died they were certain to give the name of the cashier who had first promised to betray the bank and had then betrayed his tools.


    And this would as effectually ruin the reputation of Sam Carney as if he himself had been caught in an act of theft. Such were the reflections that filled his mind as he made his way toward the Tompson shack. And they so excited him that he began to push the horse forward relentlessly. But when he reached the shack, there was no sign of any one near it.


    He lighted matches, and by their light he examined the ground around the shack. All the hoofmarks were old which had traveled that trail that had once been a comfortable wagon road. No party of hard riders had gone by that way this night.


    He sat down at the door of the old cabin and began his vigil. But it was a lonely place to keep watch. Every murmur of the wind through the thousand cracks and broken roof of the shack sounded like a secret whispering of voices behind him.


    Besides, he must not be found by any chance wanderer sitting in front of this deserted cabin. It would make a strange story to be told in the town the next day. And Carney was in no situation to have stories about clandestine meetings spread abroad.


    He changed his place. There was a cluster of saplings, growing thick, about fifty yards from the house. It was on rising ground, and in the starlight he could sweep all the approaches to the cabin with his eyes. To these saplings he removed himself, tethered the horse in the midst of the trees, and began the wait.


    He consulted his watch. It was still early in the night, and the robbers were not apt to reach the cabin before two in the morning, at the earliest. The ground was hard, so he broke off a few brittle boughs to make a comfortable seat. There he rested with his back against the trunk of a tree.


    It was a pleasant place and a pleasant night. The hills rolled gently toward the east and south, and behind them shot up the stern mountains. He had never liked the mountains. He always connected them with sweat and burning sunshine or cold nights and hunger. In the winter, when snow collected on the summits, he was fond of looking up from the valley on the white caps, and then he would rub his hands and congratulate himself on the life of sheltered comfort which he lived.


    But this evening the air was soft, the stars were bright, and the song of a far off coyote gave a weird and thrillingly romantic touch to the moment. The mountains, too, now that he was so close to their feet, were more imposing than ever, but there was a more beautiful majesty about them. He decided that he must unmake his mind about many things, and, just as he had discovered a new point of view about Oscar Fern, he must look again upon all of his old preconceptions.


    And so, with these mild thoughts, he was lulled fast asleep! He wakened again, with his heart pounding, and a wild sense of alarm in his brain. He looked about him. All was unchanged. Except that the stars were dimmer, the mountains more easily visible—yes, there was an old moon standing in the eastern sky!


    He whipped out his watch. The first match broke in his trembling fingers. But the second gave a light by which he saw that it was three o’clock. He stood up stiff and straight, with a stifled cry. He had slept at his post and they had gone by him.


    “God help me—and them!” moaned Carney, and ran out into the trail.


    There, on his knees, he lighted more matches. And instantly he saw the hoof-prints. It looked to his inexperienced eyes as if twice ten horses had passed. He turned down the road. There was nothing in sight. The moon haze closed together not so far away.


    He raced back to his waiting horse, loosed the rope, flung himself into the saddle, and spurred with might and main for the town. He had an hour—if they did not begin their work until four. A whole hour. And that was enough to reach the town if the horse held out!


    Low over the neck of the gelding he bent as he had seen riders in pictures leaning over racers, and the good old bay bent to his work with all the strength in his body and his heart.

  

  
    
      The vengeful bullets

    

    They had made the trip down from the mountains perhaps half an hour before their schedule time, so well had the horses done their work and so eager were the riders to get to the town. The clearness of the light from even that old moon which hung in the sky had worried them a little as they came down the valley, but before they reached the town of Wickson the high blown haze of clouds had passed across the surface of the moon and made it as dim as a sickle of tarnished tin. Under these favorable auspices they reached the town itself.


    Sweeping in a half circle around it ran the river which had furnished the wealth to the valley, now a dull and muddy trickle in a shallow basin, for most of the current had been drawn off higher up the course to water the fields. The hoofs of the horses sounded hollow on the bridge and then they entered the long main street.


    Wickson was soundly asleep. At least, there was not a light shining in a single window and the houses watched them go by with blank faces.


    At the first corner they separated, as the previous agreement had been. Gloster and Macarthur rode on up the main street, the others turned to the sides. They were to circle around the block and come in again to wait near the bank in case of an alarm.


    All was so carefully arranged that there appeared slight danger of any interruption, and yet the heart of Harry Gloster was hammering as he went on with the leader. Not a word passed between them, however. They left their horses behind the bank and passed around to the front. The key which the cashier had furnished to Macarthur fitted the door. It opened to them, and they stepped into the black interior.


    All was perfectly still, except that the wind which had entered with them rattled a paper somewhere in the distance. But when the door was closed behind them, there was a perfect quiet.


    With his electric pocket torch Macarthur cast a swift ray of light around the place, so swift indeed that Gloster saw nothing but a blur of many outlines, but to the leader all seemed to be as clear as day, for he went on now, with a perfect assurance, and after Gloster had stumbled over a chair he fell in behind Macarthur.


    They found their way straight to the safe, on which Macarthur flashed the light, partly hooding it with his hand, so that only a dim radiance fell on the combination. He took a slip of paper from his pocket and as he read the numbers Gloster worked the combination, and as he worked it his heart sank within him.


    Once, indeed, his numbed fingers refused to stir the disk and he was about to stand up and confess that he could go no farther. But if he did that, he was erecting a wall between himself and the chance of seeing Joan again. So he kept on until, with a faint click, the heavy door yawned slowly wide before them.


    There was little time for conscience to work then. In a moment Macarthur had unlocked the drawer which Carney had previously designated. It was a deep compartment, and from it he drew out small packages done up in strong paper. Half of them he gave to Gloster. The other half he stuffed in his own pockets.


    “This here job,” he said with a grin finally, “is what you might call getting the stuff deluxe, eh?”


    “Not so loud!” gasped Gloster.


    Macarthur raised his eyes quickly.


    “You look as white as a sick kid,” he commented. “Kind of weak in the stomach, Harry?”


    The latter shrugged his shoulders.


    “Don’t let that worry you none,” Macarthur went on. “That’s the way with the best of us the first time out. It sure bites in on a fellow his first trip. But the second is easy as pie. That’s always the way. Let’s have a look at that stuff.”


    “For God’s sake!” breathed Gloster. “Are you going to waste time now?”


    Macarthur chuckled, and his voice sounded deep and strong in the room.


    “There ain’t no danger,” he declared. “This is a cinch for us, Gloster. The old town is sound asleep. I can almost hear ‘em snoring. Can’t you?”


    Gloster set his teeth. Since it had to be endured, he could at least compel himself to be calm.


    In the meantime, the leader had torn loose one of the wrappers which secured the packages, and it exposed within a thick little sheaf of greenbacks. They were stiff with newness, and as he ran his fingers over the edge of the pack they rattled like playing cards.


    “Only twenties in this lot,” murmured Macarthur.


    He added suddenly: “What the devil is this?” And with that he tore the money from its sheath. He stared at it for a long moment and then let it flutter in a green cloud to the floor.


    “What’s wrong?” Gloster asked.


    “By God,” Macarthur muttered to himself, “I didn’t think that the little shriveled up shrimp would have the nerve to try it on me!”


    “Try what?”


    “Shut up with your fool questions,” Macarthur responded. Then he added, between his teeth: “It’s queer. All queer—”


    He snatched another package from his pocket, tore off the wrapper, and gave the contents a hasty scrutiny. This he dashed to the floor with an oath.


    “Counterfeit — stage money,” he groaned. “I’ll turn Carney into a sieve for this; the fool ought to have known it!”


    “Good God!” murmured Gloster. “Then they double-crossed you?”


    “He has!”


    “That means they’re watching for us to-night.”


    “It does,” answered the leader.


    “Then—for God’s sake, hurry, Joe! We’ll have to ride for our lives.”


    “Damn our lives,” said Macarthur. “We’ve lost a fortune to-night.”


    And he shook his fist at the safe as if that senseless mass of toolproof steel were to blame.


    Next, however, he drew his revolver and held it in a stiff clutch. He gestured to Gloster to do the same. And as he made the motion, there was the soft but unmistakable sound of a door being closed somewhere near them.


    All the strength passed out of Gloster’s big limbs and left him shaking. It appeared to him that the sound of that closing door was the sound of the prison gate clanging loudly upon him, and the voice of the hangman at his ear.


    Even Macarthur had started. Now he switched off his light.


    “Fire at anything that moves!” he cautioned, and led the way back, stealing with wonderful skill among the desks and chairs.


    But Gloster did not draw his gun. If there was fighting to do, he would use his hands to the best of his ability, if only the blood would run back into the muscles of his arms again. But he would not take a life—


    They had come to the outer corridor when half a dozen shadows sprang up before them, soft and confused objects against the light colored wall. And the gun of Macarthur exploded.


    The flash showed Gloster, for the smallest glimpse, six resolute faces, six gleaming guns. The reply was a blasting volley which would have torn them to pieces had it gone home, but, at the instant of Macarthur’s shot, the two big men dropped for the floor, Macarthur as a clever maneuver, and Gloster because his shaking legs refused to bear him up.


    “Take ‘em alive!” yelled a voice.


    The six plunged at them. A knee struck Gloster on the ribs, another grazed his head, and half a dozen hands tore at him, striving for a grip.


    That contact of flesh against flesh sent the blood shooting hot through his veins once more. He heaved himself up. His assailants spilled off him, then grappled close, but not close enough.


    Near him he saw Macarthur struggling with the men who had fallen upon him, and while the assailants were slight, Macarthur was cursing in a steady stream, although softly, as if even now he were striving to keep from alarming the town—as if that thundering volley whose sound still made Gloster’s ears ache had not aroused every one within a mile of them.


    But in the meantime he had one arm and hand free—a hand which could be balled into a lump as hard and as effective as the jagged head of a club. One man had his arms around his waist, driving him back against the steel fence behind him.


    He struck that fellow above the ear, and he went down limply. A swinging hook brought down the next. The third leaped back with a cry of alarm from this fighter of such inhuman strength and swung up his gun.


    It was never discharged. Unseen ruin sped at him through the darkness. There was only the flash of the fist before his eyes as it struck. Down he went, toppling head over heels, and firing his bullet into the ceiling.


    Then Gloster turned to Macarthur. The latter was big enough to have handled two men, but here were three of them, and each a sturdy fellow. He was down on the floor, his curses stifled as his face was bashed against the concrete.


    Gloster picked off one man as he might have picked an apple from the ground. He dashed him face down on the floor. The victim lay without a quiver.


    He leaned and crashed his swinging fist into the back of another’s neck. The third he tied into a knot and cast away. Then he jerked Macarthur to his feet.


    “Damn them!” gasped Joe, by way of thanks. “Now fast work, Harry!”


    He plunged for the door with Gloster at his heels. They smashed against it. It had been locked from the inside and the key was removed. But now a bullet smashed the pane of plate glass and showed them the best way out. In the street there was a steady fusillade and a rising roar of voices. They beat out the rest of the glass with the butts of their guns and scrambled forth.


    They could see well enough, and everywhere they looked was ruin. At their feet before the door, sprawled on his back with his arms thrown wide, lay big Lew Cambridge. His face was unmistakable. He had come loyally to the defense of his leader and companion when the crisis came. So, too, had Sliver Martin, whose lean body was now crouched near by taking vain shelter behind a concrete hitching post while he emptied his revolver at the windows of near-by houses.


    And every one of those windows, so it seemed, was filled with fighters who had waited prepared for the signal for battle. Against the blackness of the interiors of the rooms were fire-fly glows as rifles and revolvers spoke. The doors of the bank were a ruin from the concentrated fire which had been centered there. Now Sliver dropped to his side with one gasp and did not stir.


    Fatty Guiness and Dud Rainey rushed up, bringing a group of led horses.


    “Joe! Joe!” cried Fatty. “For the love of Heaven, Joe and Harry, where are you?”


    There was heroism worthy of any battlefield. No gallant soldier who ran out from the trenches to carry in a wounded comrade better deserved a decoration than Fatty and Rainey. But the reward which Fatty collected at once was a bullet through the head which drove him headlong to the ground. One of the horses squealed with pain as a bullet raked across its back, and the whole group bolted, saving only Rainey on his own horse.


    He was out of the saddle, now, and across the street came Babe Cooney. He had stood off making a separate point of diversion. But now he came to join the others at their Waterloo only to receive a bullet from behind that dropped him on his face in the dust.


    And all of this in the space of three seconds as Macarthur and Gloster clambered through the broken door!

  

  
    
      The sturdy men of Wickson

    

    Certainly Oscar Fern had chosen his men well! Never had there been straighter shooting, although indeed that mass of lead which was sweeping toward the bank was sure to wash down any life that might be in its way.


    “Around the corner!” cried Macarthur, and they darted away.


    They were out of the main focus of the bullets, to be sure. People could no longer shoot at them from three corners. But right across the street were five men kneeling, each with a magazine rifle from which they were pumping a stream of lead. The windows on that side of the bank began to go out with a crash, and Macarthur, with a gasp, dropped to his knees.


    Two unwounded bandits remained, and of these only Rainey had a weapon in his hand. He fired at that kneeling row of marksmen. The center figure dropped. The four remaining fled to a place of safety and the wounded man crawled after them.


    But, still, where could the fugitives go? There was only one horse for the two unhurt men and for one wounded—and this was Rainey’s gallant pony, which had trotted around the corner to join him. There was only one horse for three men, and the whole town, as could be told by far off shooting, was rising.


    And then it was that they saw two horses racing down the main street—Fern’s men had chosen to charge home, then?


    No, for the voice of one rider was shouting: “Gloster! Harry Gloster!”


    And he recognized Buck Daniels, with an answering shout of joy. Yet Daniels did not reach them first. From behind him shot a great black horse with a slim figure in the saddle—a giant of a horse which came sliding to a halt before them in a cloud of stinging dust.


    “Harry!” cried Joan. “Harry, are you here?”


    He had no time to feel horror that she should be there.


    “He’ll carry two—swing up behind— quick!”


    But there, gasping in the dirt beside him, was Joe Macarthur, to whom he had sworn, looking into his eyes, that he would be faithful. He scooped the heavy body up in his arms, ran forward, and tossed Macarthur across the pommel of the saddle.


    What was that which Macarthur had groaned as he lifted him? “Save yourself, Harry. I’m done!”


    “Down the street, Joan,” Gloster shouted, “as fast as the horse will run!”


    “I can’t leave you!”


    “For God’s sake, Joan!”


    Buck Daniels had drawn up beside them and behind his saddle had leaped Dud Rainey. They moved off down the street with Gloster racing between the two horses, and behind them was a new roar of guns and a shout of rage.


    They were out of one trap, indeed, but they were already in the jaws of another. Straight before them a dozen men ran out into the street and threw themselves on their bellies. In another instant the bullets were whistling.


    There was no facing that fire. Aiming by starlight, and shaken with excitement, the prone men were missing, to be sure, but they were finding their range. In a moment they would begin to plant their shots.


    Down the street there was a confusion of yells as men were mounting horses which had been kept carefully concealed in back yards of the houses. Now they rushed for the pursuit. Ahead and behind, then, their way was totally blocked.


    Buck Daniels, pushing to the lead, turned them into a new direction. The double doors of a livery stable yawned wide to their right. A single lantern burned dimly in the interior. They might sweep through this place and gain an exit to the open country behind. Even that, however, would not avail them long, with only two horses for five persons. But in the stable itself they might be able to get new mounts.


    So, with a roar of hoof-beats, they dashed into the old building. Some one rushed for cover, throwing away a rifle in his haste, but Dud Rainey dived from the horse of Buck Daniels and caught the fellow with a flying tackle. Down they went with a crash.


    By the time they had risen, the others had halted their horses, Joe Macarthur lay stretched on the floor where Harry Gloster had laid him gently, and Joan, dropping from the saddle on the lofty Captain, was kneeling at the side of the wounded man.


    In the meantime, with a yell of exultation, the crowd in the street poured around the stables. On either side and to the rear they ran, firing in the air in blind joy, and it was plain that they felt that the group was trapped. Half a dozen ran for the open double doors themselves, but Buck Daniels ripped up the floor with a few bullets at their feet and drove them helter-skelter back.


    There was still something to be done before they took the building from the rear. Harry Gloster sped to the rear entrance, and from the single door, fired blindly, half a dozen times, at skulking figures. The reply was a rain of bullets, and one or two yells of alarm, but the skulkers disappeared behind cover and it might be taken for granted that they would not soon try to approach the stable from that direction.


    So Gloster returned to the corner in which the others had gathered and where little Dud Rainey had his captive by the collar. The latter was a much larger man, but his spirit was completely cowed. Fear of death filled up his eyes, which were starting from their sockets.


    The first care was for the wounded man. He had been shot through the body and he was bleeding fast. Buck Daniels made a brief examination and reported that only a good doctor could give help to the injured outlaw. But how could they bring a doctor in to him?


    From the shadow behind the door, Harry Gloster called to the crowd:


    “Is the sheriff out there?”


    “We don’t need a sheriff,” thundered some one, “to handle a lot of hounds like you! We’ll give you a bellyful before we’re done with it.”


    There was a loud roar of applause which was taken up with a cheer from the distance. For men were gathering rapidly from every part of the town toward the sound of the firing.


    “Is there anybody out there in command?” thundered Gloster again.


    “They’ve got enough. They’d rather hang than get their medicine now,” came the answer. “Send for President Fern. He’ll do the talking in good shape.”


    Fern’s voice came across the street. And it was not raised high, yet it pierced through the tumult easily and reduced the others to silence at once.


    “If you want to surrender,” he said, “I’ll see that you are brought safely to the jail. Is that what you want to know?”


    “We’ve got a man badly hurt in here,” Gloster replied. “If we bring him to the door, will some of you carry him to the doctor?”


    “And get our heads blowed off when we come for him?” taunted some one. “We wasn’t born yesterday, old son!”


    “What’s our guarantee that you’ll play fair and square?” asked Fern.


    “I’ll bring him out and stand beside him,” answered Gloster. “Will that be a guarantee? If anybody goes down, I’ll be the man.”


    “That’s fair and reasonable,” said Fern. “We’ll deal fairly by you, my brave fellow! Bring him out.”


    Gloster went back to the others, but he found that there was a decided difference of opinion. What he had said had been heard, of course, by his companions in the stable.


    Joan, working with flying hands to bandage Macarthur, said nothing, but she raised her head and gave him a look that he could never forget. How he should interpret it he could not tell, but it seemed to him that her eyes overflowed with her joy of him. But Daniels and Dud Rainey were strongly against the risk.


    “Somebody will take a chance and dump a shot at you,” said Rainey. “Besides, there isn’t a chance for poor Macarthur. When a man gets a bullet where he got one, it’s all over.”


    Daniels nodded agreement, and Joe Macarthur himself groaned from the floor: “You’ve done noble by me already, Harry. God knows that you ain’t had any call to be so square. Let me die here quiet. It ‘d ease me a pile more than thinking of being hung if I should get well.”


    They might as well have talked to the wind. Gloster leaned over the injured man, gathered him in his arms, and brushing through the others as if they had been no more than stubble, walked to the open door and through it. He marched on to the center of the street. There he paused.


    “I’ve got a man that may be dying,” he said. “If there’s anybody yonder with a drop of mercy in him, come out and take him to a doctor.”


    There was no answer. That yawning door behind Gloster was like the open mouth of a cannon. Presently Oscar Fern shouted: “I’m coming, friend. Boys, won’t one of you help me carry him in?”


    He started running across the street. That appeal was too much for the manhood of the citizens of Wickson, and a round dozen followed. They swept around Harry Gloster.


    “We’ve got him!” said one of the last comers. “Why not take him back along with his wounded man?”


    “There’ll be none of that!” announced the authoritative voice of Oscar Fern. “By no means! I’ve never seen a braver thing than this in my life, and not a hand is going to be raised against this man!”


    Two or three of his companions took the heavy body of Macarthur into his arms, and the outlaw groaned with the agony of their touch.


    “Gently!” cautioned Fern. “Dr. Sand will take a hand with him—and do his best! And you, my friend, what’s your name?”


    “Gloster,” he answered.


    That name brought a growl from the bystanders. It was too much to ask that they should be allowed to permit that notorious murderer to escape even for the moment. But the admiration of Fern appeared hardly shaken.


    “Gloster,” he said, “no matter what there may be in your record, this is a fine thing. And—I wish you luck, lad, and better habits. If we take you alive out of that building, you’ll find a friend in me!”


    Gloster thanked him briefly. He stepped to Macarthur as the latter was being carried away.


    “Joe,” he said, “good luck—fight it through!”


    “God bless you, Harry,” gasped the wounded man. “But I’ll see hell before you do. I’m fixed.”


    So Harry Gloster turned away and walked slowly back across the street to the door of the stable. Not a shot was fired behind him and that, after all, was a fine tribute to the sturdy men of Wickson.

  

  
    
      A stratagem of desperation

    

    He found Buck Daniels and Dud Rainey in close conversation when he rejoined the group. As for Joan, she had withdrawn into the background, where she kept the Captain quiet with her hand against his neck. His head was turning constantly from side to side, and his eyes flashed as though he realized the full significance of the scene through which he had just galloped, but he did not stir from his place.


    Rainey was trying to persuade Daniels that it was foolish for him to throw in his destiny with theirs when he had taken no part in the attempt on the bank, but it was not hard for Buck to prove to Dud that he was wrong. There would be a mob trial and mob justice for every unwounded man taken from the stable that night.


    They would not wait to ask questions and learn the truth, but like a pack of hounds which has been lately blooded, they would be eager for another kill. There was no real reply to such a statement, and Rainey fell silent.


    They turned back to their captive, whose fear had a little abated. They demanded to know the two best horses in the stable. He took them at once to the stalls. The prosperity of the town of Wickson was amply attested by the condition of its leading livery stable. For there were fully thirty animals in the stalls and most of them were excellent mounts.


    There was no need for him to point out the best of the lot. A tall, wide shouldered roan, apparently capable of bearing even the bulk of Harry Gloster, and a slender limbed little brown mare stood out head and shoulders above the rest. They saddled these and brought them back in silence. For it was plain that they had only one chance, and that chance was really a delusion. They must attempt to break out through the front or the rear entrance to the stable and ride to liberty.


    It was, indeed, worse than hopeless, for the street in front of the stable was lined with fine marksmen, all grouped within easy range of the door of the stable. Rainey went to the rear of the building to explore and came back with a report that the roof of every shed near the stable was thick with armed men. Whether they tried the front or the rear exit, there was sure to be a flood of lead poured at them.


    It was agreed that the best thing for Joan was to leave her behind in the stable. After the attempt to escape, when the crowd invaded the stable itself, they would find her and let her go. Nothing else could be done with a woman by Westerners. And one glance at her would be sufficient to convince even the harshest of the mob that she was no Amazon.


    It was Rainey who thought of the stratagem which gave them at least a ghost of a hope.


    “What’s the worst mark in the world to shoot at?” he asked.


    None of the others could answer.


    “What about a gang of horses stampeding?”


    They nodded. Any man who had seen a mob of horses running wild, their heads packed full of fear, dashing on with a mad impetus which would carry them with equal recklessness into a fence or over a cliff would have to agree that it was almost impossible to pick out one mark in the midst of the swirling, racing bodies.


    “But what’s that got to do with us?” asked Gloster.


    “There’s two horses here we have to ride,” answered Rainey. “But there are twenty-eight more, and twenty-eight will make a pretty imitation of a stampede. Suppose we get them ready, put our horses in the middle, and then let go their halter ropes and give a yell? They’ll be ready for fast work. Listen to them now.”


    For the stable was in a growing turmoil. In every stall there was a fretting horse. They had smelled powder smoke. They had glimpsed, here and there through the cracks in the wall, the flashing of guns outside. And, above all, they had heard the battle shouts of men, which drive all animals into a frenzy of fear and excitement.


    It was done at once. They led out the stamping, rearing, snorting horses and gathered them four abreast in the driveway of the stable. Their lead ropes were tied together, which would keep them from scattering. In seven ranks they were ranged. In the center the riders would take their station and move with the mass, although at the imminent danger of having themselves bumped out of the saddles.


    There was only one thing left, and that was to say good-by to Joan. She had not stirred or spoken since she took up her place at the side of the great black horse. Buck Daniels came to her first.


    “Joan,” he said, “to-night will show you what a free life means. This is the sort of thing that it runs into. When a gent tries to run free and take his own way, he runs into hell early. There’s only one smooth way of traveling, and that’s to keep with the herd, the way they go. I ain’t saying this with the hope of changing your mind, but give it a think, Joan. There’s something in it!”


    She had listened impassively, her wide eyes fixed upon his face.


    “It was all for my sake,” she said at last. “There would have been none of this if I hadn’t left. And, oh—dad—”


    She paused there on that old word, and it shook Buck Daniels as if she had been a man and struck him heavily.


    “Don’t say that, honey,” he answered gently. “No matter what comes out of this break to get away, it don’t make much difference to me. You see, Joan, I been tired of living for a considerable stretch now. It took something out of me when Dan Barry died. It took a pile more when Kate followed him. After that I was sort of living on the inside of a lie. And that don’t do a man no good.


    “Sometimes, in the old days, when you called me ‘dad,’ it used to make things worth while. But I knew that before the end came, I had to tell you the truth. And that took the salt out of life. Now I come to the final round-up—and I’m glad of it!”


    She bowed her head.


    “Say so-long to me, Joan. And say it with a smile. I’m aching to see you smile, dear.”


    “If I could live it over again!” she breathed fiercely. “Oh, if I had another chance, I’d make you happy, dad, if it took the last drop of blood in my body!”


    “Things can’t be changed, Joan,” he said. “What happens is what’s planned. The older I get, the more I see it. There was a time when I loved Kate Cumberland and had a hope that I might make her love me some day. That day never come. There was a time when I tried to kill Dan Barry.


    “But when the wind-up comes, what have I been? Just a tool, Joan. Something else took hold of me and used me to work for Dan and Kate and then used me to work for you. I ain’t regretting. But that’s been my life. And you’ll do the same way— not what you try to make out of yourself, but what’s been planned for you away back in the beginning. Good-by, dear.”


    Somehow, she was able to raise her fallen head, she was able to smile into his face, and then he was gone. She saw Dud Rainey before her.


    “Wish me bon voyage,” he said cheerfully.


    “Good luck! Good luck!” she whispered. She caught one of his hands. “Nothing can happen to you. I know it—I know it!”


    He laughed and stepped away. And there was the towering form of Harry Gloster. His face was in shadow. But she knew that it was working, and that words were forming in his throat and never reaching his lips. Then he was gone after the others, in silence.


    She tried to cry out to stop him, but she could not speak. She tried to run after him, but her feet were weighed down with lead. With all her mind and heart turned to ice, she watched the final preparations.


    They went about their work calmly, methodically, as men should do. There was no delay, no trembling, no vain regrets. The three saddle horses were brought into the center of the group of stable animals. Then Dud Rainey, with a gun in either hand, went to the back of the stable, and they heard him kick open a door and begin to blaze away into the outer night.


    There was an answering roar of guns which quite drowned his. Then came a yelling of a hundred men, swarming back to meet the rear attack. That was the moment for which they had waited.


    Rainey came racing back and leaped into his saddle. And all three, yelling like wild Indians, turned the stable horses loose. Out they thundered! The din of their hoofs turned the stable into pandemonium, and from the street came the blaze of revolvers and rifles.


    Yet it was not a third of the volume which it would have been a little before. Many a score of good men had run toward the back of the stable when it appeared that the attempt would be made in that direction. Those who remained were enough to have riddled ten times as many fugitives with bullets.


    But they had no fair mark. Out from the stable rushed a mass of horses, their heads stretched out with the fury of their speed. And it was hard indeed to mark the ones which actually carried riders on their backs, for those riders were flattened across the pommels of their saddles, showing almost nothing to the eye.


    Men who stood on the level of the street could do nothing. Only those who were posted in the windows had a half chance, and these, although they turned loose a plunging fire, were shooting wildly. They had expected, at the most, four horses. Here was a herd of wild animals plunging down the street. And, indeed, it seemed to the excited imagination of more than one man that there was a rider on the back of every animal—and that the four had been transformed by black magic into a host.


    There was no time for a second thought. That stream of horseflesh swept to the left as it shot out of the stable door and it whipped away like a thrown javelin. All in a moment, there remained only a cloud of dust which made rifle work like shooting in a fog and which stung the eyes and the nostrils.


    From every crevice, with wails of fury and rage, they ran into the street. They turned a storm of lead down the street, but it is an old maxim that one good marksman can often do more damage than a score of hysterical fighters.


    Not a single man was ready to whirl and fire in a new direction when, from the door of the stable, another figure started forth on an immense black horse, plunged through them, and raced away down the street with a form no larger than the form of a boy flattened along his back.

  

  
    
      Compassionate shadows

    

    The room in which Joe Macarthur lay was filled with silence and the stir of great shadows. Not very far away townsmen were besieging the companions of the robber, and although they would have had their guns ready to kill in a moment had he himself been able to stand and fight, yet now they were all subdued.


    For Joe Macarthur was dying. So the doctor had pronounced, rising from his examination while his shadow rose on the wall beyond him, black, shapeless and immense.


    There was only one source of light in the room, and that was a single lamp which stood on a center table. It had been held close so that the doctor could see his work until he gave a signal with a brusque gesture that he was through, or at least that he had seen all that he needed to see. Then the lamp was replaced on the table. And it cast just enough light to print black silhouettes which were as ugly as caricatures on the walls behind the watchers.


    Perhaps a dozen men stood in the room. Not that they were shirkers who were unwilling to take their part in any fighting which might go on around the stable where the others were besieged. On the contrary, most of these were old hands—men who had been in brawls before and knew all about the kick of a revolver against the heel of the hand and the hum of other bullets past one’s own head. They had seen such things in plenty and the raw edge of the novelty had been worn off for them.


    They left younger men, therefore, men who had not yet proved themselves, to press around the stable, hungry as wolves to hear the singing of bullets and fight to kill. For their own part, they knew that there was more of real importance apt to go on within this quiet chamber where the wounded chieftain was lying, so they had followed those who bore him there.


    It was a grocery store. Along the shelves the tinned food glittered like a thousand small, dull eyes. Glass cases shone faintly, also. The smell of onions and the earthy odor of potatoes and a peculiar pungency of molasses was in the air. As for the couch of Joe Macarthur, it was a saddle blanket spread upon the top of the low, broad counter over which sugar and flour were wrapped and passed.


    The doctor was a busy little man. He had an ungracious personality, and would have starved in a new community. But he had grown up in Wickson, and therefore his peculiarities were taken for granted.


    As a matter of fact, he was a dull fellow. But his waspish temper gave him an air that passed for acuteness among the townsfolk. He had no sympathy with pain and sorrow, but his cold eye and his compressed lips were taken as a sign of devotion to his science, and they were forgiven for that reason. He now stood beside Macarthur and looked down into the steady but fast fading eyes of the robber.


    “What d’you want?” he asked.


    “Eh?” murmured Macarthur.


    “What is there that you want?”


    Macarthur closed his eyes. His lips twitched. But when he looked up again his face was once more calm.


    “I’m as far gone as that, eh?”


    “You’re far gone, Macarthur,” snapped the doctor. “So if you want anything, shout for it now. Whisky?”


    His brutality did not bother Macarthur. The latter had been brutal in turn, many a time. He was willing to take all the bitter dose of medicine and drain it to the last drop, but he raised his right hand to stop the flow of words.


    “How long have I got?” he asked.


    “Maybe five minutes.”


    “No more’n that?”


    “I’m a doctor, not a prophet. You might last out an hour, I suppose. But now I’ve done my duty and I guess I’m through?”


    He turned a hasty glance over the assemblage. Not a man had stirred. During the time of his examination there had not been a whisper in the store. But there they stood in stiff attitudes.


    And when they heard his judgment, someone removed his hat. The others followed the example, and all unconsciously. No matter where and how Macarthur had sinned, he was swiftly passing toward a place where they were all bound. There were no young men there, and death is most terrible to the young. But even these hardened fellows were impressed by the sudden snuffing out of so much power of hand and brain as that which now lay stretched upon the counter.


    “If I have only five minutes—it ‘ll do. I’ve got something to say. Has anybody got a pencil and some paper?”


    It caused a stir. A dozen hands shifted into pockets. Papers and many pencils were produced.


    “Carney—you’re the man for this. You understand these things better’n the rest of us.”


    So designated, and urged forward by hands on either side, Samuel Carney went slowly to the dying man. He had not failed to note the quick turn of the head with which Joe Macarthur had heard the name pronounced. And Carney, his brain reeling, crept slowly forward, feeling that if Macarthur was facing death, he himself was facing something which was far worse!


    After all, how beautifully just it was— how accurately destiny was dealing with him! On the very day when he had confessed his sin and when that confession had been rewarded, as he felt, with utter absolution, he was to stand beside a man who had been his unwilling victim and write down the words which were to damn himself forever in the eyes of the community,


    For there was no mistaking the cruel satisfaction which sparkled now in the eyes of the dying man. He had been trapped and betrayed and now he should have the consummate satisfaction of betraying the traitor. Yet there was no drawing back for Carney. His gray face was set. He prepared to suffer the crucifixion.


    After that night he could never face the rest of the world. But there was a short cut to a refuge. The gun in his house was stanch enough to send a bullet into his brain, and he could confidently leave the care of his wife and of his daughter to the great heart of Oscar Fern. They would not suffer. They could go East and change their ruined name for a new one.


    “I got something to say,” went on Joe Macarthur, “that ‘ll give Sam Carney a lot of fun to write down.”


    He paused, and his wicked grin froze the very heart of the poor cashier.


    “Come closer the rest of you,” he commanded. “I want you to hear it—in case he ain’t going to write it down—fast enough!”


    They glided obediently closer.


    “Put something under my head. It’s hard to talk lying flat this way.”


    Again they obeyed.


    “Whisky!”


    A flask was instantly at his lips.


    “Now I’m ready—”


    Here he coughed violently, and again more weakly. A bloody bubble rose to his lips, broke, and he wiped away the red drops with the back of his hand. Then his arm dropped and hung limp down from the counter—a great long arm, so that the fingers actually touched the dust.


    And it flashed through the mind of Carney that this moment the outlaw had actually come to death’s door and that there would be no narrative.


    But no, now he was speaking. His voice was low and hurried, but each word was perfectly distinct. If the stumbling pencil failed to record those words, a dozen ears would be ready to swear to them the next day.


    “I ain’t got much time. I got to hurry— I got to begin with the most important part of what I got to say.”


    He turned his head and rolled his eyes around the semicircle of faces.


    “Is what I say going to be believed?”


    There was a general nodding of heads. And an unaccustomed touch of mercy made some one step closer and advise him that he had better save his strength and do no talking.


    “To hell with that!” answered Macarthur with a faint shadow of his old sneer returning. “I got the life of another man on my hands. I got to get rid of it! So to start right there:


    “It was me that killed Nichols and Springer. Gloster didn’t have nothing to do with it. He wasn’t at the mine. He was away hunting. When he come back and found the two of ‘em dead, I guess he knew how folks would figure. That little old mine was opening up a rich vein. Everybody would of thought that he’d bumped off his two partners to get the whole thing into his hands!”


    He rolled his eyes around at the others, savagely challenging them.


    “You’ll be thinking that I’m saying that just because I know that I’m going to pass out and that I might as well save the neck of my bunkie while I’m about it. But, for God’s sake, boys, believe what I’m saying. I’ll tell you all the straight of it. I’ve been gunning for Gloster. But he’s showed white clear through. There ain’t no yaller in him.


    “One thing more. He joined the gang. But he didn’t join it for the money nor because he’d been hounded into going where he could get help ag’in’ half the sheriffs in the West out after his head. He joined because Joan Barry was up in the hills where we was hanging out, and he wanted to be near her. She’s down there in the stable.”


    “A girl?” gasped the listeners faintly, for the starlight had been too dim and the speed of the black horse too great to enable them to distinguish anything definite about the rider in the saddle on the Captain.


    “A girl, I say. And Buck Daniels is with her. He ain’t had any part in this fracas. He come trailing Joan, and she come trailing us, most like.”


    “Is there anybody in that stable,” asked the doctor dryly, “that’s broken the law?”


    “Dud Rainey,” answered Macarthur. “God knows, Dud is square. But I got to tell the truth to save the rest. And every word I’ve spoke is the truth and the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”


    A great tremor passed through his body. He gasped. And then his eyes closed.


    Surely, thought Carney in his agony, the man would die now. And out of his heart of hearts went up a prayer, wordless, and stronger than words, to the God of mercy, that he might be spared this worse than death.


    “He’s making a good end,” said one of the watchers. “He’s clearing off his slate. And if what he says is true, we’d ought to get Gloster and Daniels out of that mess safe and sound.”


    “If what he says is true!” added an other significantly. “A mighty slim chance that it’s true— Look—he’s gone now—”


    His voice died away, for the eyes of Macarthur had opened again.


    “You lie,” he breathed. “So help me God and everything holy—you lie! I’ve spoken the truth—Gloster is innocent— and—”


    He coughed again, appeared to half strangle, and then went on speaking in a rapid, rattling whisper which the others could barely make out.


    “Now I got one more thing to say. I’m going to tell you how come that I ran into this trap to-night. I’m going to tell you how five straight shooters and fast workers come to be butchered by a bunch of skunks and squareheads like you gents. Them five deaths, they go all to the account of one sneaking, double-crossing hound that ‘ll go to hell fast on account of what he’s done. And that man is—”


    There was a sharp crackling of guns. In spite of themselves, the listeners started with an exclamation which drowned the name on the lips of Macarthur. And, before he could speak again, there was a loud noise like thunder near at hand, and then the entire town seemed to be shouting with one voice.


    “They’re breaking out!” cried one of the men. “They’re gone! And we’ve missed it!”


    A stampede started for the door, and in an instant the room was deserted. Even the doctor left, not that he wanted to be in the fight, but that he would be glad enough to be one of the first to arrive after the danger had passed.


    There remained only the dying man and Samuel Carney. And the latter looked clown into the dull eyes of Macarthur.


    “You lucky dog—lucky—lucky!” whispered Macarthur.


    “Listen to me,” cried Carney eagerly. What mattered it to him that the rest of the town was in an uproar? He had only a few speeding seconds in which to attempt to clear himself with a man who was bound for another world.


    “Listen to me, and try to believe me, Macarthur. I rode out there to warn you to-night. My nerve failed me to-day. I went out to the Thompson place this evening and waited for you. The trouble was that I got there hours too early. I waited, and while I was waiting I fell asleep. When I woke up, you’d gone by with your men. I lighted matches, and saw by the light the marks of the hoofs of your horses going down the trail.


    “Then I jumped on my horse and rode like mad for Wickson. But nothing was any good. By the time I came in, guns were crackling. Macarthur, that’s the truth. I’d taken out five hundred to pay you for the trouble you’d taken to work the deal through.”


    “If Rainey’s taken, would you use that five hundred to clear him? Would you use it to hire a real lawyer to fight for his skin, Carney?”


    “I would! I shall!”


    “There ain’t no use. They’ve butchered them all by this time! But—you wouldn’t do it anyway. There ain’t no truth in you, nothing but lies—nothing but lies! And me after what I’ve been and after what I’ve done—to be took in by such a skunk as you!”


    “Macarthur, if you’ll—”


    “Don’t talk. I ain’t got time to listen. There’s other things. God, what a pile I got to think about! What a pile! Only—”


    He paused.


    “Is Gloster going to be safe?”


    “And Daniels too, Macarthur! You’ve cleared them completely!”


    “Thank God for that!”


    Another pause.


    Suddenly he started.


    “Shoot low, boys, and shoot fast!” he cried aloud, and then dropped back with a thud upon the counter. This was the death of Joe Macarthur.

  

  
    
      White magic

    

    The ray of light which struck through the darkness and among the trees was instantly lost again. Joan reined back the Captain to the spot from which she had first seen it, and there she made it out again, a steady yellow streak through the blackness. She located it carefully and then struck forward again.


    All day she had been wandering on horseback since they had broken out of Wickson just before the dawn. But the stallion went up the slope as easily as if he had not done a day’s work for a month.


    She had taken care to approach the place stealthily. But now she rode straight in upon it, and there she found a very small fire which had been built in the center of a number of large boulders. There was no one beside it, neither were there any footprints, for there was nothing but rocks on which to step.


    Yet she hesitated only an instant, and then called loudly: “Harry! Harry Gloster!”


    There was no answer. She called again, and, since the silence continued, she sank down upon a stone and, dropping her face upon her hands, gave herself over to the thoughts which had been riding with her all the day.


    Then, for no reason, she looked up suddenly, and saw that Harry Gloster was standing before her. His rifle was in his hand. A blood stained rag was tied around his face, and the face itself was pale and drawn, with something in it which she had never seen there before.


    There was an unyielding hardness in his look—a gloomy desperation. But the blood and the bandage banished the smaller details, to her mind.


    “Oh, Harry!” she cried. “They’ve hurt you!”


    He looked down at her in wonder, as she arose; then he touched his head as if suddenly remembering of what she could be speaking.


    “That’s nothing. Just a nick.”


    She breathed a sigh of relief.


    “And dad? Is he back there waiting? Didn’t he recognize my voice? I want him here, too, before I tell you the great news!”


    There was no answer from Gloster.


    “Harry!” she whispered. “What happened—where is he?”


    “Where he can’t answer you, Joan. But he left something for you that he said you’d never seen.”


    He took out a large oval locket, and handed it to her. She received it with trembling fingers.


    “Tell me the whole truth,” she pleaded.


    “He rode on with the rest of us after we got out of Wickson. He said nothing about being hurt, but after we’d decided that each of us had better go his own way, and Rainey had gone off, I said good-by to Buck, and noticed that he was riding shaky in the saddle. I sneaked along behind.


    “As soon as he was beyond a hill he sort of fell out of the saddle—more like a fall than a getting off. He pulled off his coat. Then I saw what had happened and went up to him.”


    He paused.


    “In the end,” he concluded, “Buck wanted me to give you his love if I ever saw you again, and give you this pair of pictures.”


    She opened the locket, wiping away her fast falling tears to see what was inside. Within she found two pictures, one of a smiling girl enough like Joan to be her sister. But the fashion of her clothes was that of twenty years gone by, and she knew it was her mother, unhappy Kate Cumberland. The opposite face was the strangest she had ever seen. It was that of a young man, with dark hair and eyes, a face spirit-thin and wonderfully handsome. There was a suggestion about it that the man would instantly leap into violent action.


    She did not need to be told his name. It was her father, Dan Barry, from the knowledge of whom she had been so carefully shielded through so many years. She closed the locket again, but still the two faces burned themselves into her brain.


    Her heart had softened when she looked at her mother; it had leaped when she saw Dan Barry at last. There was a strange feeling that he stood, with a gaze just as in he picture, directly behind her. And, in deed, she knew that something of him was still living in her own spirit.


    She looked up to Harry Gloster again, and by his expression she knew that she had seen the resemblance also. That was why he stood so far from her.


    “I came to tell dad,” she said slowly, “that you and he are free. Joe Macarthur, as he lay dying, made a full confession that showed you had nothing to do with the killing of Nichols and Springer, and that there was really no crime to charge to either of you. I came to tell you that you were both free, and now—”


    He neither stirred nor spoke, but watched her with a cold and distant regard that froze up her power of speech. Fear was taking her by the throat.


    “Harry,” she whispered, “what has happened? Why look at me like that?”


    “I saw Daniels die, Joan. He died for you. And I swore then that I’d never take a step to win you away from that wild freedom that you love. That’s your life and that’s your happiness, and God pity the man that tries to step between you and it.”


    “But if I come to you, Harry, and tell you that I know how terrible and how foolish are the things I have done—”


    “Joan, a step toward me would mean—”


    And so, suddenly, they were in each other’s arms.


    A wedge of wild geese, flying low, sent down their wavering and dissonant chorus, but Dan Barry’s daughter did not hear.

  

  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        The untamed (1918)
      
        	
          Pan of the desert
        

        	
          The panther
        

        	
          Silent shoots
        

        	
          Something yellow
        

        	
          Four in the air
        

        	
          Laughter
        

        	
          The mute messenger
        

        	
          Red writing
        

        	
          The phantom rider
        

        	
          The strength of women
        

        	
          Silent bluffs
        

        	
          Partners
        

        	
          The long riders entertain
        

        	
          Delilah
        

        	
          The crossroads
        

        	
          The three of us
        

        	
          The panther’s paw
        

        	
          Cain
        

        	
          Real men
        

        	
          One trail ends
        

        	
          One way out
        

        	
          The woman’s way
        

        	
          Hell starts
        

        	
          The rescue
        

        	
          The long ride
        

        	
          Black Bart turns nurse
        

        	
          Nobody laughs
        

        	
          Whistling Dan, desperado
        

        	
          “Werewolf”
        

        	
          “The manhandling”
        

        	
          “Laugh, damn it!”
        

        	
          Those who see in the dark
        

        	
          The song of the untamed
        

        	
          The coward
        

        	
          Close in!
        

        	
          Fear
        

        	
          Death
        

        	
          The wild geese
        

      

      

      	
        The night horseman (1920)
      
        	
          The scholar
        

        	
          Words and bullets
        

        	
          The doctor rides
        

        	
          The chain
        

        	
          The waiting
        

        	
          The mission starts
        

        	
          Jerry Strann
        

        	
          The gift-horse
        

        	
          Battle light
        

        	
          “Sweet Adeline”
        

        	
          The buzzard
        

        	
          Finesse
        

        	
          The three
        

        	
          Music for Old Nick
        

        	
          Old Gary Peters
        

        	
          The coming of night
        

        	
          Buck makes his get-away
        

        	
          Doctor Byrne analyses
        

        	
          Suspense
        

        	
          The coming
        

        	
          Mac Strann decides to keep the law
        

        	
          Patience
        

        	
          How Mac Strann kept the law
        

        	
          Doctor Byrne looks into the past
        

        	
          Were-wolf
        

        	
          The battle
        

        	
          The conquest
        

        	
          The trail
        

        	
          Talk
        

        	
          The voice of Black Bart
        

        	
          The message
        

        	
          Victory
        

        	
          Doctor Byrne shows the truth
        

        	
          The acid test
        

        	
          Pale Annie
        

        	
          The discovery of life
        

        	
          The piebald
        

        	
          The challenge
        

        	
          The storm
        

        	
          The arroyo
        

        	
          The falling of night
        

        	
          The journey into night
        

      

      

      	
        The seventh man (1921)
      
        	
          Spring
        

        	
          Grey Molly
        

        	
          Battle
        

        	
          King Hol
        

        	
          The fight
        

        	
          The rifle
        

        	
          Joan disobeys
        

        	
          Discipline
        

        	
          The long arm of the law
        

        	
          One trail ends
        

        	
          A new trail begins
        

        	
          The crisis
        

        	
          Equal payment
        

        	
          Suspense
        

        	
          Seven for one
        

        	
          Man-hunting
        

        	
          The second man
        

        	
          Concerning the strength of women
        

        	
          The venture
        

        	
          Discipline
        

        	
          The acid test
        

        	
          The fifth man
        

        	
          Bad news
        

        	
          The music
        

        	
          The battle
        

        	
          The test
        

        	
          The sixth man
        

        	
          The blood of the father
        

        	
          Billy the clerk
        

        	
          The Morgan Hills
        

        	
          The trap
        

        	
          Relays
        

        	
          The jump
        

        	
          The warning
        

        	
          The asper
        

        	
          The empty cave
        

        	
          Ben Swann
        

        	
          The new alliance
        

        	
          Victory
        

        	
          The failure
        

        	
          The wild geese
        

      

      

      	
        Dan Barry's daughter (1923)
      
        	
          Part one
        
          	
            The wild geese are calling—calling
          

          	
            Where the law slept
          

          	
            The clenched fist
          

          	
            Moon-mad
          

          	
            The venturesome moth
          

          	
            The gentle flame
          

        

        

        	
          Part two
        
          	
            Out of sight
          

          	
            An outlander offends
          

          	
            “Que viva la rumba”
          

          	
            It’s the nickname that counts
          

          	
            The happy prisoner
          

          	
            A vain sacrifice
          

        

        

        	
          Part three
        
          	
            Throwing dice with death
          

          	
            Freedom has its shackles
          

          	
            The valley of the shadow
          

          	
            Eyes that saw not
          

          	
            Hare and hounds
          

          	
            Half queen and half child
          

        

        

        	
          Part four
        
          	
            The unconquerable captain
          

          	
            Spirit of the heights
          

          	
            Free pinions
          

          	
            The gypsy trail
          

          	
            “You ain’t no killer!”
          

          	
            The forces of evil
          

          	
            The dove in the hawk’s eerie
          

        

        

        	
          Part five
        
          	
            The might of innocence
          

          	
            An unexpected mercy
          

          	
            The wild heart
          

          	
            The untameable soul
          

          	
            The fourth white pebble
          

          	
            Blood brothers
          

          	
            Riders in the night
          

        

        

        	
          Part six
        
          	
            A fatal mischance
          

          	
            The vengeful bullets
          

          	
            The sturdy men of Wickson
          

          	
            A stratagem of desperation
          

          	
            Compassionate shadows
          

          	
            White magic
          

        

        

      

      

    

  
Landmarks


  
    	Table of Contents


    	Cover

  



OEBPS/Images/cover02.png
THE
AN BARRY SERIES

Gombined

Max Brand





