
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      John Ovington returns

    

    
      “John Ovington returns” was originally published in 1918 in All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      I

    

    The old servant stopped and faced him. The light from the candle he carried flickered across his bald head as he nodded wonderingly, and John Ovington hardly repressed a smile.


    “You are quite sure you were never in the house before?” asked Hillton.


    “No,” said Ovington, “I was never here before, but somehow it seems to me that a big amber-coloured vase with black figures tracing down the sides should stand by that window. It’s just a fancy, but rather unusual in its clearness.”


    “The Ovingtons are an unusual family, sir,” said Hillton, and he raised his candle so that its light fell more fully on the sternly graven face of his new master. After his moment’s scrutiny he shook his head as one who gives up a problem.


    “A vase like the one you speak of stood there ever since the house was built, but last week Mrs Worth broke it while she was cleaning the room. Every week I have the rooms cleaned, sir, but for the past year they have never been used, none except the kitchen and Mr Ovington’s bedroom where he lay sick for so long.”


    “And died?” said Ovington.


    “And died, sir. He wouldn’t trust any one save me. I wrote the letter which brought you here, and I signed it for him.”


    “I shall never forget that letter,” said Ovington. “And that is the room where I sleep now?”


    “The master has always slept in that room since the family came here to live,” he answered. “Now I think you have seen the whole house, Mr Ovington.”


    “But isn’t there a room behind those folding doors?” asked Ovington.


    “That is the library, and it hasn’t been opened these past fifteen years. Fifteen dreary years, sir. It must be fearful thick with dust.”


    “And why has it been closed all this time?”


    “That was the time when young Master Ovington died, and since then the master couldn’t bear to go into that room. For the family pictures hang there, and he couldn’t stand to look on them, he having lost his heir. The family name ended with him, as he thought. It was only through the lawyers that we traced the line to you, sir, through your great-grandfather, John Ovington, the man who disappeared.”


    “So I understand,” said Ovington. “But let’s have a look at the room.”


    Hillton drew in his wrinkled lips anxiously.


    “Tonight, sir?”


    “Why not?”


    “It’s a fearsome place to go into at night with all the great, stern old Ovingtons painted and hanging on the wall. It’s most like a graveyard, sir, with the ghosts up and sitting on their tombs. I’m sure you will not like it to be there at night, Mr Ovington.”


    “Tut!” smiled Ovington, and he laid a reassuring hand on the old man’s shoulder. “We’ll risk the dust and the family pictures.”


    It was only after much reluctant fumbling and many sidewise glances as if in hope that Ovington’s resolution would die away that Hillton finally produced the key. The lock had set so fast that it required a great effort for Ovington to send it gritting back. He swung the door wide and stepped into the high, dark room. The wavering of the light behind him made him turn to Hillton, who stood outside the door, the candle fairly shaking in his hand.


    “Come, come!” laughed Ovington. “After all, it’s only a room with nothing more dangerous in it than shadows.”


    “No, sir,” said Hillton, “I’m not afraid. But it’s a strange house and a strange people.”


    He entered slowly, the candle held high above his head, and he peered about at every step.


    Into the highest shadows of the raftered ceiling the wavering candle-light hardly reached, but it shone on the ponderous table, thickly dusted, and into the black throat of the fireplace, and picked out the long row of portraits receding dimly on either side of the room. Among them were a few dressed in the ruffs of the Tudor period. Others appeared in sombre Puritan grey, straight faces under tall hats. Among these one caught Ovington’s eye.


    He took the candle from Hillton and held it close to the portrait. He almost thought for a moment that he was dressed for a fancy ball and stood before a mirror, for it was his own face which returned his gaze with a half scowl and a half sneer, the same strong nose, thin cheeks, and unflinching eyes. He blinded himself with his hand and looked again, but the resemblance persisted. He felt that his forehead had grown very cold.


    “And who is this, Hillton?” he asked, wondering if the servant would notice the resemblance.


    “That is your great-grandfather, whose name was John Ovington, like your name,” said Hillton, forgetting his uneasiness as he talked. “He was the strangest of all the Ovingtons, for he rode away one day and never came back, and that is the last people ever heard of him. And all that was many and many years ago. So long that my father could not remember.”


    He led the way to the window and drew aside the curtain, loosing a cloud of choking dust. Outside the moon glimmered on the garden terraces, which stepped down to a tree-covered hollow, but the other side of the valley rose dark and steep, with a great square house topping it.


    “That is the Jervan house,” said Hillton, and his pointing hand trembled in the moonlight. “That is the house where Beatrice Jervan lived, who was the sweetheart of our John Ovington in those old days, but John Ovington went across the seas and fought in France. So when he came back Beatrice Jervan loved him no longer, and they say that he would have forced her to marry him, for he was a stark fierce man, but she fled away in the night with another man. And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road as they fled on their horses. He stopped them and would have made them turn back, but the man drew a horse-pistol and shot him through the shoulder and rode on with Beatrice Jervan, and God knows what became of them both. We only know that a granddaughter of that couple married back into the Jervan family, and now there is a Beatrice Jervan over there again in that house; and over here”—he laughed tremulously in the moonlight—“is a John Ovington again.


    “Well, when the man rode on with Beatrice that other John Ovington rose up from the road where he had fallen and called after them: ‘I have failed this time, but I shall not fail twice. I shall come again. I shall wait for you in this place, Beatrice Jervan, and carry you away with me forever.’


    “But that he never did, for shortly afterwards he went and took ship in Boston Harbour and went across the sea to other countries. And he was your great-grandfather. All that he left was this picture on the wall and a little cedar chest of his papers which sits on that shelf next to the brass-bound Bible. He was the last of the old family, for after him his cousin took the name and the inheritance.”


    Through a long moment Ovington stood staring at the opposite house.


    “I am going to stay here and read some of those papers,” said he at last, “so you can leave the candle, Hillton.”


    “Will you sit here all alone, sir, on your first night?”


    He folded his hands in his anxiety, and when Ovington nodded he turned and went falteringly from the room, shaking his head solemnly as he walked.


    
      II

    

    On top of the papers in the small chest lay a miniature of a girl. It had evidently at one time been a bust painted by an artist of some skill, but the lower part of the picture was rubbed and faded beyond recognition of any form. Only the face remained clear. The hair drew back from the forehead in the severe lines which pleased those grim old New Englanders, and the eyes drooped demurely downwards, but no moral preceptor could lessen the curve and the lure of the red lips. It seemed to Ovington that the eyes might at any moment flash up and yield him unknown depths of light and mockery.


    He dropped the miniature to his knee and sat for a long time looking straight before him. When he had rallied his thoughts he commenced to turn over the papers. They were all letters written in a woman’s hand, and despite the yellowing of time and the fading of the ink, he could make out the words with little effort. Arranged in the order of their receipt the letters told their own story of the love between Beatrice Jervan and John Ovington.


    There was a long group covering the period of the wooing, and then came the time when Ovington decided to go to the war, and her letter:


    
      I could not say it last night. I needed quiet so that I could think it all out clearly, and now I know what I wanted to say. You must not go to the war, John dear.


      I know that glory is a wonderful thing, but a good wife is a wonderful thing, too, John, and would you care to win glory and lose a wife? Not that I am sure you would lose me; but I love happiness, dear, and I am afraid of pain; and if you were thousands and thousands of miles away, what would I have to remember you by? It is so hard to remember a man by his silences, John!


      Dear, will you try to please me in this? And then I will try to please you all the days of my life. But the sea is so broad, and the French shoot so straight—and I do so love laughter, John! Come to me tonight, and I know I can change your mind.

    


    He rose and walked with the candle until he faced the picture of John Ovington. Yes, that was the face of a man able to defy the charm of sudden glances and slow smiles. He went back to the letters. They diminished rapidly in length, and then came this:


    
      If you want me, you must come and fight for me, Captain John Ovington. There may be dreadful fighting on the plains of France, but I think you will find enough war here on the hills of Connecticut. He has yellow, curling hair, John, and wide, blue eyes, and a gentle voice and a ringing laugh, and he’s as much of a man as you are, almost. If you want me, you must come for me. It may be too late. I can’t tell.

    


    Then came a short note:


    
      You need not come. It is too late!

    


    But John Ovington had decided to come back and try, and after his return were two letters, the last:


    
      If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you; though if I do that I know that mother will faint.


      I think I have never seen so grave a man as the John Ovington I met on the bridge the other day. Have you truly forgotten me? All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile.


      I will be by the fountain in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.

    


    And John Ovington had evidently changed his mind that night and gone to the garden and made desperate love, hoping against hope, for the last letter said:


    
      Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going to go out for a ride from which we shall never come back, and we will take the Newbury Road.


      Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life. It has all been so strange, so maddeningly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?

    


    He read no more that night, but he sat a long time at the window watching the night mist creep up the valley, tangling among the trees, and at last setting a grey veil across the window pane.


    The next morning the challenge of the keen October air drew him out into the open. In the stables he found a great black charger and had him saddled. The groom eyed him dubiously as he lengthened his stirrups to suit his western fashion of riding, but when he swung into the saddle and started down the path with his broad hat curling up in front to the wind and his cloak fluttering behind him, while his powerful pull on the reins held down the horse to an uneasy prance, the groom grinned with open admiration.


    “I reckon an Ovington,” he said, “is always an Ovington.”


    But as he took the road down the valley Ovington could not forget the adventure of the previous evening, for the Connecticut hills rolled up on either side, a remembered beauty of yellowing browns, gold, and crimson running riotously together, and all the trees still shining with the touch of the night mist. And the great lift and sway of the gallop set his heart singing in unison with the hoof-beats. He could not tell how far he had ridden, for every bend invited him on and on down flaming vistas.


    He passed from the main road on to a narrow path which, after a quarter of a mile, surged to the left, and around a quick turn he thundered across a stream on a narrow foot-bridge, a frail structure which tottered and shook under him. At the same time he heard the clatter of hoofs coming towards him down the same path and in a moment a racing brown horse flashed about the curve and dashed on to the bridge.


    It was far too narrow for two horses to edge by each other. He brought his mount to a rearing stop.


    When he looked again the brown horse stood head to head with his black, and he was face to face with the loveliest girl he had ever seen, but a remembered beauty—yes, the face of the miniature, a spray of autumn leaves at her breast stirring as she panted.


    “This is a real escape, isn’t it?” she cried, and her voice carried more mirth than fear.


    “I guess it’s an escape,” he said quietly, after another moment of staring. “Here, there is not room for two to pass. I’ll back off the bridge.”


    But when he drew on the reins the black horse reared straight up, and when he came down stiff-legged the little bridge wavered and groaned.


    “Don’t do that!” she cried, truly frightened by this time. “I’ll back off.”


    She moved her horse back cautiously, step and step, and he followed, but when they came on to the path again he still blocked the way and the puzzled searching of the eyes made her flush slightly.


    “Your name is Beatrice Jervan,” he stated.


    “Yes,” she said.


    “And mine is John Ovington.”


    She clapped her hands in delighted discovery.


    “Are you really the new John Ovington? Let’s shake hands and be friends. We’re neighbors, you know.”


    He rode beside her and took her hand. He knew that she was saying:


    “But you are a stranger here. How did you know my name?”


    He smiled vaguely on her. “Can you tell me how old this bridge is?”


    “Yes,” she said, wondering. “It is said to be a hundred and fifty years old. But I doubt it.”


    “Well,” he said, “I feel as if I had known you for one hundred and fifty years.”


    “With that soft hat and that riding-cloak,” she laughed, “you look as if you might be a bandit of that period.”


    “With that smile,” he said, “you look as if you might be a woman of almost any period. May I ride with you?” he continued. “If I may I’ll try not to say any more foolish things like that last one.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, “it’s the October air that makes one happy without knowing just why. Of course you may ride with me if you care to.”


    They made back across the bridge again and up on to the road. As they broke into a canter he fell back a little to watch the lilt of her perfect horsemanship.


    “If you ride so far back I can’t talk to you,” she complained, “and then you’ll think I’m stupid.”


    “You don’t have to talk,” he said. “I’m quite perfectly entertained, and besides—”


    But she spurred her horse to a wild gallop and the rest of his sentence was jolted from his mind as he pursued. The long stride of the black brought him beside her in a few seconds.


    “You ride well,” he shouted as he reined in to her pace, “but you see you can’t escape me.”


    She slowed down rather sullenly.


    “I have never been passed before on these roads,” she said.


    “Not passed,” he corrected; “merely caught.”


    She accepted the comment with a cold glance. He rode a little behind her, perfectly happy and perfectly silent. A keen wind rose and whirled down the valley to meet them. Sometimes the force of the gust seemed to sway her back in her saddle. From stirrup to head she gave the graceful lines to the sway and lunge of the gallop, and Ovington ground his teeth to keep from singing aloud. It seemed hardly a moment before she checked her horse.


    “Our ways part here,” she said, then smiling: “Are you always silent, Mr Ovington?”


    He raised his hat without replying, wheeled, and spurred up the hill, and she remained for a breathing space watching the play of his broad shoulders as he rode.


    
      III

    

    Through the next ten days he wandered about the place uneasily. He could hardly define his own mood. He felt vaguely that he was waiting, but he had not the slightest idea for what. But on the tenth day a letter came and he knew. He recognized the handwriting, but before he dared to tear it open he went first to the little cedar chest and compared the two scripts.


    They were identical.


    The letter began without prelude just as that other letter came to that other John Ovington a hundred and fifty years before:


    
      If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you.

    


    A red mist came before him. He felt himself trembling like a child, and it was some time before he could resume the reading. Without a single variation the letter repeated the time-yellowed manuscript of the cedar chest.


    
      I think I have never seen so grave a man. All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile. I will be in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.

    


    “I will not go,” he said aloud, as if to convince himself against himself. “I will not let this damned riddle ruin me as it ruined a John Ovington four generations before me.”


    He commenced to pace up and down the room. According to the old story he should go to that garden tonight and make desperate love to her. And according to that story he was lost in the end, fate played against him.


    Ovington tried to rally his reason. He tried to convince himself that this was all a weird dream, but the two letters lay convincingly side by side. Had the spirit of the old John Ovington truly come back to try the old task again? Would there be for him the same agony of heart and mind? He covered his face with his hands and groaned aloud, for he saw again the spray of autumn leaves stirring at her breast.


    After supper he went into the library to fight out the night there, but the old portraits leered down at him, the little cedar chest loomed like a silent oracle of sorrow. He rose at last and went out to pace the terraces of the garden.


    His foot sounded hollowly over the little bridge across the river, but he did not notice it. Unconsciously he wandered up the path on the other side of the valley, through the opening of the hedge of evergreen, and on to the velvet lawns of the Jervan estate.


    A light laugh only a few feet away startled him. He found that he stood near a circle of shrubbery, in the center of which a fountain splashed and showered, and through the light falling of the spray he heard the thrilling velvet of Beatrice Jervan’s voice:


    “Go away now, Vincent. I so want to be alone.”


    And a pleasant voice answered:


    “Have I wearied you, dear?”


    “No,” she answered, “but I am tired of saying pretty things and hearing them, just for a little while. I am hungry for the quiet and the chill of this air. Please go back to the house and tell them that I am taking a walk through the garden. They will understand.”


    “And I shall see you later? And you are not cold?”


    “You will see me later. I am not the least cold.”


    “Au revoir a little while. Dear, I am full of strange thoughts tonight. It is almost as if you were slipping away from me.. I have reached out to you a hundred times, and my heart has closed on nothing. What does it mean?”


    “Fantasy!” she said, and as she laughed the sound broke and ran trilling down like the musical chuckle of a bird. “Adieu. You need not fear. I shall stay true to our plan. Adieu.”


    Ovington heard the man’s lightly treading step pass away over the lawn, the shrubbery brushed against him noisily, and then the silence slipped back over the place and the faintly moving air shook the fountain into light showerings of spray, felt rather than heard, like the pulse of a heart. And a great yellow moon floated up through the branches of the eastern trees, took the changing tracery of the black limbs, and now drifted abroad into the pathless heaven, so her light, peering aslant over the shrubbery, looked on the silver nodding head of the fountain.


    And deeper and deeper slanted the light until he saw it glimmer like a dark star in the hair of Beatrice.


    She raised her head up to meet that light. It fell upon her face like a sculptured smile, and Ovington stood breathless watching, waiting, with a musical dread in his heart. Then the dark fur which clung against her throat shifted and the shadow of the lifted eyes changed. He stepped into the circle of the shrubbery and stood before her, and she, looking up, saw the black outline of his head against the rolling moon.


    “You are for all the world like a man come down from the moon,” she said, and her voice was so low that she seemed to be talking to herself rather than to him.


    He stood for a long moment before he could speak.


    “And who,” he asked, “is dear Vincent?”


    “Vincent is a very nice boy,” she answered, “who has yellow curling hair and wide blue eyes and is as much of a man as you are, John Ovington.”


    He dropped into the stone seat beside her and leaned forward, his hands clasped and his eyes on the ground. He was so perilously near her that she could make out the tensed lips, the frowning forehead of his profile, but the wide brim of his hat put all the rest of his face in shadow. She watched his strongly interlaced fingers.


    “So you are a silent man, John Ovington?”


    “I am thinking very hard,” he answered.


    “Yes, you are troubled about something?” He felt the perfume and the touch of her breath as she leaned swiftly towards him. And as she leaned she saw the interlacing fingers grind together. A tremor shook her that was half fear and half delight.


    “I suppose,” he began at last, “that you have watched the sun glinting in Vincent’s yellow hair?”


    “Of course,” she said.


    “And your fingers have touched it where the sun has fallen?”


    “That,” she said, “is a secret.”


    “I am quite sure I have no use for Vincent,” he said.


    In the pause the wind went rushing past them and ran on through the far-off tree-tops, whispering and muttering.


    “And I suppose,” he went on, “that you could not begin to count the moments you have spent looking into Vincent’s wide, blue eyes?”


    “I am sure that would be hard to reckon,” she said gravely.


    “I think I could hate Vincent,” he mused. “Do you like him a great deal?”


    “I’m sure I dislike confessionals.”


    “It is rather hard,” he said at last.


    “What is hard?”


    “To play against fate, and to come into the play with the stage set against me.”


    “I don’t understand!”


    But watching those gripping fingers she did understand, and the shaking of the fountain counted out the waiting seconds until he spoke again.


    “It would have been so easy in any other setting,” he said. “For instance I might have seen you first at a tea-table, saying the silly things that go with tea.”


    “I hate tea,” she said fervently.


    “Or I might have seen you at the end of a long ride instead of the beginning. I might have seen you with your hair tumbling roughly and your hat askew, and your figure slumping wearily at every stride of the horse. You would not have mattered then, very much.”


    She looked up to the moon, but it seemed too bright, too searching, now, and she dropped her eyes hastily back to his hands.


    “But even as it was,” he said, “I could have stood out against you if it had not been for the spray of autumn leaves at your breast.” He nodded solemnly. “That was what did the harm. It was hardly fair, do you think?”


    “They were only autumn leaves,” she said, “and anyway I don’t understand why you are so solemn.”


    “That is fibbing,” be remarked unemotionally, “and it is not even a white fib. You know perfectly well that the stage was set, and that I had not a chance when I came blundering on to the boards, a mere supernumerary in the last act. But, knowing all this, why did you send me the note? I don’t like bear-baiting when I am the bear.”


    She looked away from him suddenly into the shadows of the shrubbery. Then, almost desperately:


    “Is this mere neighborliness, John Ovington? Can a man meet a girl once and then talk as you are talking?”


    “Does it seem impossible to you, Beatrice?” he muttered.


    “Does it really seem so strange to you? Tell me frankly.”


    “I don’t know,” her lips framed, but without sound.


    “Your face is so in the shadow,” she said in a very low voice, “that I cannot tell whether or not you are smiling to yourself.”


    “I don’t dare to look up to you for fear that you would understand too clearly. But tell me truly, why did you write that note?”


    “I cannot tell. I sat down before a piece of paper and the words came of themselves. I don’t know what I wrote. I am sorry if I hurt you.”


    “And I cannot tell why I came here tonight,” he answered, “for I determined to stay away, but my steps guided themselves. Here I am. It is not you or I who speak here tonight, Beatrice, but old forces greater than we. We are puppets in the game. We are the guests of chance. Do you not feel it?”


    “I cannot say,” she said, “but everything seems changed. It is as if I knew you for a long time. When you speak I remember your words from long ago. And my heart is cold and strange. And—and—I wish you would go, John Ovington. I am afraid of you.”


    “I cannot go yet,” he answered bitterly, “for I sit here and see as plainly as if I were looking at you, the stir of your breast, and the moonlight white and cold along your throat, and the unconscious smiling of your lips, and the unsearchable shadows of your eyes.”


    He turned to her fiercely and his left hand gripped the back of the stone seat as he leaned over her.


    “Can’t you make them clear and plain and readable? Can’t you make me feel that I have no hope? That you are completely lost to me? That I have no share in your soul? Why do you torment me with this damnable ghost of hope, Beatrice?”


    She made no answer to the compelling whisper, but through a long moment she met his eyes and into the silence once more the shaking of the fountain beat like a pulse. Then she shrank a little away with a musical tremor of sound, and her hand fell palm up across her eyes. He drew her to him, rich with the soft warmth of her body.


    His lips touched her throat. A sob formed there. He kissed the tremulous hollow of her hand. At once it fell away helplessly. He crushed the parted lips. At once her breath came brokenly and moaning to his ear, and while the thunder of his heart shook both their spirits, she whispered:


    “God help me! God help me!”


    Thereat he rose suddenly and turned away with bowed head, for at the moan of her voice the thought of the yellow, rustling papers of the cedar box came upon him like a drift of the last leaves of dead autumn. Then he knew that she was by his side.


    “It is not ended yet,” she was saying. “If we are the guests of chance now, oh, be strong and become the master of it all! Find out the way. There is always one road home, John, I trust in you.”


    When he was able to raise his head she was gone, and a mist that drew across the moon made all the play grey and cold.


    He reached his house again and stood a long time before the picture of John Ovington until it seemed that the hard half sneer of the pictured smile was meant for him, and when he slept that night the mockery of the smile followed him.


    
      IV

    

    But when he rose the next morning and looked over the shimmer of color running on the hills, a new hope swelled in him and a confidence of power. But as the day drew on the thought of the papers in the cedar box depressed him.


    In the middle of the afternoon Hillton brought him a letter. Once more he knew the contents before he broke the seal, but as he read the expected words a sick feeling of suspense came over him.


    
      Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going out for a ride from which we shall never come back. We will take the Newbury Road. Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life! It has all been so strange, so maddingly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?

    


    Once the letter was finished the suspense left him. Automatically he ordered his trunk packed and arranged his affairs as if he were about to go on a long journey. At sunset he went for the last time to look at the picture of the other John Ovington.


    The smile twitched the lips and the sneer was doubly bitter.


    After that he rode the black horse down the Newbury Road. He hardly knew what position to take, but when he came to a branching of the road the black horse of his own accord drew down to a walk. He had ridden him under the black shadow of an oak by the roadside before he remembered Hillton’s story:


    “And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road.”


    He would have ridden out and found some other waiting-place as he remembered, but a grim determination came up in him and he sat his horse motionless. He remained there for perhaps an hour. The moon came up and ran white along the road. Then a clatter of hoofs beat far away.


    Colvin came first as they rounded the last run, a large man riding strongly on a grey horse. They were a hundred yards away when Ovington rode out from beneath the tree, his hand raised.


    Colvin brought his horse to a stop on grinding hoofs.


    “Who the devil are you, sir?” he shouted. “What do you mean by stopping me?”


    “I haven’t the least wish to stop you,” said Ovington calmly, “but I intend to stop Beatrice Jervan tonight. As for you, you may ride to hell, for all of me.”


    He could see Colvin’s face set with fury.


    “What authority have you for this?” he demanded, still partially controlling his voice.


    “The authority of good sense,” smiled Ovington, “which says that it is both too late and far too cold for a girl to be out riding.”


    “Damn your impertinence,” cried Colvin. “Get out of the road or I’ll ride you down like a dog!”


    “Ah,” said Ovington, “you talk well, Colvin. But there is an older score to settle between us than you dream of. You must ride this way alone tonight.”


    “You fool,” shouted Colvin, “if you must have it, take it!”


    As he spoke a revolver flashed in his hand, but as it dropped to the level Ovington spurred his black suddenly forward.


    With his left hand he struck up Colvin’s arm, and the revolver roared past his ear. With his right arm he seized Colvin about the waist and drew him bodily from the saddle.


    As he swayed a moment struggling on the saddle-bow, Ovington swung his right hand free and struck. The blow fell behind Colvin’s ear and he collapsed without a sound.


    Ovington flung his limp body to the ground.


    “You have killed him!” whispered Beatrice. “Flee! Flee!”


    “He is merely stunned,” said Ovington. “Turn your horse. We ride another way this night.”


    She reined her horse away and raised her riding-crop.


    “Keep away,” she cried in a choked voice. “I am afraid! Keep away. He has my promise—I shall never leave him!”


    He laughed short and hard.


    “Promise?” he said. “Do you think that words will stop me tonight after I have conquered destiny at last? Do you dream that words will stop me? Then one way with both!”


    As he spoke he rode upon her. The riding-crop fell upon his shoulder, but he did not notice it. He swept her from the saddle into his arms and crushed the parted lips fiercely against his own.


    “Dearest,” he said, “after four generations of waiting, I have returned for you and won you away from fate.”


    Suddenly her straining body gave to him, he heard a murmuring and changed voice in his ear:


    “Ride! Ride! He is stirring on the road. He is awakening!”


    And as they spurred up the road he turned his head and saw the grey horse and the brown fleeing side by side far away with loose shaken bridle-reins and empty saddles.

  

  
    
      Hole-in-the-wall Barrett

    

    
      “Hole-in-the-wall Barrett” was originally published in 1919 in Munsey's Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      I

    

    If this story were not fact it would not be written. It is too incredible for fiction. The best proof of its reality is the very fact that it is incredible, but if further proof is wanted it may be obtained from the twelve good men and true who formed the jury at the trial of Harry McCurtney. If they will not do, certainly Judge Lorry is an unimpeachable witness.


    The story has to do with probably the oldest combination known to stories—a hero, a villain, and a beautiful woman. The hero was young, handsome, talented; the villain was middle-aged and rather stout, and smoked big black cigars; the beautiful woman was very beautiful.


    Whatever the reader may think, this is not a motion-picture scenario. However, it sounds so much like one that it might as well start in the movie way.


    The camera, therefore, opens on a close-up of the middle-aged villain. As the round spot of light widens, everyone can see that the man is a villain. The way he chews that long black cigar, for instance, emitting slow; luxurious puffs, is sufficient proof.


    No one but a villain really enjoys good tobacco; but to pile Pelion on Ossa, there are other proofs—lots of them. He has a square, bulging jaw, a straight-lipped, cruel mouth, a great hawk nose, and keen eyes buried under the overhanging shelter of shaggy brows. He is frowning in his villainous way and looking down.


    The spot of light widens still further and includes the beautiful woman. She is very, very beautiful; a black-haired type with questioning, dark eyes. She is dressed in black, too, filmy over the arms, so that the rose tint of flesh shines through. She reclines in an easy chair with her head pillowed gracefully and canted somewhat to one side, while she studies the villain and defies him.


    One notices her slender-fingered hand drooping from the arm of the chair, and compares it with the big fist of the villain, wondering how she can have the courage to defy him. She seems to know all about him. Well, she ought to. She is his wife.


    The camera now opens out to the full and one sees the room. It is very big. There is a soft glimmer of diffused light, which is brightest on the corner of the grand piano and the slightly gray head of the villain. His big feet are planted in the thick texture of a rug. An arched doorway opens upon a vista of other rooms fully as sumptuous as this one. Proof positive that the man is a villain! He is too rich to be good.


    The woman is talking. She leans forward with a smile that would win the heart of an armored angel—one of Milton’s kind; but the man still frowns. It is easy to see that he is going to refuse her request—the beast! She concludes with a gesture of infinite grace, infinite appeal. This is what she said:


    “So you see, John, it was really a good act on the part of Harry to rid the world of that unspeakable uncle of his. Why, there isn’t a soul in the city with a single kind word for that old miser, William McCurtney! He never did a gentle act. He broke the heart of his wife and killed her. He has kept poor Harry in penury.”


    The villain removed the black cigar from his teeth with a singularly unattractive hand. It looked as if it had been used all his life for grabbing things—and then holding them. His eyes burrowed into the face of the beautiful woman as if it made not the slightest difference to him whether he was speaking to his wife or not.


    “This is the case,” he said. “Harry McCurtney killed his uncle, William McCurtney. He did it by putting poison in the Scotch whisky which old William was drinking to the health of his nephew. A maid saw Harry put something into his uncle’s glass. She afterward got hold of the vial of poison, out of which only a few drops had been poured. There was enough left to kill ten men. When old McCurtney died that night, the maid called in the police and had Harry arrested. She produced the vial of poison as evidence. The case was easily made out. A druggist has sworn that the poison was purchased from him by young Harry McCurtney. Tomorrow the jury is certain to bring a verdict of guilty against this man. That, in brief, is the case of the man you want me to defend.”


    “Your brevity,” said his wife, “has destroyed everything worthwhile in the case. You have left out the fact that William McCurtney was a heartless old ruffian—a miser, hated by everyone and hating everyone. You have left out the fact”—here her voice lowered and grew musically gentle as only the voice of a woman of culture can grow—“you have left out the fact, John, that Harry McCurtney is a rare soul, an artist, a man unequipped for battling with the world. With the fortune he inherits from his uncle he would lead a beautiful, an ideal existence. He would do good to the world. He is—he is—a chosen spirit, John!”


    “And he murdered his uncle,” said John Barrett, “while old William was drinking his nephew’s health and long life.”


    “That is an absurd and brutal way of stating it,” said Mrs. John Barrett. “You cannot reduce the troubles of a delicate and esthetic soul to such a bald statement of fact.”


    “I should have to be a poet to do him justice?” “You would.”


    “However it is a waste of time to attempt to defend this fellow. I’ve seen the evidence. He’ll hang!”


    His wife rose from her chair and stood facing him. All the color went from her face; she seemed to have been painted white with a single stroke of an invisible brush.


    “He must not hang! John, you can defend him. I’ve seen you win more impossible cases than this! I remember the Hanover trial. John Hanover was guilty. All the world knew it; but all the evidence of his guilt came from one witness. On the last day, before the case went to the jury, you put the witness for the prosecution on the stand. I’ll never forget it! You drew him out. You seemed hopeless of winning your case; you seemed to be questioning him simply as a matter of form to justify the collection of your fee. And the witness grew very confident. Finally you asked him the color of the necktie which Hanover was wearing when he committed the crime. The witness said without hesitation:


    “‘A red tie with white stripes.’


    “With that you clapped your hand over your own necktie, sprang to your feet, pointed a melodramatic hand at the witness, and thundered in your courtroom voice:


    “‘What color is the necktie that I’m wearing?’


    “The witness was dumfounded. He couldn’t tell. Then you turned to the jury and discredited all that witness’s testimony. You said you had been wearing the same necktie day after day in court, and the witness didn’t know what its color was. Then how could he be sure of the color of the necktie which Hanover wore, when he had only seen Hanover for a few seconds, committing the murder? It showed that the man was giving valueless testimony; that he was lying out of hand. And the jury acquitted your man. John, you can do some miraculous thing like that now for my friend, Harry McCurtney. You’ll find some way. Why else are you called Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett?”


    While she completed this impassioned appeal, John Barrett regarded her with utter unconcern. He might have been listening to the accomplishments of some fabulous character rather than to one of his own most spectacular exploits.


    “To be brief, Elizabeth,” he said, “I won’t take the case. I’ve other work planned for tomorrow.”


    And he turned to leave the room.


    Who but a villain could have turned his back on such a woman and at such a time? She stiffened; her head went back; there was a tremor of coming speech in her throat. “She is about to play her last card,” a gambler would have said, and she played it.


    “John!” she called.


    The villain turned only half toward her at the door. “There is another reason why you must defend McCurtney,” she said. “I love him!”


    It sufficed to make the villain turn squarely toward her, but he showed not the least emotion. His head bowed a little, thoughtfully.


    “Ah!” he repeated. “You love him?”


    And with that he shifted his glance up suddenly and met her eyes. She shrank back, trembling. One could see that she was expectant of a blow, a torrent of abuse. Instead, he smiled slowly at her.


    She made a little gesture. There seemed more appeal than anger in it. “You don’t care, John? I knew you didn’t care!”


    “If you love him,” said the villain slowly, “I suppose I don’t care.”


    “You never have,” she answered. “You merely bought me—with your courtroom eloquence, and your money—just as you would buy a fine piece of furniture. You wanted a decorative wife for your home—someone you could be proud to show.”


    It was not a quarrel, you see. For it happened in the twentieth century; happened yesterday, in fact. Neither of them raised their voices. There fell a little silence, and silences always make a woman explain.


    “I’ve tried to love you,” she said. “I’ve tried to break through that hard exterior you wear like armor. I’ve guessed at depths and tendernesses in you, but the only time I’ve heard poetry in your voice was when you said before the minister, ‘I will!’ Since then I’ve waited for a touch of that sound to come back into your voice, but it never has, and gradually I’ve learned the truth—you never really cared for me.”


    John Barrett was a villain; also a vulgar man.


    “The proof of the pudding is in the eating,” he said. “If I haven’t seemed to love you, why—I haven’t.”


    And he grinned; it was not by any means a smile. She shuddered as if those hands of his, made for gripping great burdens, had closed on a vital nerve that ran to her heart. She turned away, veiling her eyes with her hand. Surely it was strange that a man could give up such beauty!


    “And will you defend him?” she asked in a whisper. “If you love him,” said Barrett, “I shall set him free for you. Good night, Elizabeth!”


    He strode out of the room. She ran after him a few steps and followed him with her eyes down the long vista of the rooms; but the massive shoulders went on their way with characteristic swagger; the bowed thoughtful head never once cast back a glance toward her.


    “It is done!” said the beautiful woman, and sank into a chair.


    Her eyes were half closed, and she smiled—the smile of the twentieth-century woman, which is harder to read than the smile of the Sphinx.


    
      II

    

    The next afternoon she sat in a front seat in the courtroom and bent eyes of sad sympathy upon Harry McCurtney. There were others who looked on him in the same way. They were not, to be sure, quite like the beautiful woman, but then they were fair enough to have filled up a motion-picture background.


    What woman under thirty could look upon him without some such sad emotion? He was very young; he was very handsome. The brown eyes were as soft and liquid as the eyes of a thoughtful Byron—or a calf. That tall forehead and that long, pale face—they brought home all the romantic melancholy of life to a woman under thirty. Even the twelve good men and true felt some ruth as they glanced on him who was about to die; but being hardheaded fellows, those twelve, they looked away again and cleared their throats and frowned. Metaphorically speaking, they were rolling up their sleeves and preparing to grasp the knife from the hands of blind justice.


    The hero knew it. He turned those large, soft eyes on the jurors, and then flicked them swiftly away and let them journey from one fair face to another along the benches of the courtroom. And at last, as one overcome by the woes of life, he bowed his head and veiled his eyes with his long, white, tremulous fingers. A beautiful hand! It should have rested upon velvet; should have toyed with locks of golden hair, or blue-black hair—Elizabeth’s hair was blue-black.


    The crowd had not come to hear the plea of Hole-inthe-Wall Barrett, simply because it was not known until the last moment that he was taking over the case for the defense; but the moment his burly figure appeared, swaggering toward a chair, a hum and then a whisper and then a voice passed through the crowd. His honor removed his glasses and frowned. The clerk rapped for order.


    From that moment everyone waited; everyone was expectant. The prosecution was uneasy; the district attorney drank many glasses of water; the jurors set their teeth as if they were resolving their collective minds that they would not be budged from their duty even by a John Barrett. They scowled and nudged one another with assurances of immovability; they smiled upon the district attorney; they frowned upon Harry McCurtney and John Barrett.


    The proceedings passed quickly. The district attorney made a very eloquent speech, painting in colors of crimson and black the damnable crime of this treacherous boy who could poison his uncle while the murdered man was drinking his nephew’s long life and happiness. The jury shook its collective head and scowled again on John Barrett, as if they dared him to come on and fight now. But all the time Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett sat teetering slowly back and forth in his armchair, staring blankly from face to face and picking his teeth. As has been said before, he was not only a villain, but a very vulgar man.


    The prosecutor’s case was in. There was only the plea of John Barrett to be heard. The judge frowned his defiance on Barrett; the district attorney did likewise; the jury deepened its scowls; the fair mourners covered their faces and waited.


    Barrett rose in the most matter-of-fact manner, with the most unmoved face, and crossed to the table on which stood the damning exhibit, the vial of poison. He finished picking his teeth, but continued to chew the toothpick. Indeed, he was a very vulgar man.


    “Your honor and gentlemen of the jury,” he said, “the prosecution has proved conclusively that certain drops from this bottle were poured by the defendant into a glass of whisky, which was drunk by William McCurtney, who thereafter died.”


    It was like the fall of the first sods on the coffin. The defense was throwing down its cards. McCurtney raised his head; a greenish-yellow was invading the pallor of his poetic face. Something extremely un-poetic was in his eyes.


    “The court has been informed by various experts that the contents of this bottle are deadly poison. If they are, unquestionably the defendant is guilty of murder, most damnable murder.”


    It was a strange exordium. The crowd frowned with wonder and waited for the appeal which must follow—sounding periods, moving eloquence. But it must be always remembered that our villain was a most vulgar man. He raised the little vial.


    “The proof of the pudding,” he said, “is in the eating.”


    And he drank the liquid in the vial—he drained it slowly to the last drop. Then he turned and extended an arm of command over the jury, which had arisen to the last man, staring upon him with pallid faces and open mouths.


    “Now set that man free!” he thundered, and strode from the courtroom.


    The man was set free. The jury was out one and one-half minutes before it reached its verdict. And the first one to get to the acquitted man, who sat as if stunned, with wandering eyes, was Elizabeth Barrett. Love will find a way, even through a courtroom jam.


    A note was brought to McCurtney; they read it together.


    “Bring Elizabeth to my house, McCurtney,” ran the note. “I have something to say to you both.”


    As they sat in her car, she said:


    “He knows, Harry!”


    “Knows what?” asked Harry.


    “About us,” said Elizabeth tenderly.


    “About which?” said the hero vaguely.


    “About our love, dear,” explained the beautiful woman.


    “My God!” said the hero. “Stop the car! Turn it about!”


    “Harry!” cried the beautiful woman. “You aren’t afraid?”


    “Afraid?” stammered the hero. “No, of course not!” “Poor dear! Of course that hideous trial has destroyed your nerves; but think of the long years of beautiful peace which we will spend together!”


    “John Barrett!” muttered the hero. “He knows?” “I told him.”


    “Elizabeth, were you mad, to tell that brute of a man?”


    “He didn’t care. In fact, that’s how I induced him to defend you.”


    The hero wiped his brow.


    “He won’t oppose,” said the beautiful woman, and she looked out the window with something of a sigh. “He won’t hinder us in anything. I suppose—I suppose the divorce will be easily granted me. And then—”


    “Yes, yes!” murmured the hero. “But let’s talk about that later. The important thing now is John Barrett.”


    “We’ll talk to him in a moment. It won’t take long. I suppose he wants to make the necessary arrangements for the—the divorce.”


    She leaned back against the cushion and smiled that twentieth-century smile.


    “By Heaven!” said the hero, “I don’t really know whether you’re glad or sorry, Elizabeth.”


    “Neither do I,” she answered, and then, opening her eyes suddenly to the matter of fact: “Neither do I know whether I’m gladder to have my freedom, or sorrier to wade through the disgrace of the divorce court.”


    “Hm!” said the hero.


    The car stopped in front of the columned entrance to the Barrett home.


    “Aren’t you coming, Harry?” she asked with some impatience.


    “Give me time, dear,” said the hero. “My wits are still back there in the courtroom waiting for John Barrett to begin his appeal.”


    “And mine,” said the beautiful woman, “are in the bright future!”


    And again she smiled the twentieth-century smile.


    
      III

    

    They entered, and a servant told them that Mr. Barrett expected them in his private library. They climbed to the third story.


    “This climb,” smiled Elizabeth, when they arrived, a little breathless, at the door, “is the only thing, I’m sure, which keeps John from becoming stout.”


    “Hm!” said the hero.


    They entered, and the door clicked behind them. It was a circular room, with a vaulted ceiling. The walls were lined with unbroken rows of books. There was not even a window; the air came through two ventilators. John Barrett stood in front of an open fireplace with his back to them, so that they could not tell, at first, exactly what he was doing there.


    “We are here, John,” said Elizabeth in a rather thin voice.


    “Oh!” boomed Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett. “Are you here?”


    And as he turned half toward them they discerned his employment—he was heating the end of a stout poker in a bed of white-hot coals. “Good God!” whispered the hero.


    He seized the knob of the door; but it did not budge. He could not even elicit a rattle from it when he shook it frantically.


    “The door locks with a spring,” explained John Barrett, turning squarely toward them, and still twirling the poker in the coals.


    “Help!” yelled the hero.


    “Harry!” said the beautiful woman in some disdain.


    “It is often necessary for me to hold the most secret conferences here,” said the villain, “and therefore I have had these walls built so thick that no sounds can enter or leave. The room is impervious to noise. It is necessary, because some really strange things have happened here.”


    “What do you mean?” said the hero, his voice changed beyond recognition.


    “It is a suggestion,” said the impassive villain, “for those who desire privacy. A room like this, for instance, would be ideal for writing your poetry, McCurtney.”


    “John!” said the beautiful woman sharply. “What are you driving at?”


    In that vulgar atmosphere it was no wonder if she had learned to use slang. The hero, however, did not seem to notice it. His curiosity, for the moment, overwhelmed any other emotions.


    “How in the name of Heaven,” he said, “did you survive that poison?”


    “Was it poison?” queried the villain. “Well, albumen coagulates and collects around certain poisons. I had swallowed several raw eggs just before I entered the courtroom. It is not a new trick. The moment I left I was taken by two doctors to a private room, and my stomach was pumped out.”


    “Oh!” said the hero scornfully. “I thought it was some ingenious thing you did!”


    “Oh!” said the villain. “Did you?”


    “John, why have you sent for us?” said the beautiful woman.


    Barrett buried the poker in the coals so deep that it would not topple out, produced one of his villainous long cigars and lighted it. He then picked up a riding whip which had fallen to the floor, and hung it again above the fireplace.


    “It is about your leaving,” said the villain, and took the handle of the poker.


    “Have you made up your mind to oppose me?” she asked.


    “If you love this man,” he said in his calm voice, “I sha’n’t raise a hand to stop you or to hinder your happiness. I would even drink poison again to help you along.”


    “You?” said the beautiful woman.


    “Because I love you,” said the villain.


    “You?” said the beautiful woman.


    “Rot!” said the hero.


    “But,” went on the villain, “if you really care for this fellow here—this sneaking cur who makes my hand itch—if you really care for him, I’m sure that I can get along without you.”


    “Do you mean—?” cried the hero.


    “I mean, Elizabeth,” said the villain, “that I’ve probably made many mistakes in my treatment of you. I’ve never been a man of many words—outside the courtroom. I’ve usually depended on actions instead. After I married you, I didn’t think you required more proofs of my love. If you do, I’ll try to give them to you—not in words, because this is not a courtroom; but I want you to know that I’ve crossed the line from my old life and stepped into a new. This is the proof.”


    He drew out the poker from the coals. It sparkled and glittered and radiated snapping sparks in showers. The iron indeed, seemed instinct with a terrible life, a volition of its own.


    “God!” whispered the hero, and cowered against the locked door.


    The beautiful woman said nothing at all.


    Coming to a point halfway across the room, the villain took the glowing iron and with it seared a smoking furrow, crooked and deep, across the polished wood from one side of the room to the other. The mark still fumed when he stepped back and cast the poker clanging on the hearth. It was an ugly mark, and a melodramatic thing to do, but the villain was a vulgar man.


    “If you doubt that I love you hereafter,” said the villain, “don’t wait for me to tell you, but come up here and look at this mark on the floor, Elizabeth. You’ve done to me what I’ve done here.”


    “John!” whispered his wife.


    He turned his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. Truly, a very vulgar man!


    “Elizabeth!” groaned the hero. “Are you going to leave me?”


    “John!” whispered the beautiful woman, and she ran across the smoking furrow on the floor, stretching out her arms to her husband. He removed his cigar.


    “You will be able to open that other door,” he said. She opened the door and went out.


    “And now?” asked the hero hoarsely.


    “And now,” said the villain, “I have always been a man of few words.”


    So saying, he took down the riding whip from above the fireplace. The room was impervious to noise. It was necessary, because some strange things happened there.

  

  
    
      That receding brow

    

    
      “That receding brow” was originally published in 1919 in All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      Solve—if you dare—the grim enigma of the shaggy-browed monster from the dawn of Earth—who spoke with human tongue…

    

    They sat upon perches like birds in the dingy room with its faintly offensive odor. For the most part they were silent as owls, but occasionally one of the monkeys broke into a shrill chattering, and when this happened the others turned their heads sharply and regarded the noisemaker with manifest disgust. The purposeless solemnity of the animals contrasted uncannily with the curious who passed along through the monkey-house.


    That slight and offensive odor as well as the sawdust on the floor made the room seem something like a circus menagerie, yet there was a difference. Other animals, whether, a lion or a wolf, return the gaze of man with a look partly of awe and partly of fear, but the monkey stares back with a certain intimate curiosity which at the same time thrills and horrifies a human being.


    There were a few who passed among the monkeys with a careful scrutiny, sometimes stopping for quite a time before one perch and walking around and around the chained exhibit; they were the purchasing agents for circuses and zoos.


    The majority of the people in the room went about without purpose, laughing and talking with one another. Aside from the monkeys the only motionless figure there was an old white-bearded man, a patrician figure, who stood in a corner with one arm folded across his breast and his chin resting in the palm of his other hand. He seemed to observe nothing but to dream in philosophic meditation.


    He started now into an attentive attitude, and as he did so moved from the shadow which had hitherto veiled his head, and the light fell upon a singularly ugly face which the venerable beard could not disguise. Under the beard the line of the jaw showed square and powerful; the nose squat and misshapen with stiffly distended nostrils, the eyes supernally bright under the frowning arch of great, bony brows, the forehead slanting steeply back to an unmanageable gray forelock; the lip pushed up to a sneer by a fanglike tooth rising from the lower jaw. And at that briefly receding brow, that strangely bright eye and the ominous sneer, an observer stared in terror. Afterward he could not fail to observe that the eye was bright not with malice but with understanding and he felt sympathy and respect for a figure so grotesque and yet so manly. If at first that face suggested an ape, in a moment it set one searching his memory for significantly ugly men, calling up the figures of Socrates and Aesop.


    That which had roused the strange old man from his meditation was the sight of a dapper youth who was standing close to an immense orang-utan, which was shackled securely in an opposite corner. The big monkey squatted on his haunches braced with his long arms and was apparently asleep. His observer leaned over with one hand upon his knee and extended, his walking-stick to rouse the creature, which made a vague and sleepy motion with one hand and immediately resumed its somnolent attitude.


    At this dreamlike and grotesque movement the young man laughed and, moving a little closer, passed the point of his cane across the top of the monkey’s head, but this time failed to elicit any response whatever. Confident that the big ape was now asleep, and eager for amusement, he tapped it sharply across the shoulder. What happened was as astonishing as if a grotesque statue of Buddha had come to life to startle an unbeliever.


    The orang-utan seized the point of the walking-stick and jerked it violently toward him, the force of the act throwing the man off his balance. Finding himself reeling toward the ape he shouted and strove to regain his poise, but the long arm of his victim darted out again and his hand closed upon the wrist of his inquisitor. The shout of the endangered man was heard and a score of people rushed toward the place, but it was obvious that no help could come in time. The struggles of the man infuriated the monkey, who drew him close and then shifted his grip. With one hand he clutched the throat of the fallen man and with the other seized him by the hair and jerked back his head, at the same time baring a set of yellow teeth as dangerous as a tiger’s fangs. The strength of a dozen men could not have torn the man from the orangutan’s grip.


    Suddenly the old man who had stepped from the shadow a moment before cried out in a loud voice. It was a singular sound, not a mere cry of fear or alarm, yet certainly not an exclamation in the tongue of any nation of civilized man. Nevertheless, the effect upon the orang-utan was remarkable. First he raised his head and surveyed with a wandering glance the crowd that encircled him; then he stood erect, dragging up the struggling man with him, but apparently no longer thinking of vengeance.


    “Don’t struggle!” shouted the voice of the director of the monkey-house.


    A tall old man with Herculean shoulders, as he spoke he came running toward the scene carrying a pikestaff. He stopped in utter bewilderment for the white-bearded man had continued his approach fearlessly toward the ape. As he came he uttered another sound, unquestionably addressing the orang-utan. It lacked the shrillness of his first call. It was a harsh and guttural muttering prolonged for several seconds. The monkey dropped its victim heedlessly to the floor.


    “Save the old man!” cried one of the nearest men, turning in appeal to the director, for the great ape was now almost in reach of the white-bearded interloper.


    A general movement started toward the scene, and for a moment half a dozen men were crying out at once. It seemed as if they had gathered, courage from their numbers and were about to rush the orang-utan and bear him down with their united force. As they came nearer, however, the ape crouched lower to the floor, as if prepared to meet their attack. His eyes shone red with anger and he uttered a doglike snarl that stopped the would-be rescuers mid rush.


    


    Again the old man spoke to the orangutan. The ape stood up like a man, intent to listen and forgetful of all else in the place. The fire died from his eye while he uttered a gibbering murmur strangely like the “sound which had come from the lips of the man. So singular, indeed, was the resemblance that a whisper of indrawn breath rose from the circle and all eyes shifted to the newcomer. He was turning hastily away from this scrutiny half in shame when a new disturbance drew him back. For the young man who had lately been in the hands of the ape had no sooner scrambled to safety on all fours than he arose and, rushing to the director, shook a clenched fist in his face.


    “That orangutan should be caged!” he demanded. “I tell you he’s dangerous. If you won’t do it the law will do it for you!”


    “Keep your hand out of my face, young fellow,” responded the director with a frown. “Of course the monkey’s dangerous. Don’t you see that sign over his corner?”


    He pointed to a sign on the wall, “Dangerous. Keep away.”


    “There is a law to keep man-killers behind bars,“‘raged the youth.


    “There should be a similar law for fools,” was the response. “Besides, you must have bothered him or he wouldn’t have touched you.”


    “Never came near him,” raged the other. “I’ll have you jailed for negligence.”


    “Get the law when you want to,” said the director scornfully, “but now I’ll teach this damned monkey his lesson.”


    With that he turned his back on the crowd and approached the orangutan with his club balanced in his hands. The monkey perceived his purpose at once and cowered back against the wall gibbering furiously.


    “You are both the more unwise,” said the old man whose voice had quieted the monkey before. “My young friend, your lies cannot rub out the fact that you annoyed the orangutan. If a man jabbed you with sticks after other men had shackled you in a corner would you submit to the indignity? Not if you were worthy of the name of man. And you, sir, would you whip this monkey as if he were a tame dog which had done wrong? I tell you this orangutan is a lord of the lawless forest. In his own land he is a king.”


    At this unexpected speech, delivered with such an emotionless and impersonal gravity, the youth fell silent, and somewhat agape, but the animal man felt that his dignity and professional importance had been questioned.


    “Man and boy,” said he, “I have hunted animals in every quarter of the globe these forty years and I’ve never yet asked advice on how to control them. Strength and fearlessness is all any man needs with them. That I learned from Professor Alexander Middleton.”


    The older man started.


    “Did you know Alexander Middleton?” he asked, peering at the trainer.


    “I read a pamphlet of his thirty years or more past. There was a lot of it couldn’t fathom, and there was a lot which didn’t require book-learning to understand. Add it all up and what you got was something like what I’ve just said. Strength and fearlessness will make a man master of any wild animal. I tell you I’ve tried it out half a lifetime and it has never led me wrong. Therefore, my old friend, though you may have some queer power over this ape, a power which I cannot understand, I say you shall not keep me from punishing him as he deserves. He must be kept familiar with the strength of his master’s hand.”


    With this he turned his back resolutely on the other and faced the orangutan, striking it sharply across the shoulders. The big monkey flung out with grasping hands the limit of his shackles, where he was brought up to a jangling halt and stood gibbering furiously, a spectacle of such fiendish rage that the spectators shrank back. The trainer stood his ground and the other old man stood with him, barely out of reach of the ape’s stiff, extended fingers.


    “Go back,” said the keeper. “He might break his shackles.”


    “I have no fear of him. He will not harm me,” said the gray stranger. “I know what Alexander Middleton and you have never known, that strength and fearlessness are equally unavailing without kindness.”


    The director stopped in amazement, lowering his club to the ground as he stared. Then a grin crossed his face.


    “I see you’re a Christian Scientist!” said he.


    “I hardly know,” said the other seriously, “but I do know that your strength and your fearlessness have only succeeded in maddening your captive. Look at him now! If you came within reach of his hands nothing could tear you from him. Is this the victory of your fearlessness? Is this the achievement of your strength? I say that both you and your master are fools; fools, fools! Cruelty is your shield and pain is your weapon, for otherwise what would your strength and courage avail against this dumb beast—dumb to you at least? But see, there is no real harm in him!”


    As he spoke he stepped directly toward the huge ape.


    “Get back!” shouted the director. “Will you die to prove a theory?”


    “No, I will live to prove it still better,” said the other, and advancing still farther he laid his hand on one shoulder of the ape—on the very spot, in fact, where the club of the monkey-dealer had fallen a moment before.


    The ape winced like a stricken thing under the touch of the hand. With a lightning movement he prisoned the man’s arm with his great hand, a grip so violent that the whole body of the old man quivered perceptibly. At the same time the formidable yellow fangs were set about the stranger’s wrist. As men cry out when they witness an atrocity they are helpless to prevent, the others at the spot groaned. Only the director was capable of any action.


    “Madman!” he cried, and leaped forward, with his staff raised to strike.


    The teeth of the ape did not close on the helpless arm. The club of the director never fell. For once again the stranger spoke and at the effect of his voice the director stopped short and cursed softly. Those who had stood nearest thought they could distinguish words in the utterance of the old man, so calm and conversational was his tone. The orangutan released the arm and raised his head. The eyes which a moment before were red-lighted by the bloodthirst now peered in wonder up to the man. He extended a black and hideous hand and passed it slowly over the face of the interloper. It was like the gesture of a blind man who recognized by touch the face of a friend. He raised the hand which still lay upon his shoulder and smelled it, then peered again with a monkey’s puckering frown of curiosity. He passed his long hand along the man’s body. He felt his clothes. Every touch was as soft as a caress.


    His motions ceased. He stood regarding his companion with infinite friendliness.


    “Look at them!” muttered Olaf Thorwalt, the animal-director. “The same buried eyes, the same savage teeth, the same receding brow! Except that one of them is dressed in a man’s clothes you would think them brothers, almost!”


    “Aye,” said another man as the stranger turned away from the ape, “but for my part I think I had rather have trouble with the monkey than the man.”


    “A queer fellow,” said Thorwalt, “but I fear nothing on earth and certainly not this old man. He shall speak to me.”


    With this he went boldly up to the object of their comment.


    “I have fought and captured monkeys from Cape Town to the Sahara,” he said, “but I have never seen them handled as you have handled this one, and before you go I want to hear the secret of the trick.”


    “Trick?” said the other coldly, and then smiled. “At least it is a trick which you could never have learned from the pages of Alexander Middleton. If you will come to this address I will tell you something about it tonight.”


    He passed Thorwalt a card and walked hurriedly away from the curiosity of the observers.


    


    That evening Olaf Thorwalt, the animal man, stood at the door of one of the most gloomily exclusive dwellings in Boston’s most drably selected residence section. But neither the servant who opened the door to him, nor the richly shimmering hardwood floor of the hall in which he stepped, nor the ponderous magnificence of two Barye bronzes which stood pedestaled in that hall served to overawe him.


    He had been before the rich and the great many times. He had roamed the world searching for hard ventures and he had found his share and he had carried with him the doctrine of fearlessness and strength as other men carry a Bible, or as his own Viking ancestors had borne shield and sword a few brief centuries before. He had trapped in Canada, fished the Bearing Sea, fought head hunters in Borneo and the Solomon Islands, hunted tigers in India, and shot big game of a thousand sorts through the mysterious length and breadth of Africa.


    Now he shook back his heavy shoulders and stepped through the second door through which the servant bowed him. He found himself in a long and high-ceiled room of Gothic stateliness and gloom. The tall and narrow window only deepened the gravity of the apartment. The light from the logs which flamed in a great open hearth was ineffectual to fight off the dimness, but set the room adrift with slipping shadows. From the farther end of this room his host advanced to meet him.


    “I am Olaf Thorwalt,” said the trainer in his deep voice.


    “And I am William Cory,” said the older man in his soft tone, as he took the hand of his visitor and led him to a chair near the hearth.


    “Do you object to the dim light?” asked Cory.


    Thorwalt noted that an open book lay face down on the arm of Cory’s chair and there was an unlighted reading-lamp on a round table near by. His host had been reading before he came, but it was not difficult to imagine why he preferred to talk with another in semidarkness, for a brighter flare of the fire fell at that moment on his face and threw into brief relief the ugliness of his features, almost ludicrously homely, like a grotesque Japanese mask.


    “We can hear as well in the dark,” said Olaf Thorwalt.


    “Very good,” said Cory, “and now tell me what you wish to know about the late Alexander Middleton.”


    Thorwalt locked his big hands together and leaned earnestly forward toward his host.


    “How did you know I wished to speak of him?” he asked at last. “But let that question go. It isn’t Middleton alone who brings me to you, Mr. Cory. I have hunted through Africa, sir, and like all true African hunters, I believe that a great monkey mystery exists. I saw you quiet that orangutan today. What you did mystifies me. I thought you might care to tell me what you would not tell those who have not known the jungles. It is a secret?”


    For some time Cory sat silent with his face half veiled by one hand, its conformation showing between his fingers.


    “You are a frank man, Mr. Thorwalt,” he said, “and I will be equally frank with you—franker than I have ever been with mortal man, and for many reasons. First, because you knew of the man, Alexander Middleton, and have followed his teaching of strength and fearlessness—”


    “Aye, followed it like a Bible all my life!” said Thorwalt.


    It seemed as though a shudder passed through the body of Cory,


    “And therefore it is my duty to show you the falsehood of that doctrine,” said he. “You have dealt with animals all your life and must know their powers intimately. And, above all, Olaf Thorwalt, you have been in the jungle; you have known the heartbreaking silences wherein all things are possible and wherein the laws which govern the rest of the world are void.”


    The last phrase was half a question. Thorwalt stirred in his chair and nodded.


    “Aye,” he said in a more subdued voice, “I was lost three days in the forest five hundred miles up the Congo. I was near mad before I found my way back to the river. After that I knew that Africa had a heaven and a hell of its own.”


    Cory sighed deeply.


    “Then I will tell you the tale which has been heavy in me these years!”


    He drew himself suddenly rigid in the chair and clenched a hand above his head as if in imprecation.


    “These unending years!” he said softly, and then: “Pardon me for this, Thorwalt. But now you shall hear. I have waited knowing that one day I must tell this thing or else in time go mad. I have waited for a strong and a brave and an open-minded man. And now you shall hear a story which will enter the secret places of your soul.”


    “It shall never be repeated by my tongue,” said Olaf, deeply moved by Cory’s wild emotion.


    The other man acknowledged the words with a gesture. He seemed already lost in the prodigious vision of his narrative.


    “Look up there,” he said suddenly, and pointed to a head sculptured in pure white marble.


    It stood on a tall pedestal at one side of the hearth and as it looked down on them in the changing lights of the fire it seemed smiling and alive. It was such a head as Phidias might have modeled for an Apollo, a majestic and open forehead, a strong nose, lips pressed somewhat together as if in resolve, and a forceful chin which lent power to the whole face.


    “There is Alexander Middleton,” said Cory, “who passed from this world forever—thirty-two years ago!”


    There was something in his manner of speaking, something of solemnity, grief, and horror mingled, that caused Thorwalt to rise as if to change his chair for one closer to the fire. In reality he desired to look more closely at the speaker.


    “Aside from the one book which I read—and only understood a part of that, for I am not a learned man,” said he, “I know nothing of Middleton. And has the story to do with him?” There was a trace of disappointment in his tone, as of one who expected a tale of adventure and not a narrative in which figured a professor of anthropology.


    “He was a god among men,” said Cory, oblivious of his listener. “Yes, looking back on him now I see that he was a man with purposes higher than those of most men and with strength and will to accomplish them.


    “I think it was his own tremendous physical strength—he was heavily built and as—as tall as I—or you—it was this great bodily strength and also the logical powers of his mind which made him a materialist in his philosophy. And his materialism made him justify force for its own sake. He used to say that all men can be weighed by their mental and physical energy and estimated as to value as one would estimate the horse-power of a machine.


    “And when he went on in his studies of the physical powers of man and his mental development, the most fascinating of all subjects, anthropology, engrossed him. But he stayed at one point in a long period of debate. He believed in his heart that man was truly descended from a species of ape, but his material and logical mind needed a solid proof of the fact. Mere theory would not satisfy him.


    “At twenty-five he had published three small essays upon his favorite subject. The first of these was evidently the one which found its way into your hands. Those tracts are forgotten now. But when they were published they were sensations. You would find them on the tables of all scientific men. The writings of Middleton were discussed at afternoon teas on the one hand and in college halls on the other.


    “So at twenty-five, at an age when most men are making their feeble beginnings at life, Middleton possessed not only scholastic repute but popular fame as well; a large fortune, a young and lovely wife, and a mind which, in my opinion, and I have known many brilliant men, was inferior to that of no scientist, young or old, in all Europe. Aye, if ever there was a darling of the gods it was young Alexander Middleton.


    “But a little thing will divert the course of life, and it was a legend told to Middleton by an old Voodoo that changed the course of his, a tale of marvels and witchcraft and strange gods in the southwestern mountains of Abyssinia; gods, in fact, who lived upon the earth and were visible to the eyes of the priests who served them. They were larger than men, they were stronger than men, they were vastly wiser—and they dwelt in caves and in the trees!


    “It was upon that last slender clue that Middleton pondered long and hard. It would seem incredible that so slight a fact—if, indeed, there were any facts at all in the story of the Voodoo, three-fourths of which was manifest nonsense—could take a man from England, take a man from the midst of a life such as I have outlined to you, and lure him across a thousand leagues and more into a wilderness.


    “But that is what it did to Middleton. He left his home and all the safer hopes of happiness to climb this moonbeam ladder which he dreamed might lead to fame. For in the strange Abyssinian gods he saw that which is popularly termed the missing link—a species of creature half ape and half man and with the possibility of development in itself until it works out a higher destiny like that of man.


    “Middleton went directly to Cairo. There he assembled a company of twenty-five picked men pledged to follow his orders without question, desperate fellows who loved excitement more than life, and all men who had been hardened to the climate of Africa. If there is a last reckoning, what account could Middleton make for the lives of twenty-five strong and brave men thrown away for a glimpse of a wild and horrible dream?


    “Disaster dogged that expedition. Four men died of a virulent fever before they reached the upper portion of the Nile. Another was crippled by a fall shortly after leaving the river on the march for the mountains, and had to be abandoned in a friendly native village. Two more fell when a band of desert plunderers made a determined night-attack upon Middleton’s little caravan. But it was out of this enemy that he captured the guide who was afterward to lead him to the land of his desire.


    “It was a little, withered old man, perched on the top of a horse like a monkey and holding onto the mane with one hand while he screamed directions to his followers. Middleton shot his mount cleanly through the withers, and the nag dropped, carrying his rider with him in the fall. This put the followers of the old imp to flight, and Middleton’s men carried him back to their tents for the night.


    “A servant was found who could understand the speech of the old man. It turned out that he was a famous voodoo doctor, whose powers were respected far and wide throughout those regions. But great as were the powers of his magic arts, the power of a well-aimed bullet was far greater, and the Voodoo knew this perfectly. Moreover, he was well treated by the white men, and finally consented to accompany the expedition as a guide.


    “It was on the third evening after the Voodoo joined the company that he stole a bottle of strong cordial and drained it. The result was a long delirium, in the first stages of which he proved extremely talkative, and it was at this time that Middle-ton, who had picked up a good many of the curious old man’s phrases, heard him speak of the race of gods, stronger and wiser than men, who live in caves or—in the trees! Middleton had already noted that physically, and in his dialect, the old man was essentially different from the other natives of the party. He made up his mind now that the Voodoo had probably come from a great distance. Why not from the very land of the strange gods Middleton sought?


    “The moment this thought entered his head it became a certainty. As soon as the Voodoo had sufficiently recovered from his sickness Middleton questioned him closely, but when the questions turned upon this subject the Voodoo refused to speak farther, and showed the most abject terror. Neither threats nor promises of reward could induce him to talk.


    “Middleton became greatly excited, and held the Voodoo without bread or water for two days before the man would talk freely. By that time his spirit was broken, and he consented to do his white master’s bidding, at the same time prophesying the most horrible disaster if they should attempt to penetrate to the dwelling places of these gods. He could not, or would not, tell the nature of this threatened disaster, but he spoke sometimes of a ‘curse’ and then fell silent; and there was none among them, not even Middleton himself, who could make him speak farther.


    “Fear was on him and checked his speech, yet he submitted dumbly when Middleton informed him that he was to accompany the expedition to the places where the strange gods lived. Beyond a doubt he felt that he was traveling to the scene of his death. But that death was, at least, a distant probability, and the death at the hands of the white men if he refused to obey their orders was a grim and sudden fact.


    “So he stuck solemnly to his task of guiding Middleton’s party toward the Imenani.


    “Note that this is pronounced with the three consonants almost mute. They represent hardly more than slurs between the vowels, such as might be the translation of the slow speech of a man of a cultured race. The Voodoo called the strange gods the ‘Imenani.’ Eliminating the three consonants, one finds a word made up entirely of vowels, ‘Ieai.’ But you are not familiar with Greek, and therefore you will not see at once the possible significance of this spelling.


    


    “The natural barriers which protected the Imenani from the outside world were stupendous. It was difficult to see how a naked savage, such as the Voodoo, could have made his way from that far country, even in the whole course of a lifetime. For it seemed as if all the terrors of nature had been drawn upon to fortify the stronghold of the Imenani. First came a broad belt of desert, to the north and south of which the up-vaulting mountains cut off the coolness of the rain-bearing winds. From this veritable valley of death emerged the party of Middleton without loss. There were thirteen men, aside from the Voodoo and the leader himself, who came to the belt of the marshes.


    “This lay at the southern side of the valley of the desert (the ‘Valley of White Fire,’ as the Voodoo called it). Over it rolled perpetual clouds at a great height. The winds which crossed the Valley of the White Fire rolled their cargo of’ vapors against the higher and cooler slopes of the southern and western mountains, and consequently, as this moisture condensed suddenly, there was a great and steady precipitation along this entire face of the mountains, and dependent only upon the steadiness and violence of the wind above.


    “The result was that the white desert changed suddenly into a series of pale-green marshes, a region of poisonous vapors with no dry land. This belt was comparatively narrow, and soon gave onto the healthy upper slopes of the mountains, but the long trip across the desert had weakened the entire party. There were eight natives employed as servants, and all of these contracted fevers, so that they had to be carried out by their white masters. Despite the use of preventives and their care in drinking only boiled water, the whites also began to be affected before they had spent the second night in the marshes.


    “Four natives died in the miasmic swamps, and when the weakened others, after abandoning half of their baggage, came out on the mountain slopes and pitched a camp to recuperate, the healthier of the white men, led on by Middleton, who seemed immune from all troubles of whatever nature, were forced to nurse their afflicted companions through a long and painful period. During this time the four remaining natives died, and an equal number of the whites were victims of the fevers.


    “When these evils were finally conquered, the party held a consultation. Out of the. Original twenty whites there were now only nine alive, aside from Middleton. The only other addition to the group was the Voodoo, and it was doubtful whether he was more of an aid than a menace to the welfare of the rest. The total number of deaths, counting both natives and whites, was now nineteen. Out of twenty-nine , there now remained but ten.


    “The majority held that they should turn back on their tracks and recross the marshes: It was pointed out that they were probably now immune to the marsh fevers, and that they had an excellent chance of breaking back across the marshes and the desert and coming again to the inhabited parts of Abyssinia, or by a more westerly route to the headwaters of the Nile. But if they kept on in their present direction they knew not what lay before them, and the objectors pointed grimly up to the white peaks which rose sheer above them.


    “But all of these were overborne by Middleton. It was as if he were determined to take the responsibility for all these lives upon his own shoulders. He went among the men in the evening. He talked with them separately and broke down their resolve to return; and finally he rallied them when they were about to turn back, and had packed their equipment for that purpose. He declared that if they abandoned him, he would attempt the rest of the journey alone.


    “They were, as I have said, picked men, and when they witnessed his resolution they determined to bear him out, though by this time he was the only one of the party who did not dread the result of this ill-omened expedition.


    “In two days they had climbed to the laborious top of the range of mountains, and here they were caught in a belt of arctic cold before they could cross the peaks and descend to the warmer slopes on the southwestern side of the mountains. Two men perished from this exposure. The cold drove the others on. They could not stop to dig graves or to perform a decent ceremony, but left their two fellows lying stark among the mountain snows and pressed on for life.


    “It was not far to go now from the danger of the cold. The mountain slopes gave down easily from the summit and led the party to a more gentle air, and then into a belt of pleasant evergreens. They made no pause to enjoy the change, but went on at a quick march down the hills, then up the less-aspiring rise of a second range; and on the evening of the fourth day, after passing the first range, they came out on the top of a peak of the second and lower range.”


    Here Cory fell silent, looking fixedly at the fire while a vague smile stirred on his face. Thorwalt, after waiting a moment, leaned forward to speak, but as he did so a flare of the fire showed Cory’s face more clearly, and something in it made the other man sit back quietly in his chair and wait.


    There was a pause of several minutes, and while it continued Thorwalt turned his eyes upon the head of young Middleton. The firelight made it almost alive with meaning: beautiful, strong, young, resolved, a man who might conquer the world. And he looked from the bust back to Cory with his animal ugliness, his white age. There was a reserve which disguised his strength and made it now seem even greater than that of the young Hercules of the marble bust, and instead of resolve there was the seal of meditation, but not the meditation of impotent age.


    If the strength of Middleton suggested a power which might conquer the world, the silent thought of Cory suggested a power which had done with the world and its conquests and had turned to something beyond.


    


    “There is power in quiet,” went on Cory—“power and a wonder in the majesty of still life, and because of the horrors they had passed through, perhaps, or because of their utter weariness and fatigue, this power of silence came over Middleton and his men with a species of awe. For they looked down upon a magnificent valley, from whose beauty the mountains stepped solemnly back upon all sides.


    “The last crimson of the evening glowed still upon the ridges and the upper peaks, but in the hollow heart of the valley the unutterable peace of night had already come, and through the center a river drove a rapidly winding line of white.


    “And they had come upon all this suddenly, as one upon a lonely road turns at a quick bend into the view of habitation; for all the days before they had walked either in the flat desert or among the upthronging peaks, and here, as they rounded a mountain side, they came at a step upon the voiceless promise of content. Where they stood the side of the mountain shelved out into a shoulder, whose inner arm dropped precipitously.


    “It was on the very point of this shoulder that the wizened Voodoo stepped. The others paid little attention to him, saving Middleton, who always kept an eye on the man. He walked out until he seemed to totter on the very verge of the precipice. It came to Middleton that the Voodoo was about to cast himself into the valley rather than enter the land of his gods living. He started forward to intercept him when he saw that the man had some other purpose.


    “He raised his arms slowly above his head and lifted his face, a thin and pitiable figure against the obscure and monstrous outline of the peak across the valley, and as he stood he commenced to sing, swaying slightly from side to side in rhythm with his chant.


    “It was hardly a song. There was variable tune. The changes were those of accent rather than musical notes, but as the chant ran on in a sharp drone, Middleton picked up the sense of the words, and they sent a chill through his blood. He looked to his companions. They could understand the speech of the Voodoo, at least to some degree, and there was such utter despair in the chant that Middleton could see his followers look to one another frowningly.


    “Over and over the Voodoo repeated his chant. Translated freely into English rime, though the original defied both critical translation and rime, the chant might be rendered somewhat as follows:


    
      “There are three barriers ye must pass Of water, snow, and fire, And one more grim than all the three Before ye rest eternally In the Land of Deep Desire.


      “The strong may cross the watery bar,  The brave defy the fire,  The patient pass the cold at length,  But what avails a threefold strength  In the Land of Deep Desire?

    


    “A strange anger came over Middleton as he listened, a great feeling of impotence. He suppressed with a flush of shame the first sullen desire to seize the Voodoo and hurl him into the valley, but he had other work than the venting of his malice. The second phase of open dissension had come over the men.


    “Now I want you to mark the sort of men who were following Middleton.


    “They were seven in all, after the deaths of the two, in the last snows of the mountains. They were seven men chosen from among twenty by the impartial hand of sickness and exposure. Every one of the original twenty had been a man inured to danger and labor in a hundred parts of the world. The seven who now remained, gaunt and sunken-eyed men, were by proof-positive the hardiest and the strongest-spirited of the whole number.


    “First, there was Tom Mulford, a Cockney Englishman, who had been a farmer, a sailor, and chiefly a purposeless adventurer since he left the East End.


    “Herman Fiedler, a German, was big, blond, and gentle. He had picked up the American habit of chewing tobacco, and his favorite diversion was to sit by the fire at night with his chin resting on both his hands and spit with astonishing accuracy at various embers, the while he reminisced of Munich beer-gardens in a dull voice.


    “Jim White filled the picture of the typical Yankee, with large hands and feet and a lean neck. He had never lost the twang of his New England fathers. A disagreeable fellow, forever sneering and arguing and finding the darkest side of every predicament.


    “George Duval was probably a Frenchman, though no one could ever get him to talk about his native land. But he had a stock of legends as old as Marie de France and as surely Breton. He was little and wiry, and he carried a needle and thread in his pack with which he was always doing mending, either for himself or for one of his mates.


    “Musab, the Arab, had little to do with the rest of the party. Possibly he felt that he had fallen below his station in life, for, from his manner and his reserve, he must have descended from the family of some desert chief. He was the oldest member of the party and the most self-sufficient. When it was possible he would retire apart and prepare his own mess in his own way rather than contaminate his stomach with Christian food. Only the high pay had tempted him to go on this expedition.


    “Tony Baccigalupi was a rosy-cheeked Italian boy of not more than twenty-two or three years. He was forever laughing; and yet, despite his youth and his laughter, he had a criminal record behind him as long as that of the villain in a detective story.


    “It is rare, indeed, to find a man as ugly as the Swede—John Erickson. He had lost one eye in a knife fight. A black patch of leather covered the place, but the white scar ran down the forehead and the cheek above and below the eye. A deep seam on either side of his mouth made him seem to smile perpetually, yet he was a mirthless man. And when he spoke his face was contorted and his mouth drew far to one side, for his cheek was drawn taut on the side of the scar, and made his speech a study in the grotesque.


    “Make a note, Thorwalt, that every man was of a different nationality. If superstition had some influence upon them in the affairs which followed, it must have been some international legend. Or perhaps you will say that the terrific hardships which these men had passed had made them susceptible to imaginary evils. I will not say no to this. But I know that when Middleton looked around at his fellows, he knew that some force was working upon the Voodoo, and that the same force was operating upon those seven hard-headed, experienced adventurers.


    “More than that, when he examined his own emotions he found a deep and inexplicable awe. He felt inwardly that he was now about to front a danger, compared with which the desert, the marsh, and the mountains had been nothing. He remembered the song of the Voodoo with forebodings. He was not surprised when Musab stepped a little forward from his fellows. He was always composed. He spoke now with even more than his usual dignity.


    ‘“There is truth in the words of the stranger,’ he said, indicating the Voodoo with a gesture, ‘and there is truth in his song. Fear does not lie, and that man fears. So do we all. Fear has come and sat down among us as we look down into the valley; it is hotter than the sun in the desert and it is colder than the snows of the mountains.’


    “‘Now I say that there is truth in the song of the stranger. For look back upon our journey. Were we not a score in strength at the beginning? Where have they gone? They are dead in the river, in the desert, and marshes, on the peak of the mountain. And we must pass again to our land by the way that we traveled to this. Therefore, I say, let us not enter the valley, for the stranger man has said that there dwells here that which is more terrible than fire, and flood, and cold! Let us be wise and consider. My voice is that we turn back from the unknown!’


    


    “As he ceased he thrust his hands again into the loose sleeves, folded his arms, and stepped back within the group. But his words worked for him. Mulford argued heatedly that he would go no farther until a vote had been taken on the project. One after another they took the side of the Arab, all except Erickson, who stood in the background, seeming to mock the entire discussion with his habitual leer.


    “Middleton stared, about at his companions with a hysterical desire to laugh. These men, who had faced a thousand trials with the leanness of tremendous labor upon them, were turning back now because of the song of a grotesque one; and his search for the ‘missing link,’ which would prove that the only divinity in man was his own force, would be a failure when it had come so far to the very edge of what he felt to be success.


    “And the worst of his emotion was that he felt within his own heart the same fear which was making his fellows look askance into the darkening hollow of the valley.


    “But he laughed aside his fears; and the sound of his laughter gave him new assurance. He talked to his companions simply and gravely. He explained in detail and in words of one syllable all his purposes in coming to this land. He told them how he hoped that this race of monkey-gods would prove to be those men-monkeys, or monkey-men, which would supply the last gap between the ape and the human being. He went a step farther; explaining to them in a measure what this would mean to both science and religion. Carried away by his emotion as he talked, he reiterated his determination to proceed in his quest, with or without assistance. In the end they swung around to his opinion, all except the Arab.


    “But when it came to entering the valley, which by this time was dim with night, they found that the Voodoo could not be persuaded to accompany them. He was in a panic, and when they started to drag him along the little man resisted furiously.


    ‘“You are a fool!’ said Middleton. ‘Are there not both rifles and strong men to protect you in the valley of your gods?’


    “‘What is the strength of bullets or of men against them?’ moaned the miserable Voodoo. ‘The strength with which you crossed the- Are, the water, and the cold, do you think it will help you now?’


    “No argument would budge him. At last Middleton pressed the muzzle of a rifle against the small of his back, and this persuasion induced him to rise and pass down the slope into the heart of the valley, but every step of the way Middleton heard him muttering charms and invocations.


    “They camped that night by the bank of the river, and with the murmur of the broad stream beside them, the quiet of the stars overhead, and the cheer of the open fire, the spirits of the men rose again, and they jested in turn at the Voodoo. But even after the rest of the party had rolled up in their blankets and were fast asleep, no peace came to Middleton. For he was either on the verge of discovery which would rock the realm of man’s knowledge to the feet, or at the point of mocking failure. The moon rose late and floated coldly white over the mountain tops.


    “Then Middleton threw aside his blankets and strode up the bank of the river, listening to the rush of, the water and watching the moonpath on the stream, for his hopes and his doubts tortured him. Perhaps it was because he had no thought of discovery that he came upon the prodigy then.


    “He had turned from the bank of the stream into an open space with great trees standing like spectators on the edges of the clearing, and the moon as clear as day in the center. When Middleton came to the middle of the place he stood a while with upward eyes because of the dark-columned majesty of this natural temple, with the purple mountains jutting against the far-away sky. It was at this moment that he saw between the roots of two forest giants a sitting figure. The moon, as I have said, was shining very clearly.


    “He saw a shape of great size—” went on Cory.


    “Sitting?”, broke in Thorwalt incredulously.


    “Sitting like a man with his legs crossed,” replied Cory placidly; “and his arms were folded like an image of a grotesque Buddha.”


    Thorwalt shook his head.


    “I believe you are an honest man, Mr.’ Cory,” he said, “but I have watched monkeys for a good many years and I have never seen an ape take the position you describe, or any position nearly as human.”


    “Nevertheless,” answered Cory, somewhat impatiently, “the thing which Middleton saw sat in the posture I have described. He saw an ape which, at that distance, was more like a gorilla than any species he had ever heard of or seen, though even at that distance, and in the moonlight, he could perceive notable differences. The stomach, for instance, seemed less obtrusive. The arms were comparatively short.”


    “Short?” asked Thorwalt.


    “I said ‘short’!” said Cory in a louder voice—“shorter than my own arms!”


    He stretched them wide. They seemed longer than human and infinitely more powerful through the swift gesture.


    “Middleton stood breathless as a child when it comes before an unexpected turn of the road and sees the garden of its dreams. The ape turned its head, perceived him, and rose to its feet, still with its arms folded.”


    There was a little crackling sound in the room. It was the stem of Thorwalt’s pipe which had snapped between his teeth.


    “He rose to his feet,” continued Cory, “and then unfolding his arms, wonderful and incredible to behold! without fear this creature walked half a dozen paces toward him—with the stride of a poised man!”


    Thorwalt sprang to his feet.


    “Sir,” he said rapidly, “I swear I believe you are a truthful man, but no monkey since the beginning of time has ever stood erect and walked in the manner you have described!”


    “Do I not know it?” exclaimed Cory excitedly. “Did not Middleton know it when he looked on the prodigy? Did he not know that no ape in human knowledge had ever risen and walked erect with a certainty and poise so human? Thorwalt, the creature he looked upon, was that thing which a thousand explorers of the tropics have dreamed of and searched for, but have never found. It was the pithecanthropus erectus! It was the erect ape!”


    “The erect ape!” repeated Thorwalt softly.


    


    Cory stopped a moment, breathing hard. Thorwalt resumed his chair, but sat leaning far forward and with his eyes fixed upon Cory’s as a bird stares at a snake.


    “Middleton marked all this with the accuracy of a trained investigator,” went on the narrator. “There might have been doubt had an ordinary observer marked these things; but Middleton, as I have said, was a cold-minded lover of truth for the sake of truth. There before his eyes he saw the possibility of verifying all his theories. Would he allow any detail to miss his examination, hurried as it had to be?


    “The great ape was apparently five feet eight or nine inches in height. His legs were fleshier than those of the gorilla, and their curvature was hardly greater than that of a man. His lips were thicker and the teeth less protrusive; the forehead far higher.”


    He paused again with closed eyes as if he were recalling the vision of the scene.


    “Sir,” said Thorwalt, “I am trying desperately to doubt what you are saying, but on my honor I cannot help but believe!”


    “There was an almost human definiteness of the outline of the nose,” went on Cory. “The hair on the face was thin. There was a patch of gray hair in the center of the head, perhaps the result of scalp wound. No ape since the beginning of time had ever resembled this creature. The surety made him half sick. What was the thing?


    “He reached for his revolver. Five minutes of surgical work would resolve his doubts forever. But what of the doubts of the world? Would scientists give credence to this written report of a monstrosity discovered in the center of darkest Africa? He relinquished his grip on the handle of the weapon.


    “The better way would be to capture it, bring it back to civilization alive, and with this living specimen bridge the gap between man and the dumb brutes to prove his own theory that the only god in man is the god of cold intellect. Nothing more was needed. The mind of a child could understand this proof. He would establish at one stroke a place in the annals of the world’s significant men!”


    “Greater than them all!” cried Thorwalt. “What is even the discoverer of a new world of land compared with the discovered truth of man’s origin?”


    “At the thought,” went on Cory, “Middleton threw up his hands and cried aloud in exultation. The creature whirled and started back toward the trees which it had just quitted. The first few steps were a shambling but springy run, unmistakably like that of a man. Then it stumbled and rolled on the ground. Middleton whipped out his revolver and poised it, but as he drew the bead the strange thought came to him, that this might not be hunting, but actual murder.


    “As he dropped the weapon to his side again the creature recovered from its fall and started once more toward the sheltering trees, but this time scrambling along on all fours for all the world like any other frightened and hurrying monkey. When it reached the trees it went up a trunk with an agility of which no human being could be capable. A moment later it disappeared in the upper branches.”


    “And was lost?” exclaimed Thorwalt in a rueful voice.


    “An army of searchers could not have followed it,” said Cory. “This thought occurred to Middleton. Perhaps he would never see the creature again. As he listened to the dying crackle of the twigs a great sense of failure suddenly came over him.


    “After a moment the crackling ceased, and Middleton heard a voice in a far-away tree-top. Once again he thrilled and started, and for a very good reason. You have handled animals of a hundred species, Thorwalt, but you must know that beyond a few imitative creatures there is nothing in the world which is capable of syllabification, saving man.


    “Do not misunderstand me. The voice which Middleton heard in the tree was not similar to that of any known species of man. Nevertheless, there was a remote relation. It was this faint similarity which held his careful attention.


    “There were no pauses in the utterance of the animal. There were, indeed, no actual and distinct words which could be remembered and repeated, for the sounds blended; but they were more than a mere noisy expression of emotion. They were grouped and they had continuity.


    “The human voice in narration is generally a monotone. This voice which came chattering down to Middleton was a monotone also, a continued and purposeful sound. Its significance was at once emphasized, for when the voice ceased there rose an answering burst of shrill animal cries, in comparison, utterly harsh and discordant.


    “Then there was a stirring among the upper branches. He could see nothing, but he felt acutely that a thousand eyes were looking out upon him from the covert.


    “The first voice began again. He knew it must be the voice of the ape which he had seen. Perhaps he could never prove this to the world, but he knew in his heart that the singular utterance he had heard from the tree-top came from none other than the pithecanthropus erectus which he had seen only a few moments before.


    “But there was no purpose to be accomplished by remaining longer in the place. He turned and went slowly back toward the camp. That night he lay awake in his blankets and watched the camp-fire flicker up into the dark. He read his future clearly then.


    “He bridged the arduous return through the snows and the desert and the marshes back to the headwaters of the Nile. He even planned how he would clothe the great ape so as to protect it from the weather. Once on the Nile, the remainder of the trip toward England was simple.


    “Once in England—ah, once in England! They were all there, the fellows of his studies, the professors who had first guided him. There were audiences to listen to his lectures, to wonder and to believe.


    “Still more—with this physical proof established, he should resume his writings. He would enunciate once more his former doctrines. He would elaborate them. They were susceptible of being expanded into an entire system of philosophy. His name would have in the eyes of the world a significance as great as those of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, Kant. He laughed softly to himself.


    “He was up before the rest in the morning, and he spent that entire day wandering in the forest in the vicinity of the place where he had seen the ape the night before. It occurred to Middleton that perhaps the tree-dweller had been alarmed by the sight of the man and had wandered with his tribe into a distant portion of the forest.


    “The second day also gave him no clues, and he was on the point of giving up the search and moving to a more distant portion of the forest. But he determined to spend one more day in this vicinity. It was about an hour after the start that he came upon a stream, and crossing to the opposite bank, he found the print of a foot.


    “At first he thought it must have been a trace of one of his party who had bathed in the pool, perhaps. But when he examined it more closely it seemed to him that the spread of the great toe away from the print of the other toes was larger than human, and the indentation of the end of the toes was pronounced, while the heel mark was barely perceptible.


    “The details convinced him that he was upon the trail of one of the tree-dwellers, though whether that trail led into the trees or continued along the ground he could not tell.


    “After a close examination of the neighboring trees he went on cautiously through the forest, and, discovering a continuous opening through the trees which wound back and forth like a path, he held to this trail and in time came upon the same footprints which he had found at the bank of the stream. By this time he was convinced that he had come on the desired trail, and he went forward now with the caution of an Indian trapper.


    “His caution did not serve him. At least it was misdirected, for as he went along, watching the tree-tops before him with a painful scrutiny, stealing from trunk to trunk, his foot slipped on a root and he was flung to the ground. Had he struck the soft sod, he would have been uninjured, but his head fell on the butt of his own rifle and the contact rendered him unconscious.


    “He recovered his senses with the coolness of water upon his face. He opened his eyes and looked up into the blue of the sky. A second later he was immersed again. He started to struggle, for he felt two strong arms about his body. As soon as he stirred he was drawn up to the air again with his wits entirely returned. He saw the gray-headed tree-dweller who bore him in his arms and had carried him thus from the spot where he fell back to the stream.”


    “Cory,” said Thorwalt, “that is possible, and yet—”


    “If you begin to doubt here, you will laugh at the remainder of this story, Thorwalt,” said Cory with the. utmost gravity; “for the relation of wonders is just beginning. I do not think the rescue at the hands of the tree-dweller so impossible. He had felt the reviving effects of water. He had doubtless amused himself for some time watching the stealthy progress through the forest.


    “He knew Middleton was hunting, for the actions of a trailer, whether man or beast, are unmistakable. He may even have guessed that he himself was the object of the hunt. But when he saw the hunter fall and heard his short cry of pain and surprise, he swung down from the tree and came to the rescue, though what was passing through his animal mind no man can say.


    “Yet there was an irony about it. While Middleton was hunting him, gun in hand, the tree-dweller was apart, watching the hunter. The thing which Middleton could not capture by force came to him of its own free will.


    “For when Middleton had recovered his senses he was sitting on the bank of the stream, and near him sat in a similar posture the great tree-dweller—for ape he cannot longer be called. Middleton sat within reaching distance of the link which bridged the space between man and beast.


    “That he was a unique specimen Middleton was confident. In his searches through the forest he had seen scores of apes of large size, but all of them were unmistakably the beast. The gray-headed tree-dweller was alone. He was a ‘sport.’


    “It is an old and established fact in science that the changes of species do not come gradually, but by sudden leaps which are called sports. For instance, for millions of years a species of tree may retain its peculiar characteristics, and then there will appear one which is a freak and which is different in some significant way from the rest of the species. Perhaps the navel orange developed in this manner from the seeded variety. But let that be as it may, it is certain that sports exist, and what is more probable than that the tree-dweller was a sport of the large species of apes which Middleton had found in its company?


    “To him, at least, the matter was proved and closed. He allowed the monkey to examine him without stirring. At first he felt some fear. He knew that those great hands could crush out his life with a single movement. He feared that the strength which had been employed to carry him to the stream might by some brutish freak be diverted into anger. He noted the great yellow fangs, and saw how one of the lower canines pushed up the upper lip so that the creature seemed perpetually to sneer.


    “But he was obviously bent on kindness only. Fear of man or hate had not yet entered into that forest. He fumbled at Middleton’s head with his great paw. He caressed his cheek and pinched it with such violence that Middleton almost cried out. But apparently the ape was not malicious, simply wondering at the softness of the skin.


    “Middleton spoke to it. The effect of his words was remarkable. The big tree-dweller started and quivered. His eyes filled with wonder and interest. It was the first time it had heard the modulated sound of the human voice. He bent his head to one side and leaned a little closer, for all the world like a man listening to an interesting tale. Middleton reached out his hand and ventured to pat the wild fellow on his shoulder.


    “In five minutes more they were fast friends. Ten minutes later they started back to the camp. Sometimes Middleton had difficulty in making the creature keep with him through the forest. He was continually breaking off to tear up some plant and examine the roots, apparently in search of edible varieties. Or he would swing up into a tree at a single leap and make a futile and half playful lunge toward a bird which went screaming off through the leaves.


    “Finally Middleton caught him by the hand after one of these careless exploits. They came back into the camp in this manner, hand in hand like two children who had been playing until they were weary. A mighty moment, Thorwalt, when civilized man took the hand of the tree-dweller! Middleton felt as though he were walking with the spirit of some ancestor a thousand times removed, and back into the dimness of the lost centuries.


    


    “There is no need of giving the next few days in detail or telling how the tree-dweller became acclimated to the camp. He had adventures with the fire the very first night. Afterward he came whining to Middleton and showed him his singed fingers as if he had been a child. Middleton bandaged the hand. He would not at first eat hot food, though the savory odor evidently tempted him greatly; but he soon learned.


    “Toward the men he showed neither fear nor malice, only a great curiosity. And on their part, they at first gave him a sufficient distance. But familiarity bred the inevitable contempt.


    “Jim White, the tall and lean American, played a practical joke on ‘Gray-Head,’ as they called him. The tree-dweller responded by catching the man about the waist and hurling him ten feet away as if he had been a child.


    “After this scene of violence he was at open war with the men of the camp, with the exception of Middleton. Gray-Head refused to have anything to do with the other men, but with Middleton he was perfectly passive and would receive his food from his hands only.


    “Then commenced a period of experiment so vital that could a detailed record of it be submitted to the scientific world a hundred theories would be shattered.


    “Before Middleton had been watching the tree-dweller for two days he decided beyond doubt that the strange creature had the power of speech, and he set himself to learn Gray-Head’s vocabulary. At first he could make no progress, but after he achieved a starting-point Middleton learned rapidly. There were no verbs in that language. It was merely a series of names. But as nearly as he could discover, the language of the tree-dweller included quite a large number of sounds, each of which had a peculiar meaning.


    “Moreover, these sounds could be uttered with intonations which, changed or qualified the meaning of the original. It was, of course, a highly consonantal and guttural utterance, but that this was the beginning of human speech there was no room for doubt.


    “If there had been such a doubt it must have been destroyed by the second experiment of Middleton. This was teaching the tree-dweller to speak English. I do not mean that he was able to teach the strange animal to speak with the fluency or the accuracy of even a child of two years. The fact that the tree-dweller could speak at all was sufficient.


    “What could have been done in time it is difficult to say. All of the experiments were limited to the space of one month, and during only the last three weeks of this time did Middleton attempt to teach Gray-Head to speak.


    “The articulation of the tree-dweller was extremely indistinct, and he had peculiar difficulty with long vowels. For instance, he would say the word ‘go’ with a distinct ‘g,’ but with an ‘o’ so shortened and guttural as to be almost unrecognizable. This word and twenty or thirty other words Gray-Head learned. Words of more than one syllable he absolutely failed to comprehend or imitate, but at least half a dozen words he could enunciate so that every one in the camp understood them, and the most significant thing was that he understood them himself and would repeat them without urging as a means of self-expression!


    “I do not need to point out the importance of this. Some creatures have been able to mimic human utterance. A few others have learned to understand certain human expressions, particularly those of command and warning. But never in the history of the world has there been a creature other than man which was capable of both syllabification and the use of modulated sounds to express particular and exact shades of thought. Gray-Head was a man. And this was the opinion not only of Middleton, but of every other man in the camp. They were dubious at first. Before the month of Gray-Head’s captivity ended they were satisfied.


    “His ability to speak was the most convincing evidence. There were other evidences of a physical nature. These could not be properly determined until one of Gray-Head’s species had passed under the dissecting knife. But his species consisted of himself alone. To subject Gray-Head to the knife would be murder, of which the world would acquit Middleton, but his own conscience would mercilessly judge. He determined, therefore, to be satisfied with this live specimen which was now in his hands.


    “He knew that the trip back to civilization would be arduous, particularly since they would be burdened with the care of Gray-Head. But they were now familiar with the dangers of the journey, inured to the peculiar hardships, and stood an excellent chance of returning to Europe with the link which shattered the religious dogmas of the western world and connected man with the great brotherhood of the dumb beasts.


    “This determination Middleton finally imparted to his companions. They were well enough pleased to leave the wilderness for the long trip back to the headwaters of the Nile, and while Musab and Fiedler objected to burdening the party with the care of Gray-Head, they were voted down by the rest, who were now taken with a scientific fervor.


    “It was two nights before the date they had set for their departure. Gray-Head had by this time grown quite accustomed to his new life—ate the food that was given him, and acted in all ways as well as could be expected. But on this night there rose a strange wailing from the forest near the camp.


    “It began while they were seated about the fire eating supper—a shrill, complaining sound like the lament of a catamount, a broken cry more human than the call of the mountain lion. It startled the men about the fire to silence.


    


    “The wail was repeated, grew, and died out. It was followed by a great clamor within one of the tents out of which Gray-Head immediately appeared and stood looking about the forest and apparently waiting for the repetition of the call.


    “Middleton felt at once that one of Gray-Head’s companions was calling to him. He determined to make sure of his prize that night, and secured a set of strong shackles on the tree-dweller. Gray-Head submitted to the shackling restlessly, for he was still listening, it seemed, for a repetition of that wail within the forest. Then Middleton set out to explore the mystery.


    “At the edge of the circling trees he found another of the tree-dwellers, smaller than Gray-Head, and slighter in proportions. As Middleton approached, the animal swung itself hastily into the tree, but from the branches it raised again the shrill and melancholy wail. From the camp came the deeper roar of Gray-Head in answer.


    “It was plain to Middleton then that this was the mate of the tree-dweller, come to call for the captive, He stood a while, hesitating, for his heart smote him. The generous and the human part was to set Gray-Head at liberty, but to give him freedom was to cast away a certain chance of enduring fame.


    “Middleton turned back to his camp with his mind determined. To lose Gray-Head meant the throwing away of all the labors of this arduous journey, which had already cost the lives of so many men. If a king should ask him he would not give up the old tree-dweller now.


    “When he returned to the fire he told the men what he had discovered, and then went back to examine the fastenings which held Gray-Head. It was a shackle connected with a steel chain to a strong peg driven deep into the ground. It seemed impossible that the big fellow could break loose. He was sitting on the ground now, wearied from his long efforts to break away, but he roused himself at the near approach of Middleton and snarled like an animal without opening his eyes.


    “The wailing from the forest broke out again as Middleton came back to the fire. It was black night now, and the sorrow of the cry beset the camp with loneliness so that the men attempted to fight away the feeling by waxing talkative and repeating tales and jests—all except the withered Voodoo, who crouched in the shadow and glanced fearfully at the fire, and all the while soundless words formed at his lips.


    “Middleton ordered a watch to be kept on Gray-Head that night, but he told the guard that in case anything unusual happened, such as the approach of another of the tree-dwellers toward the camp, or a furious outbreak of Gray-Head, under no circumstances should a rifle be fired without his direct authorization.


    “His forebodings of trouble proved prophetic. A sudden clamor and a series of shouts in the middle of the night roused him. He sat up from his blankets, and in the bright moonlight he heard the jangle of chains and saw Gray-Head struggling furiously with his shackle.


    “The sound of a complaining wail was dying off in the forest. The others of the party had awakened at the same time at the call of the sentry, George Duval, but before any one could come near the captive he had wrested the stake from the ground and was hurrying off toward the forest on all fours.


    “Duval threw himself upon the runaway, but the tree-dweller reared quickly on his hind legs and flung the Frenchman a dozen feet away, where he lay stunned by the fall. The others set out after the fugitive, but he was already half-way toward the forest.


    “Middleton had picked up a rifle as he ran in pursuit. But there was no hope of overtaking Gray-Head. The safety of the trees was not a hundred yards away from him, and the pursuit of Middleton and his comrades was an equal distance behind, and at the edge of the forest stood the other tree-dweller whose lamentations had called Gray-Head back to his own.


    “Middleton dropped to one knee and covered Gray-Head with his weapon. Dead or alive, it seemed that he must reclaim the fugitive. Fame and reputation fled away from him in the clumsy form of the tree-dweller. But as his sights fell in line with the form of Gray-Head he knew that he could never shoot. In the eyes of the world it would have been hunting; in his own eyes it was murder.


    “Another thought came to him. He would remove the cause of Gray-Head’s flight. At that he turned his aim on the second tree-dweller. There was no time for the second thought which might have kept Middleton’s finger from the trigger. The two grotesque forms were turning side by side and fleeing toward the gray shelter of the forest shadows.


    “Middleton fired.”


    


    Cory stopped for a moment and struck the back of his hand across his forehead. The heavy breathing of Thorwalt was grimly audible through the room.


    “She screamed terribly, like a woman,” went on the narrator. “She turned and reached out her arms toward Gray-Head for help, and pitched forward at his feet. At the horror of it Middleton’s companions stopped in the midst of their pursuit. Gray-Head had stooped and now raised the dead figure in his arms.


    “Suddenly he turned and faced the whole group, still holding the limp form against his breast with one arm. The other arm he brandished above his head in wrath and roared out some gibbering words.


    “Then Gray-Head turned and without hurry strode into the black night with his dead.


    “Every man stood where he had stopped in the pursuit, and in Middleton’s heart was a feeling of utter horror and loss. But now a rapid and gibbering sound rose behind them. Middleton turned and saw the Voodoo kneeling on the ground, his withered arms tossed in the air and showing black and shiny in the moonlight, and as he kneeled he chanted:


    
      “‘There are three barriers ye must pass Of water, snow, and fire, And one more grim than all the three Before ye rest eternally In the Land of Deep Desire,


      “‘The strong may cross the watery bar, The brave defy the fire, The patient pass the cold at length, But what avails a threefold strength In the Land of Deep Desire?’

    


    “Not a man there but read a new and bitter meaning in the chant. They had heard it before on the edge of the great valley. Fiedler cursed, and dragged the Voodoo to his feet with a single strong jerk and ordered him to stop his yelling.


    “The Voodoo stood with his arms folded. There was a certain melancholy dignity in his voice as he spoke: ‘It makes no difference what we say to one another. We are all lost. He spoke from the forest yonder.’ (He pointed to the place where Gray-Head had disappeared into the woods.) ‘He threw the curse upon us. There is not one of us with magic strong enough to resist him. Our hearts shall be drier than the desert, out blood shall be weaker than water, the stars shall see our bones whiter than the snows of the mountain, for the curse is upon us—the curse is upon us.’


    “He spoke, of course, in his native dialect, and the rendering I give is not an exact translation, but as in all savage languages there was a certain grave poetry which fascinated his listeners. Fiedler cursed again, but he stepped back and gave the old Voodoo an opportunity to continue.


    “‘You have come a long way to learn the thing that is hidden. What is it you would learn? It will not give you meat to eat nor water to drink nor clothes to keep you from the sun. It is a shadow you seek, and to find it you have taken blood on your hands and the curse of the gods on your heads, and on the heads of all of us.’


    “‘What curse, fool?’ said Middleton, but he was strangely moved.


    “‘All of us shall die, but one of us shall live in death,’ said the Voodoo.


    “‘This is mummery!’ exclaimed Middleton. ‘If there is anything you know, old sleight-of-hand, out with it. for a sovereign—real gold, my friend!’


    “He held the shining bit of money between thumb and forefinger. It glittered in the moonlight, and the same glitter came in the eyes of the Voodoo, but then he shook his head.


    “‘I have said too much,’ he answered. ‘You cannot whip words from me now. Chieftain, men who are in the valley of death speak truth. This is that valley—‘the valley of the gods!’


    “As he spoke he gestured sweepingly around him to the swart mountain slopes. They could get nothing further from him. So they went back to camp, and with them they carried George Duval, for his shoulder had been broken in his fall. The next morning he was delirious. The Voodoo grinned hideously and gestured to the waiting mountains.


    “The next day they started again to beat the forest in search of the lost, but even Middleton was down-hearted, and the words of the Voodoo stayed in his ears. They found no trace of the tree-dwellers that day, and they returned to find that George Duval had developed a high fever from his, shattered shoulder.


    “And when they returned from another day of fruitless searching Duval was plainly in a serious condition. His trouble had started from a badly fractured shoulder which they could not properly treat. It was Middleton’s opinion that the bone had torn the flesh and that gangrene had set I in, but he did not say so. If it were the case there was no help for the suffering man.


    “Yet he began to fear for the ultimate effects. If Duval died it would mean to Middleton that they had simply had no means of aiding properly a seriously injured man. In the eyes of his companions it would mean that the curse was beginning to work. And even in Middleton’s practical and serious mind there rose a doubt like a shadow when, after another session of purposeless search through the forest, he came back to find Duval with a black and swollen arm, very near to death, while close to him lay Jim White, the tall and slangy American. He had shot himself with his own rifle, and with every breath a stain of bloody froth came to his lips.


    “He died an hour after sunset. Duval passed out in his delirium before morning. He had not spoken a single word for two days.


    “They buried both bodies the next day. It was done silently. The men worked grimly at the soft sod. John Erickson mumbled a brief and half-improvised ceremony over the graves, and then they came back to their camp. On the way Tony Baccigalupi stumbled against the Voodoo and then turned and knocked him down with a muttered word about ‘bringing the curse.’ That day the men pleaded illnesses and excuses of one sort and another. Middleton was left to search the forest by himself.


    


    “He came back that evening with a heavy heart and a sense of coming failure. It was the greater part of a week since the loss of Gray-Head, and as yet he had not sighted or seen one of the tree-dwellers. He was confronted in the camp with open revolt—and one more calamity. Tony Baccigalupi had been taken with a sudden fever and was then babbling of green Italy. The rest of the men told Middleton with one voice that they were through with the entire work. They would wait until Tony recovered, but after that they would beat back for civilization with or without him—and they would take no ‘damned monkeys’ along with them.


    “He tried arguments, but they met his appeals with shrugged shoulders. They had lost all enthusiasm for the great cause of science. The one thought which occupied their minds was the fear of the ‘curse.’”


    “Easy to explain,” said Thorwalt. It was a mere matter of coincidence. Those fellows had been pretty hardly tried by their recent adventures. Then came the spectacular incident of the death of the female tree-dweller, and following on this the death of two of their comrades. It was this matter of coincidence which broke their spirits.”


    “Perhaps,” said Cory, “I do not say that it was not mere coincidence. But I know that those hard fellows, gathered from half a dozen widely separated districts of the world and strong from a hundred encounters with death, were now frightened by the passing of a shadow, and they looked upon the old Voodoo with dread.


    “But let me be still more open. It was not his followers alone who were weakening. Middleton himself began to feel the first of many fears which he would hardly confess to himself—a deep and vague unrest which ate into his mind, so that even when he pleaded with them to stay with him in his search, only half his heart was in his pleading, the other half harbored the new and indeterminate fear. ‘We shall all die,’ the old Voodoo had said, ‘but one of us shall live in death!’


    “They had not long to wait for Tony Baccigalupi. His gay Italian spirit held him up for a day or so. Then he sank rapidly. One afternoon while the rest of the party sat about smoking their pipes in silence, for all the world like hooded vultures waiting for a death in the desert, Tony broke out into a Neapolitan boat-song. Erickson went over to ask how he felt. He broke off his singing to curse the Swede, and died with the curse on his lips.


    “They waited only till his body was cold. There was no argument. They did not even delay to bury the body, and Middleton himself spoke no word on the subject. Each man was busy bundling up the necessities of the camp, chiefly food and ammunition.


    They started at evening.


    “Strangely enough the Voodoo seemed unanxious to leave. He said that it made no difference now whether they fled or remained there. The curse had come upon them. But they needed his guidance still to a certain extent, and to leave him in the forest would be to abandon him to certain death from exposure and ultimately starvation. So they dragged the little man to his feet and started him on the journey.


    “There were six in all, now, Erickson, the one-eyed Swede; Musab, the Arab; Herman Fiedler, the blond German; Tom Mulford, the talkative Englishman; the Voodoo, and Middleton.”


    “And one by one they died?” asked Thorwalt in an awed voice.


    “For two days it was well enough,” said Cory, as if he had not heard the comment. “But when they reached the snows the Voodoo disappeared in a storm. They delayed for a short time to search for him, and then a strange panic came on them. The snow was driven in swift circles by the howling wind, and some one cried out that the crying of the storm was like the wail of the tree-dweller. And some one else added that the curse was still on them. And the whole party, Middleton among the rest, fled like blind cattle through the storm. They even threw away some of their packs to lighten themselves.


    “When the tempest died down after a few hours, their courage returned and they held shamefacedly on their way, but they were only five now and Middleton could see his companions one by one numbering the group of comrades and silently guessing which would die first. For they traveled now without hope, but with the grimness of men drowning in an open sea who struggle till the last against a certain death.


    “On the edge of the marshes they paused a while to gather their strength, and a day of rest raised their spirits. Moreover they were far from the valley of the tree-dwellers, and far from the source of the curse. On the second night they fell into a card game and Musab, infuriated by ill luck or by some actual cheating on the part of Fiedler, drew a knife and stabbed the German below the shoulder, a mortal wound. As he lay on the ground Fiedler gathered strength to pull his revolver and shot the Arab through the heart while Middleton and Erickson held the latter to keep him from further mischief.


    “So they broke up that last camp hastily and entered the marshes, and once more they made no effort to bury the dead men. The trip through the marshes was more horrible than before, and though Erickson and Middleton came through safely they were worn to a shadow and poisoned with foul water and fever; behind them they left Mulford dying; before them stretched the white, hot desert.


    “Neither Erickson nor Middleton expected to cross the desert. Erickson fell out the second day. He stepped on a small stone and sprained his ankle hopelessly. He sat on the ground, squatting like a monkey, and passed his water bag to Middleton without a word, and Middleton accepted it in silence.


    “This will seem strange to you. It seems incredible to me sitting here, but these men had seen so many deaths that even their own fate did hot matter. The Swede could not hold out long. He could not travel a step, and the water would not keep him alive for three days. It might tide Middleton through. So Middleton gripped his friend’s hand silently and went on through the sands.


    “I suppose nine men out of ten would have died on that trip, but Middleton was one man out of a hundred, and through his brain went the phrase of the Voodoo like a chant: ‘All of us shall die, but one of us shall live in death.’ A terrible promise, and yet it was a promise of life.


    


    “Middleton lived. He was without water, delirious at times, and haunted by the coldly white tops of the mountain ranges on either side of the desert when a caravan picked him up. They were Arabs from the headwaters of the Nile, and they carried him with them to their destination, hoping for a reward later. The trip took eight days, but Middleton was unconscious most of the time.


    “When they reached the village he was desperately sick with a fever for ten days. When he recovered a little he induced an Arab to go down the river to the nearest large town and send a message to England. He scribbled it painfully himself. It was to his wife, and told her where he was, that he would not be able to travel for a month and to send on money. Then he relapsed into the delirium.


    “He recovered from the worst of the fever, and found himself in a new world of dim quiet. As he glanced down the bed he was surprised to see a tawny and lean hand covered with a strong and sparse growth of hair. He raised his hand to his forehead. The hand which responded to his will was the hand which lay upon the bed.


    “Middleton laughed sickly and lay a long while with his eyes closed, thinking hard. The old words of the Voodoo came to him again, with new meaning: ‘One shall live in death!’


    “He alone was left for that. He opened his eyes again and began passing, a hand across his face with a fearful and slow interest. What he found made him sick at heart, but not sure. He was only conscious of a great change.


    “He called to the natives and bade them bring him a mirror, but when they took down the little bright circle from the wall his heart suddenly weakened. He crossed a forearm over his face and bade them take the mirror away. Afterward he lay shivering, afraid of he knew not what.


    “He lay there for some weeks before the sickness ended in fact, and he was able to walk about. Even then he was in no hurry to leave the room. He feared something in his heart, but he dared not name it even to himself. And he feared the eyes of other men. He turned to the wall when another came into the room. He gave himself until the time when the money should come from England before he should rise and face the world and himself.


    “But instead of the money, the wife herself came. Middleton as he lay in his bed heard her voice speaking to the natives and asking for him. He shouted out to them to let no one come in.


    “She recognized his voice. She called to him, and the clear music of the sound tortured him. He shrieked to the natives to keep her out.


    “‘He is ill,’ she said outside the door. ‘He is delirious and knows not what he says. But I am his wife. I shall care for him.’


    “‘Dearest!’ cried Alexander Middleton, ‘for God’s sake do not come near me now. I am changed. I cannot let you see me now. Not now; tomorrow! Give me one hour to prepare myself. I forbid you to come!’”


    “‘Dear,’ she answered, “it is the fever in you that speaks and not yourself. My friends, open that door!’


    “Middleton threw himself against the door and strove to hold it closed. He was weak from his sickness. The door flew open and she stood before him, but the light of the day which entered with her half blinded him and he threw up his hand across his eyes to shield them from the glare. She had cried out with a voice of horror and he heard her step retreat.


    “‘I wished to see my husband, Alexander Middleton,’ she said, ‘and why have you brought me to this—beast?’


    “Then Middleton started and threw his hands out toward her. She was marvelously lovely with the keen white sun upon her.


    “‘Dearest,’ he said, ‘it is I!’


    “She stood a moment watching him with an utter loathing in her face which grew into terror, and then with a little moan she turned and ran down the path and out of his life forever. Middleton turned and stepped back into his room, half dazed, and it chanced that he stopped before a little round cracked mirror on the wall.


    “He thought at first that he was seeing some horribly realistic picture painted there, but when he raised a hand to his face a hand appeared by the face in the mirror.


    “Middleton sat down and the chair creaked sharply under his weight. He strove for a long while to order his thoughts. Then he rose and went to the mirror again and still he could not believe what he saw. Look!”


    Cory pointed to the bust of young Middleton by the fire.


    “The head of Middleton before he had gone into the desert to prove that the only God is the real God of force, was that of a young pagan god. But the face which scowled at him from the mirror was that of a beast; a blunt and wide-nostriled nose; a shock of disordered gray hair streaming down across his forehead; heavy sagging jowls, bright and sunken eyes under a thick brow; and his lip was lifted into a continual venomous sneer by a great tooth of the lower jaw. It was a horror to dream upon, not to see.


    “Middleton moaned in anguish and terror. The face in the mirror snarled back at him like an angered ape. Once more he remembered the Voodoo’s words: ‘All of us shall die, but one of us shall live in death!’ He tore the mirror from the wall and shattered it to a thousand fragments on the floor.


    “But afterward a morbid and terrible curiosity came over him. It was impossible of belief, this horrid phenomenon which his eyes had seen. He called for another glass. It was brought to him, and after that he stayed for hours before the mirror studying the strange visage which leered and frowned back to him.


    “He strove to explain it. The apparent slant of the forehead was caused by the deep pucker of the brows from continual and anguished frowning. The cheeks had fallen and pouched from the devastating illness. The nostrils, perhaps, were distended by the labored breathing. The eyes were sunken from the fever, and for the same reason abnormally bright. It was no uncommon occurrence for hair to turn suddenly gray.


    “But still he could not wholly reason the grim mask away. He knew his head as it had been. He had studied it not only with some vanity but with the precision of a scientist. He knew now that beyond a doubt a change had occurred in the bony structure itself! No anguish of soul or body could have affected that change!


    “In his utter bewilderment, now, Middleton, the great apostle of strength, that cruel and self-sufficient doctrine, knelt on the floor and remembered a prayer out of his boyhood with stammering lips, but into his mind came the picture of the huge tree-dweller with his dead in his arms and a hand of imprecation in the air. The Voodoo had been right. All of them had died, but one of them would live in death.


    “He had gone out stronger than the strongest. He had gone out to drag down the god of the simple-minded and put up one of his own desire. He came back, afraid even of death, and knowing that the veriest child in the street could teach him out of a greater strength than his own. Teach him that Reason and Ambition can never find a god that shall endure; teach him that the one faith which unites man with man and with dumb beasts is the faith of kindness and love. There is no strength like that of kindness, Thorwalt. It was no power of mine which enabled me to save that man in your house this day. I had no fear of him because I had no scorn of him, my friend.”


    “But Middleton!” cried Thorwalt, rising. “Is he still alive? Can I meet him!”


    The firelight flickered on the face of Cory, on the buried eyes, the receding forehead, the perpetual sneer of the lifted lip. Thorwalt stepped a pace back and caught his breath.


    “Middleton is dead,” said Cory quietly, “and I am the only man in the world with the strength to believe his story.”

  

  
    
      The laughter of Slim Malone

    

    
      “The laughter of Slim Malone” was originally published in 1919 in All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      Time has little to do with reputation in the far West, and accordingly the name of Slim Malone grew old in the region of Appleton, and yet the owner of the name was still young.

    

    Appleton was somewhat of a misnomer, for the region had never known anything save imported apples or any other sort of fruit since the time of its birth into the history of whisky and revolvers. But a misguided pioneer in the old days had raised a few scrubby trees and had named the town forever. The dreams of the early agriculturalists had died long ago, but the name remained to pique the curiosity of travelers and furnish jokes for inhabitants.


    The town lay at the conjunction of three gorges in the heart of the Rockies, and the little plain where it nestled was crowded with orchards which bore everything but apples. The six original trees which had given the town its name now stood in the back yard of Sandy Orton’s saloon—old trees with knotted and mossy limbs which suggested a venerable age due to the hard climate rather than to the passage of years. They were pointed out to casual travelers with great pride, and they were the established toast of Sandy’s place. But Sandy’s was frequented by a loud-voiced and spendthrift crowd not usual to agricultural towns.


    In the old days, when Appleton was a name rather than a fact, the hilarity had been as absent as the men; but after gold was discovered in the three gorges which led from the settlement into the heart of the mountains, the little town became a rendezvous of a thousand adventurers. The stages to and from the railroad thirty miles away, were crowded with men eager to face the hardships of the climate and the great adventure of the gold-fields.


    It was then that Slim Malone appeared. It was said that he had first come upon the scene as the owner of the Red River strike, which was finally owned by Sandy Gleason. It was further rumored that Sandy had beaten Slim Malone out of the claim by a very shady deal at cards; but Sandy refused to discuss the matter, and Slim Malone was rarely within vocal range, so the matter had never been sifted. Sandy was rarely more vocal than a grunt, and when Slim Malone appeared, people had generally other things to think about than questions concerning his past.


    A certain percentage of lawlessness is taken for granted in a mining town. People are too busy with their own concerns to pay attention to their neighbors, but when three stages in succession, passing from Appleton to Concord, the nearest railroad station, were robbed by a rider on a white horse, the community awoke and waxed wrath. The loss was too much in common to be passed over.


    The first effort was an impromptu organization of half a dozen angered miners who rode into the Weston Hills. They found fresh hoof-prints after an hour of riding, and went on greatly encouraged, with the pistols loosened in their holsters. After some hours of hard travel they came upon a white horse in the midst of a hollow, and then spread into a circle and approached cautiously. But not cautiously enough. While they were still far from the white horse the bandit opened fire upon them from the shelter of a circle of rocks. They rode into town the next day with three of their number badly hurt and the other three marked for life. That started the war.


    As the months passed posse after posse left Appleton and started to scour the Weston Hills for the marauder. The luckiest of the expeditions came back telling tales of a sudden fusillade from an unexpected covert, and then a swift white horse scouring into the distance. The majority came back with no tales at all save of silent mountains and the grim cactus of the desert.


    In the mean time the stages from Appleton to Concord were held up with a monotonous regularity by a rider of a fleet white horse, and the mining town grew more and more irate. Men cursed the name of Slim Malone. An adventurous singer in one of Appleton’s dance halls invented a song featuring the marauder, and it was taken up by the matrons of the town as a sort of scare-crow ballade to hush their children.


    Then the new mayor came to Appleton. He owned three claims on Askwarthy Gulch, and he ran on the double platform of no license for the Appleton saloons and the end of Slim Malone. The women used their influence because of the first clause in his platform, and the men voted for him because of the second. His name was Orval Kendricks, but that didn’t count. What mattered was his red hair and the statements of his platform. Slim Malone celebrated the new reign of holding up two stages within the first five days.


    But the new mayor lived up to the color of his hair, and proved worthy of his platform. He held a meeting of every able-bodied citizen in town three days after his inauguration, and in his speech the men noted with relief that he forgot to mention the saloons, and that he concentrated his attention on Slim Malone. He stated that the good name and the prosperity of Appleton depended upon the capture of this marauder at once. Divorced from the mayor’s rather sounding rhetoric, the populace of Appleton realized the truth of his remarks and applauded him to the echo. His silences were as much appreciated as his words.


    After a carefully prepared peroration he built up to his climax by the proposal that the community import “Lefty” Cornwall, at a salary of five hundred dollars a month and five thousand bonus, to act as deputy sheriff until the apprehension of Slim Malone. Then the crowd applauded to the echo. In their midst were men who had lost more than five thousand at a blow owing to the strenuous activity of this Slim Malone. They were equal to any measures for his suppression even if it meant the importation of Lefty Cornwall.


    The fame of Lefty had begun in Texas when he mortally wounded one greaser and crippled two others in a saloon fight. Since then it had increased and spread until he was a household word even farther north than Appleton. He came from that sun-burned southland where a man’s prowess was gaged by his speed and dexterity with his “irons,” and even on that northern plateau of Appleton men knew that to cross Lefty Cornwall was death or murderous mutilation.


    At first there were some dissenters. Men stated freely that Lefty would never dream of coming as far north as Appleton for a paltry five thousand dollars. There were even a few dissenters who claimed that even should he come he would never be able to cope with Slim Malone, but these were laughed and hooted down by a radical minority who came from the south-land and knew the fame of Lefty Cornwall in detail. The sheriff accounted for the others by stating that he had already communicated with Lefty, and had received his assent by letter. This announcement dissolved the meeting in cheers.


    Appleton decreed the day of the arrival of the new sheriff a festival occasion. The farmers from the adjoining table-land drove into town, the miners from the three valleys rode down. And when the stage arrived from Concord the incipient sheriff dismounted in the midst of a huge crowd, and cheers which shook the sign-board of Sandy Orton’s saloon.


    Now the mayor of Appleton had declared deathless war against the saloons in his platform, but since his election he had been strangely silent upon the liquor question. He was as canny as his red hair suggested, and he had a truly Scotch insight into the crucial moments of life. He perceived the arrival of Lefty Cornwall to be such a moment, and he perceived at the same moment the correct way of meeting that crisis.


    It was with surprise no less than pleasure that the throng heard the lusty voice of their chief official inviting them to Sandy Orton’s saloon, and where they were in doubt, his beckoning arm put them right. They filled the saloon from bar to door, and those who could not enter thronged at the entrances with gaping mouths.


    The sheriff was equal to the occasion. He mounted the bar much as a plainsman mounts a horse, and standing in full view of his fellow citizens, he invited Lefty Cornwall to join him in his prominent position. Nowise loath, Lefty swung onto the bar in the most approved fashion, and stood, locked arm in arm with the dignified official of Appleton. In the mean time the bartenders, thrilled equally with surprise and pleasure, passed out the drinks to the crowded room. It was apparently a moment big in portent to Appleton, and not a heart there but pulsed big with pride in their mayor.


    “Fellow citizens,” began the mayor, raising a large freckled hand for silence.


    A hush fell upon the assemblage.


    “Boys,” continued the mayor, after a proper silence reigned, “I haven’t got much to say.”


    “Here’s to you!” yelled a voice. “I hate a guy that’s noisy.”


    The mayor frowned and waved a commanding hand for silence.


    “I spotted you, Pete Bartlett,” he called. “If you don’t like silence you must hate yourself.”


    The crowd roared with approving laughter.


    “Boys,” began Orval Kendricks again, when the laughter had subsided, “this here is a solemn occasion. I feel called upon to summon the manhood of this here town to listen to my words, and I reckon that most of the manhood of the town is within hearin’.”


    A chorus of assent followed.


    “I don’t need any Daniel Webster to tell you men that this here town is hard hit,” continued Mayor Kendricks. “It don’t need no Henry Clay to tell you that these diggin’s are about to bust up unless we have the right sort of a strong arm man in town. We’ve been sufferin’ patiently from the aggressions of a red-handed desperado who I don’t need to mention, because his name just naturally burns my tongue.”


    “Slim Malone!” cried a dozen voices. “We’re followin’ you, chief!”


    The mayor thrust his hand into his breast and extended the other arm in imitation of a popular wood-cut of Patrick Henry. The crowd acknowledged the eloquence of the attitude with a common gaping.


    “There may be some of you guys,” cried the mayor, rising to the emotion of the moment, “there may be some of you guys who don’t know the man I mean, but I reckon that a tolerable pile of Appleton’s best citizens spend a large part of their time cursing Slim Malone.”


    “We ain’t through damning him yet,” yelled a voice, and the crowd voiced their assent, half in growls and half in laughter.


    “He has tricked our posse as an honest man would be ashamed to do,” went on the mayor, warming to his oration; “he has shot our citizens, and he has swiped our gold! I’m askin’ you as man to man, can a self-respectin’ community stand for this? It can’t. What’s the answer that Appleton makes to this desperado?”


    He paused and frowned the audience into a state of suspense.


    “There is only one answer to this gunfighter, and that answer stands at my right hand,” bellowed the mayor, when he judged that the silence had sunk into his hearers sufficiently. “The name of the answer is Lefty Cornwall!”


    The following burst of applause brought a momentary blush into even Lefty’s cheek. At the reiterated demands for a speech he hitched at his revolver in its skeleton holster, removed his sombrero, and mopped his forehead with a ponderous hand. When it became evident that the hero was about to break into utterance the crowd became silent.


    “Fellows,” began the gun-fighter, “makin’ speeches ain’t much in my line.”


    “Makin’ dead men is more your game,” broke in the wit of the assemblage.


    A universal hiss attested that the crowd was anxious to hear the Texan gun-man out.


    “But if you are goin’ to do me the honor of makin’ me sheriff of this here county and this here city of Appleton,” he continued, letting his eye rove down Appleton’s one street, “I’m here to state that law and order is goin’ to be maintained here at all costs. Right here I got to state that the only costs I’m referrin’ to is the price of the powder and lead for this here cannon of mine.”


    The crowd broke in upon the speech with noisy appreciation, and many cries of “That’s the stuff, old boy!”


    “I been hearin’ a tolerable pile about one Slim Malone,” went on the new sheriff.


    “So have we,” broke in the irrepressible wit of the assemblage, only to be choked into silence by more serious-minded neighbors.


    “Sure,” agreed the sheriff. “I reckon you’ve heard a lot too much about him. But I’m here to state that all this talk about Slim Malone has got to stop, and has got to stop sudden. I’m here to stop it.”


    He hitched his holster a little forward again as he spoke and a deep silence fell upon the crowd.


    “Fellow citizens,” he continued, spitting liberally over the side of the bar, “whatever gun-play is carried on around here in the future is to be done strictly by me, and all you men can consider yourselves under warning to leave your shootin’-irons at home, unless you want to use them to dig premature graves.”


    This advice was received with an ironical chuckle of appreciation from the crowd.


    “As for Slim Malone,” he went on, “I’m goin’ out into the Weston Hills to get him single handed. I don’t want no posse. I’ll get him single handed or bust, you can lay to that; and if I come back to this town without Slim Malone, alive or dead, you can say that Malone has the Indian sign on me.”


    Having finished all that he had to say, Lefty felt about in his mind to find a graceful manner of closing his exordium, when the mayor came to his assistance. He recognized that nervous clearing of the throat and wandering of the eyes out of his own first political experiences. Now he raised his glass of colored alcohol and water, which in Appleton rejoiced in the name of Bourbon.


    “Boys,” he shouted, “there ain’t no better way of showin’ our appreciation of our new sheriff than by turnin’ bottoms up. Let’s go!”


    Every hand in the barroom flashed into the air, and after a loud whoop there was a brief gurgling sound which warmed the heart of Sandy Orton.


    It should have been the signal for a day’s carousal, and the good citizens of Appleton were no wise averse. They desired to hear the voice of their new sheriff in friendly converse. They desired to see him in that most amiable of all poses, his foot on the rail and his hand on the bar. They wanted to look him over and size him up just as a boy wishes to fondle his first gun. But the sheriff objected. He was sorry to spoil the fun. He said that they could go ahead and have their little time, but that they must leave him out. He had business to perform that didn’t admit of drinking.


    There might have been adverse criticism of this Spartan strenuousness, but at this point a diversion occurred in the shape of four wild riders who broke into Appleton and brought the word that Slim Malone had been out again. This time he had held up a mule train on its way to carry provisions up Bender Cañon to Earl Parrish’s claim. With his usual fine restraint Slim had taken no lives, but he had winged two of the drivers badly and had helped himself from the provisions without unnecessary waste. He had even lingered to give first aid to the two drivers whose courage had overcome their sense of proportion.


    If anything had been needed to spur on the new official of Appleton it came in the form of the message which Slim Malone had left with the wounded man before he rode away.


    “Tell the new sheriff,” he called, as he sat easily in the saddle, “that I’ve heard of him, and that I’ll organize a little party for him as soon as possible so that we can get better acquainted. Tell him that the one thing he lacks to make him a good fighting man is a sense of humor.”


    Lefty Cornwall heard this message in silence the while he spat with vicious precision into a distant spittoon. Afterward, and still in silence, he retired and worked for an hour cleaning his already shining revolver and patting and oiling the holster. He performed these grave functions in the house of the mayor, and that dignitary announced later that he had wound up by practising the draw and point, walking and sitting down, and at every angle. The mayor was impressed past speech.


    When Lefty issued at last he found a score of hard riders standing by their horses in the street.


    “An’ what might all this here gang be for?” inquired Lefty mildly.


    “We’re the posse, waitin’ to be sworn in,” announced one of the men.


    “Swearin’ in takes a terrible lot of time,” said Lefty, “an’ besides, I don’t know how it’s done. I don’t want no posse, as I said before. I wouldn’t know how to handle it. Anyway, twenty men on horseback make enough noise to scare away a whole gang of bandits. You might as well start lookin’ for trouble with a brass band, because you’d sure find the trouble.”


    He hitched at his belt in his customary manner when at a loss for words, and his right hand dropped gracefully upon the handle of his gun and drooped thereon somewhat sinisterly.


    “This here Malone,” went on the sheriff, “may be a tolerable bad man in his way, but I ain’t no shorn lamb myself. I’m goin’ out to get him, an’ I’m goin’ to get him by myself. I reckon that’s final.”


    They accepted his announcement with cheers, and set about offering all the information in their power. It was generally believed that the bandit lived somewhere at the far end of Eagle Head Canon, about fifteen miles from the town. His dwelling had never been spotted, but he was most frequently seen riding to and from this place. Thrice posses had raked the cañon as with a fine-toothed comb, but they had never come upon a trace of his habitation: but the cañon was thick with caves, and heaped with giant boulders which offered innumerable places of concealment, and the legend was strong that Slim Malone lived in that place.


    The next thing was to find a proper mount. This proved a more difficult task. The sheriff knew horse- ham nose to hoof, and he was hard to please. At last he selected a tall roan with a wicked eye and flat shoulders which promised speed. These preparations made, he swung to the saddle, waved his hand to the crowd, and galloped out of town.


    There was not much bluff about Lefty Cornwall, as the curious-minded had frequently discovered in the past, but as he swung into the narrow throat of Eagle Head Cañon, he began to realize that he might have gone too far. While he was in the town it had been easy enough to make ringing speeches. Now that the evening began to come clown by lazy, cool degrees a certain diffidence grew in him.


    He had fought many men during his brief life, but he had never come across a reputation as strange or as fascinating as this of Slim Malone. If the challenge which the bandit had sent him was irritating, it also roused in his mind a certain degree of respect, and as he rode up the cañon, winding slowly among the boulders, a hundred doubts infested his mind.


    If he had been back upon the level reaches of the Texan desert, which he knew, these uncertainties would probably have never entered his head, but here every half mile of his journey was passed under the eye of a thousand coverts from which a man could have picked him off with the safety of a hunter firing from a blind at partridges. Moreover a curious loneliness akin to homesickness came in him, located, as far as he could discover, chiefly in the pit of the stomach.


    The mountains were blue now, and purple along their upper reaches, and as the sun left off the moon took up her reign over the chill blue spaces. It was very solemn, almost funereal to the thought of Lefty Cornwall. And the silence was punctuated with the melancholy howling of a far-off coyote.


    It was complete night before he reached the upper end of Eagle Head Cañon, and he was weary from the stumbling gait of his horse over the rocks. Moreover, the mountain night air was cold—very cold to Lefty. He wanted desperately to turn back, but he had not the heart to face the inquiries which would meet him at the town, and the covert smiles which would welcome the hero returning empty handed, the man who needed no posse.


    Lefty was a very brave man, but like almost all of the physically courageous, he dreaded derision more than actual pain. Yet, in spite of this he finally decided that it was better to go back to the town and face the smiles than to remain through the cold night in these dread silences. He wished heartily that he had taken one other man with him if it were only for the companionship. As it was he felt that it was no use to hunt further, and he started back down the cañon. He had not gone far when his horse stumbled and commenced to limp.


    Lefty got off with a curse and felt of the fore hoofs. The difficulty proved to be a sharp, three-cornered rock which had been picked up under the shoe of the left fore foot. He was bending over to pry this loose between his fingers when he caught the glint of a light.


    In his excitement he sprang upright and stared. At once the light disappeared. Lefty began to feel ghostly. His senses had never played him such tricks before. He leaned over and commenced work on the stone again, but as he did so his eye caught the same glint of light. There was no possible mistake about it this time. He remained bent over and stared at it until he was certain that he saw a yellow spot of light, a long, thin ray which pointed out to him like a finger through the shadows.


    This time he took the bearings of the light carefully, and when he stood up he was able to locate it again. Lefty’s heart beat high.


    He threw the reins over his horse’s head and commenced to stalk the light carefully. Sometimes as he slipped and stumbled over the rocks he lost sight of it altogether, only to have it reappear when he had almost given up hopes of finding it again. And so he came upon the cave.


    The light shone through a little chink between two tall boulders, and as Lefty pressed his eye to the aperture, holding his breath as he did so, he saw a long dug-out, perhaps a dozen paces from end to end, and some five paces wide. Behind a partition at one end he heard the stamping of a horse, and as Lefty gazed, a magnificent white head rose behind the partition and looked fairly at him. His heart stopped as that great-eyed gaze turned on him, the ears pricking and the wisp of hay motionless in the mouth. But after a moment the horse dropped his head again and went on crunching his fodder, stamping now and then and snorting as he ate.


    At first he saw no other occupant of the place, but by moving his eye to one side of the aperture he managed to get a glimpse of the bandit himself. There was no question about his identity. From the descriptions which he had heard while in Appleton he knew him at once, the expressionless gray eyes, and the thin, refined face with an almost Greek modeling about its lower part.


    He sat tilted back in a heavy chair smoking a pipe and reading, and Lefty saw that he sat facing a blanket at the far end of the room. Evidently this was the entrance. So far as Lefty could see the bandit was unarmed, his two long guns lying on the table half a dozen paces away.


    Very softly he crept along the side of the boulder, and finally came to an aperture, as he had expected. It was just wide enough for a man to press through, and from the chisel marks at his sides it had evidently been artificially widened from time to time. At the end of the narrow passage hung the blanket.


    If Lefty had proceeded cautiously up to this point, his caution now became almost animal-like. Behind that blanket he had no idea what was happening. Perhaps the bandit had heard a noise long before, and was now crouched against the wall in another part of the place, ready to open fire at the first stir of the blanket. Perhaps he had stolen out of the cave by another entrance and was now hunting the hunter. The thought sent a chill down Lefty’s back and he turned his head quickly. Then he resumed his slow progress. At the very edge of the blanket he paused for a long and deathly minute, but Lefty was not a woman, to fail at the last moment.


    He swung the blanket aside and crouched in the entrance with his gun leveled. The little round sight framed the face of Slim Malone, who still sat reading quietly and puffing at a black-bowled pipe.


    “Hands up!” said Lefty softly.


    Even then, with his head on his man, he did not feel entirely sure of himself. It seemed that this could not be true. Opportunity had favored him too much. There must still be some turn of the game.


    The meaningless gray eyes raised calmly from the book. It seemed to Lefty that a yellow glint came into them for a moment like the light that comes into an animal’s eyes when it is angered, but the next moment it was gone, and he could not be sure that it had come there at all. The rest of the face was perfectly calm. Malone lowered the book slowly and then raised his hands above his head.


    “Ah, sheriff,” he said quietly, “I see that you have honored my invitation.”


    “Right-o,” said Leftv, “I’m here all right.”


    He felt strangely relieved after hearing his quarry speak. He stepped through the entrance and straightened up, still with the revolver leveled. It was beyond his fondest hopes that he should be able to bring the desperado alive to Appleton, and the thought of his complete success warmed his heart. Also the immediate prospect of that five-thousand-dollar bonus.


    “In order to remove any strain you may be under,” went on Slim Malone, “I’ll assure you that I am quite unarmed. My guns are both lying on the table there. In order that you may make sure, I shall stand up, with my hands over my head, and turn around slowly. You can examine me to your own satisfaction.”


    He did as he had said, and Lefty’s practiced eyes saw that there was not the suspicion of a lump under the clothes.


    “Now,” said Slim Malone, as he faced his captor again, and his smile was strangely winning, “I hope that I may lower my arms and we can commence our little party.”


    “Your end of this here party is all over, my beauty,” said Lefty grimly, “except that the boys at Appleton may give you a little impromptu reception when we hit town. They seem to be rather strong on celebrations.”


    “So I “understand,” smiled Slim Malone. “I have no doubt they will be glad to see me.”


    “Ain’t no doubt in the world,” grinned Lefty, warming to the perfect calm of this man. “Between you an’ me. pal, I’m sorry to have to turn this little trick; but—”


    Malone waved a careless and reassuring hand.


    “Business is business, my dear fellow,” he said.


    “That bein’ the case,” said Lefty, “I’ll have to ask you to turn around and put your hands behind your back while I put these here bracelets on. I don’t want to discourage you any, but while I’m doin’ it this here gun will be in my hand and pointin’ at your back.”


    “Naturally,” nodded Malone; “quite right, of course; but before we start on our little jaunt back to the camp won’t you have a drink with me? I have some really rare old stuff here; quite different from the firewater they put labels on in Appleton.”


    Lefty grinned appreciatively.


    “It’s a good move, pal,” he said, shaking his head with admiration, “an’ I know that you’re hard put to it or you wouldn’t try such an old dodge on me. It’s a good move, but down in Texas the booze stunt is so old that they’ve almost forgotten it—not quite!”


    “Ah,” said Malone, with a little sigh of regret, “then I suppose we shall have to ride out in the night without a nip. Gets mighty chilly here before morning, you know.”


    This fact, had gradually dawned on Lefty during his ride up the valley, and as he looked forward to the journey back he shivered with unpleasant anticipation. In Texas a summer night was one thing; in these mountains it was quite another.


    “I suppose the booze is the real thing?” he inquired casually.


    “There are little bubbles under the glass,” said Slim Malone with subtle emotion.


    Lefty Cornwall sighed deeply. The taste of the Appleton bar whisky still burned his mouth. After all this fellow was a man. He might be a criminal, but Lefty’s own past was not free from shady episodes. Furthermore he was about to make five thousand dollars on presenting him to the good people of Appleton.


    “If you sure want a drink before we start, go ahead,” said Lefty.


    “The bottle and a glass is over there in that little dugout on the wall,” pointed Malone.


    In the little open hutch on the wall the sheriff perceived a tall bottle which shimmered pleasantly in the torch-light.


    “Go ahead,” said the sheriff, “I reckon you know I’m watchin’ all the time.”


    “Surely,” said Malone pleasantly. “I know you’re on your job all the time.”


    He walked over to the hutch and picked up the bottle and the glass. He paused with the bottle tucked away under his arm.


    “Queer thing,” pondered Malone, “the same pack that held this bottle of whisky held this also.”


    Lefty tightened his grip on the gun as Malone reached deeper into the hutch, but he straightened again, and appeared carrying a large concert banjo.”


    “That fellow had taste,” he continued, crossing the room and laying down the banjo carelessly on the chair: “just run your eyes over that banjo.”


    “Some banjo, all right,” said the sheriff, “but hurry up with your drink. Malone. We’ve got to be on our way.”


    Malone uncorked the bottle and held it under his nose while he inhaled a whiff.


    “The old aroma, all right,” he pronounced with the air of a connoisseur; “must be a vintage as far back as the eighties. You won’t join me?”


    Now the heart of the sheriff was a human heart, but his will was adamant.


    “Not me, Malone,” he answered, “I’ve been in the game too long. Can’t drink on this sort of a job.”


    “Guess you’re right,” murmured Malone, letting the amber stream trickle slowly into the glass; “but it’s too bad.”


    He raised the glass to his lips and swallowed half of the contents slowly.


    “The stuff is so oily,” he mused, “that you don’t need a chaser. Just sort of oils its own way down, you know.”


    The sheriff moistened his lips.


    “It certainly is a shame that you can’t taste it,” continued Malone, as he drained the glass.


    The sheriff hitched his belt with his customary gesture.


    “It looks like the real thing,” he said judicially.


    “It is,” pronounced Malone with decision, “and after the sort of poison they serve you around here—”


    The sheriff shuddered with sympathy.


    “I reckon,” he said hesitatingly, “that you might pour me just a drop.”


    It seemed to him that as he spoke the yellow glint came into the eyes of Malone again, but a moment later it was gone, and he decided that the change had been merely a shadow from the wavering torch-light. He took the glass which Malone extended to him under the cover of the pointed gun and raised it slowly to his lips.


    “Just stand a bit further back while I drink, pal,” he said.


    Malone obeyed, and the sheriff tilted the glass. It was, as Malone had said, “the real old aroma,” and the sheriff drew a deep breath.


    Now there is a saying about liquor that the drink which does the harm is “just one more,” and certain it is that one whisky calls for another as surely as a question calls for an answer.


    “I reckon it ain’t quite as old as you say,” said the sheriff, feeling his way from word to word cautiously. “I reckon it ain’t more than fifteen years old at the outside.”


    Malone paused, with the bottle suspended over the glass to consider.


    “I thought that myself when I first drank,” he nodded; “but that was before I got used to it. All Bourbon is a little sharp, you know.”


    The sheriff was inclined to agree. He also felt sure that one more drink would quite banish from his memory the taste of that one drink in Appleton. Moreover, the danger, if there was any, was slight, for Malone was taking drink for drink with him, and larger drinks at that. It was a sort of subtle challenge to the manhood of the sheriff, and he was as proud of his capacity for whisky as of his speed with a gun.


    It was perhaps half an hour later that the sheriff indicated the banjo with a careless wave of the pistol.


    “Play any?” he inquired, “or do you keep it around as sort of an ornament?”


    “Both,” smiled Malone. “It makes the place more homelike, you know, and then I sing once in a while, but not often. Folks around here aren’t particularly partial to my voice.”


    “I’m a pretty good judge,” stated the sheriff; “blaze away, and I’ll see you ain’t interrupted. Been a long time since I had the pleasure of hearing any decent singin’.”


    He was, as he said, a fairly good judge, and he was delighted with the rich baritone which rang through the cave. After a time, as the whisky and the music melted into his mood, he began to call for old favorites, darky ballads, and last of all, for the sentimental ditties which have always charmed the heart of the rough men of the West: “Annie Laurie,” “Old Black Joe,” “Ben Bolt,” “Silver Threads Among the Gold.”


    As he sang the bandit commenced, naturally, to walk back and forth through the cave, and the sheriff sat back in the chair and with half-closed eyes waved the revolver back and forth in time. He failed to note that as Malone walked up and down each time he made a longer trip, until at last he was pacing and turning close to the table on which lay the revolvers side by side. He did not note it, or if he did his mind was too thrilled with the tender airs and the tenderer liquor to register the fact clearly. It faded into the pleasant blur of his sensations.


    
      Oh. don’t you remember sweet Alice, Ben Bolt,Sweet Alice with—”

    


    The music stopped. Malone had stooped over the table with the speed of a bird picking up a grain of wheat, and with the same movement he whirled and fired. The gun spun from the hand of the sheriff and he stood staring into eyes which now beyond all doubt flared with a yellow animal fire.


    “Now put your hands behind your back after you’ve thrown those bracelets to me,” said Malone. “I naturally hate to break up this party, but I think you’ve had about enough whisky to keep you warm on the ride back, Lefty, my boy.”


    There was an insane desire on the sheriff’s part to leap upon Malone bare-handed, but he had seen too many fighting men in action before. He knew the meaning of those eyes and the steadiness of the revolver.


    “It’s your game, Slim,” he said, with as little bitterness as possible; “but will you tell me why in the name of God you aren’t on the stage? It isn’t what you do, pal, it’s the way you do it!”


    


    Appleton woke early the next morning. Some one shouted and then fired a pistol. The populace gathered at windows and doors rubbing sleepy eyes which a moment later shone wide awake, and yawns turned into yells of laughter, for down the middle of Appleton’s one street came the sheriff. He was sitting the roan horse, with his feet tied below the girth, and his hands tied behind his back. And even the weary roan seemed to feel in his drooping head the defeat of his rider.


    Upon the back of the sheriff was a large piece of cardboard, upon which was printed in large letters the following:


    
      I’m sending this back with my signature in token of a pleasant evening in my home in Eagle Head Cañon. I’m sorry to announce that I’m moved.


      
        Slim Malone

      
    

  

  
    
      The Ghost rides tonight!

    

    
      “The Ghost rides tonight!” was originally published as “The Ghost” in 1920 in All-Story Weekly.

    
  

  
    The gold strike which led the fortune-hunters to Murrayville brought with them the usual proportion of bad men and outlaws. Three months after the rush started a bandit appeared so consummate in skill and so cool in daring that all other offenders against the law disappeared in the shade of his reputation. He was a public dread. His comings were unannounced; his goings left no track. Men lowered their voices when they spoke of him. His knowledge of affairs in the town was so uncanny that people called him the “Ghost.”


    The stages which bore gold to the railroad one hundred and thirty miles to the south left at the most secret hours of the night, but the Ghost knew. Once he “stuck up” the stage not a mile from town while the guards were still occupied with their flasks of snakebite. Again, when the stage rolled on at midday, eighty miles south of Murrayville, and the guards nodded in the white-hot sun, the Ghost rose from behind a bush, shot the near-leader, and had the cargo at his mercy in thirty seconds.


    He performed these feats with admirable finesse. Not a single death lay charged to his account, for he depended upon surprise rather than slaughter. Yet so heavy was the toll he exacted that the miners passed from fury to desperation.


    They organized a vigilance committee. They put a price on his head. Posses scoured the region of his hiding-place, Hunter’s Cañon, into which he disappeared when hard pressed, and left no more trace than the morning mist which the sun disperses. A hundred men combed the myriad recesses of the cañon in vain. Their efforts merely stimulated the bandit.


    While twoscore men rode almost within calling distance, the Ghost appeared in the moonlight before Pat McDonald and Peters and robbed them of eighteen pounds of gold-dust which they carried in their belts. When the vigilance committee got word of this insolent outrage they called a mass-meeting so large that even drunken Geraldine was enrolled.


    Never in the history of Murrayville had there been so grave and dry-throated an affair. William Collins, the head of the vigilantes, addressed the assembly. He rehearsed the list of the Ghost’s outrages, pointed out that what the community needed was an experienced man-hunter to direct their efforts, and ended by asking Silver Pete to stand up before them. After some urging Pete rose and stood beside Collins, with his hat pushed back from his gray and tousled forelock and both hands tugging at his cartridge-belt.


    “Men,” went on Collins, placing one hand on the shoulder of the man-killer, “we need a leader who is a born and trained fighter, a man who will attack the Ghost with system and never stop after he takes up the trail. And I say the man we need is Silver Pete!”


    Pete’s mouth twitched back on one side into the faint semblance of a grin, and he shrugged off the patronizing hand of the speaker. The audience stirred, caught each other with side-glances, and then stared back at Silver Pete. His reputation gave even Murrayville pause, for his reputed killings read like the casualty list of a battle.


    “I repeat,” said Collins, after the pause, in which he allowed his first statement to shudder its way home, “that Silver Pete is the man for us. I’ve talked it over with him before this, and he’ll take the job, but he needs an inducement. Here’s the reward I propose for him or for any other man who succeeds in taking the Ghost prisoner or in killing him. We’ll give him any loot which may be on the person of the bandit. If the Ghost is disposed of in the place where he has cached his plunder, the finder gets it all. It’s a high price to pay, but this thing has to be stopped. My own opinion is that the Ghost is a man who does his robbing on the side and lives right here among us. If that’s the case, we’ll leave it to Silver Pete to find him out, and we’ll obey Pete’s orders. He’s the man for us. He’s done work like this before. He has a straight eye, and he’s fast with his six-gun. If you want to know Pete’s reputation as a fighting man—”


    “He’ll tell you himself,” said a voice, and a laugh followed.


    Silver Pete scowled in the direction of the laugh, and his right hand caressed the butt of his gun, but two miners rose from the crowd holding a slender fellow between them.


    “It’s only Geraldine,” said one of them. “There ain’t no call to flash your gun, Pete.”


    “Take the drunken fool away,” ordered Collins angrily. “Who let him in here? This is a place for men and not for girl-faced clowns!”


    “Misher Collins,” said Geraldine, doffing his broad-brimmed hat and speaking with a thick, telltale accent—“Misher Collins, I ask your pardon, shir.”


    He bowed unsteadily, and his hat brushed the floor.


    “I plumb forgot I was in church with Silver Pete for a preacher!” he went on.


    The audience turned their heads and chuckled deeply.


    “Take him out, will you?” thundered Collins. “Take him out, or I’ll come down there and kick him out myself!”


    The two men at Geraldine’s side turned him about and led him toward the door. Here he struggled away from his guides. “Misher Collins!” he cried in a voice half-whining and half-anger, “if I capture the Ghost do Iget the loot?”


    A yell of laughter drowned the reply, and Geraldine staggered from the room.


    “What do you say, men?” roared Collins, enraged by these repeated interruptions. “Is Silver Pete the man for us?”


    There was no shout of approval but a deep muttering of consent.


    “I’d hire the devil himself,” murmured one man, “if he’d get rid of the Ghost.”


    “All right,” said Collins, and he turned to Pete. “You’re in charge here, and it’s up to you to tell us what to do. You’re the foreman, and we’re all in your gang.”


    The crowd was delighted, for Pete, finding himself deserted before the mass of waiting men, shifted uneasily from one foot to the other and kept changing the angle of the hat upon his mop of gray hair.


    “Speech!” yelled a miner. “Give us a speech, Pete!” Silver Pete favored the speaker with a venomous scowl.


    “Speech nothin’,” he answered. “I ain’t here to talk. I ain’t no gossipin’ bit of calico. I got a hunch my six-gun’ll do my chatterin’ for me.”


    “But what do you want us to do, Pete?” asked Collins. “How are we going to help you?”


    “Sit tight and chaw your own tobacco,” he said amiably. “I don’t want no advice. There’s been too many posses around these diggin’s. Maybe I’ll start and hunt the Ghost by myself. Maybe I won’t. If I want help I’ll come askin’ it.”


    As a sign that the meeting had terminated he pulled his hat farther down over his eyes, hitched his belt, and stalked through the crowd without looking to either side.


    Thereafter Murrayville saw nothing of him for a month, during which the Ghost appeared five times and escaped unscathed. The community pondered and sent out to find Pete, but the search was vain. There were those who held that he must have been shot down in his tracks by the Ghost, and even now decorated some lank hillside. The majority felt that having undertaken his quest alone Pete was ashamed to appear in the town without his victim.


    On the subject of the quest Geraldine composed a ballad which he sang to much applause in the eight saloons of the town. It purported to be the narrative of Silver Pete’s wanderings in search of the Ghost. In singing it Geraldine borrowed a revolver and belt from one of the bystanders, pushed back his hat and roughed up his hair, and imitated the scowling face of Pete so exactly that his hearers fairly wept with pleasure. He sang his ballad to the tune of “Auld Lang Syne,” and the sad narrative concluded with a wailing stanza:


    
      “I don’t expect no bloomin’ tears; The only thing I ask Is something for a monument In the way of a whisky flask.”

    


    Geraldine sang himself into popularity and many drinks with his song, and for the first time the miners began to take him almost seriously. He had appeared shortly after old John Murray struck gold six months before, a slender man of thirty-five, with a sadly drooping mouth and humorous eyes.


    He announced himself as Gerald Le Roy Witherstone, and was, of course, immediately christened “Geraldine.”


    Thereafter he wandered about the town, with no apparent occupation except to sing for his drinks in the saloons. Hitherto he had been accepted as a harmless and amusing man-child, but his ballad gave him at once an Homeric repute, particularly when men remembered that the song was bound to come sooner or later to the ear of Silver Pete.


    For the time being Pete was well out of ear-shot. After the meeting, at which he was installed chief man-hunter of the community, he spent most of the evening equipping himself for the chase. Strangely enough, he did not hang a second revolver to his belt nor strap a rifle behind his saddle; neither did he mount a fleet horse. To pursue the elusive Ghost he bought a dull-eyed mule with a pendulous lower lip. On the mule he strapped a heavy pack which consisted chiefly of edibles, and in the middle of the night he led the mule out of Murrayville in such a way as to evade observation. Once clear of the town he headed straight for Hunter’s Cañon.


    Once inside the mouth of the cañon he began his search. While he worked he might have been taken for a prospector, for there was not a big rock in the whole course of the cañon which he did not examine from all sides. There was not a gully running into Hunter’s which he did not examine carefully. He climbed up and down the cliffs on either side as if he suspected that the Ghost might take to wings and fly up the sheer rock to a cave.


    The first day he progressed barely a half-mile. The second day he covered even less ground. So his search went on. In the night he built a fire behind a rock and cooked. Through four weeks his labor continued without the vestige of a clue to reward him. Twice during that time he saw posses go thundering through the valley and laughed to himself. They did not even find him, and yet he was making no effort to elude them. What chance would they have of surprising the Ghost?


    This thought encouraged him, and he clung to the invisible trail, through the day and through the night, with the vision of the outlaw’s loot before him. He ran out of bacon. Even his coffee gave out. For ten days he lived on flour, salt, and water, and then, as if this saintly fast were necessary before the vision, Pete saw the Ghost.


    It was after sunset, but the moon was clear when he saw the fantom rider race along the far side of the valley. The turf deadened the sound of the horse’s hoofs, and, like another worldly apparition, the Ghost galloped close to the wall of the valley—and disappeared.


    Peter rubbed his eyes and looked again. It give him a queer sensation, as if he had awakened suddenly from a vivid dream, for the horse, with its rider, had vanished into thin air between the eyes of Peter and the sheer rock of the valley wall. A little shudder passed through his body, and he cursed softly to restore his courage.


    Yet the dream of plunder sent his blood hotly back upon its course. He carefully observed the marks which should guide him to the point on the rock at which the rider disappeared. He hobbled the mule, examined his revolver, and spun the cylinder, and then started down across the cañon.


    He had camped upon high ground, and his course led him on a sharp descent to the stream which cut the heart of the valley. Here, for two hundred yards, trees and the declivity of the ground cut off his view, but when he came to the higher ground again he found that he had wandered only a few paces to the left of his original course.


    The wall of the valley was now barely fifty yards away, and as nearly as he could reckon the landmarks, the point at which the rider vanished was at or near a shrub which grew close against the rock. For an instant Pete thought that the tree might be a screen placed before the entrance of a cave. Yet the rider had made no pause to set aside the screen. He walked up to it and peered beneath the branches. He even fumbled at the base of the trunk, to make sure that the roots actually entered the earth. After this faint hope disappeared, Pete stepped back and sighed. His reason vowed that it was at this point that the horse turned to air, and Pete’s was not a nature which admitted the supernatural.


    He turned to the left and walked along the face of the cliff for fifty paces. It was solid rock. A chill like a moving piece of ice went up Pete’s back.


    He returned to the shrub and passed around it to the right.


    At first he thought it merely the black shadow of the shrub. He stepped closer and then crouched with his revolver raised, for before him opened a crevice directly behind the shrub. It was a trifle over six feet high and less than half that in width; a man could walk through that aperture and lead a horse. Pete entered the passage with cautious steps.


    Between each step he paused and listened. He put forth a foot and felt the ground carefully with it, for fear of a pebble which might roll beneath his weight, or a twig which might snap. His progress was so painfully slow that he could not even estimate distances in the pitch-dark. The passage grew higher and wider—it turned sharply to the right—a faint light shone.


    Pete crouched lower and the grin of expectancy twisted at his lips. At every step, until this moment; he had scarcely dared to breathe, for fear of the bullet which might find him out. Now all the advantage was on his side. Behind him was the dark. Before him was the light which must outline, however faintly, the figure of any one who lurked in wait. With these things in mind he went on more rapidly. The passage widened again and turned to the left. He peered cautiously around the edge of rock and looked into as comfortable a living-room as he had ever seen.


    The rock hung raggedly from the top of the cave, but the sides were smooth from the action of running water through long, dead ages. The floor was of level-packed gravel. Silver Pete remained crouched at the sharp angle of the passage until he heard the stamp and snort of a horse. It gave him heart and courage to continue the stealthy progress, inch by inch, foot by foot, pace by pace toward the light, and as he stole forward more and more of the cave developed before him.


    A tall and sinewy horse was tethered at one end, and at the opposite side sat a man with his back to Pete, who leveled his revolver and drew a bead on a spot between the shoulder blades. Yet he did not fire, for the thought came to him that if it were an honor to track the Ghost to his abode and kill him, it would be immortal glory to bring back the bandit alive, a concrete testimony to his own prowess.


    Once more that catlike progress began until he could see that the Ghost sat on his saddle in front of a level-topped boulder in lieu of a table. The air was filled with the sweet savor of fried bacon and coffee. Pete had crawled to the very edge of the cave when the horse threw up its head and snorted loudly. The Ghost straightened and tilted back his head to listen.


    “Up with yer hands!” snarled Silver Pete.


    He had his bead drawn and his forefinger tightened around the trigger, but the Ghost did not even turn. His hands raised slowly above his shoulders to the level of his head and remained there.


    “Stand up!” said Pete, and rose himself from the ground, against which he had flattened himself. For if the Ghost had decided to try a quick play with his gun the shot in nine cases out of ten would travel breast-high.


    “Turn around!” ordered Pete, feeling more and more sure of himself as he studied the slight proportions of the outlaw.


    The Ghost turned and showed a face with a sad mouth and humorous eyes.


    “By God!” cried Silver Pete, and took a pace back which brought his shoulders against the wall of rock, “Geraldine!”


    If the Ghost had had his gun on his hip he could have shot Pete ten times during that moment of astonishment, but his belt and revolver hung on a jutting rock five paces away. He dropped his hands to his hips and smiled at his visitor.


    “When they put you on the job, Pete,” he said, “I had a hunch I should beat it.”


    At this inferred compliment the twisted smile transformed one side of Silver Pete’s face with sinister pleasure, but there was still wonder in his eyes.


    “Damn me, Geraldine,” he growled, “I can’t believe my eyes!”


    Geraldine smiled again.


    “Oh, it’s me, all right,” he nodded. “You got me dead to rights, Pete. What do you think the boys will do with me?”


    “And you’re—the Ghost?” sighed Silver Pete, pushing back his hat as though to give his thoughts freer play. He had met many a man of grim repute along the “border,” but never such nonchalance as he found in the Ghost.


    “What’ll they do with you?” he repeated, “I dunno. You ain’t plugged nobody, Geraldine. I reckon they’ll ship you South and let the sheriff handle you. Git away from that gun!”


    For Geraldine had stepped back with apparent unconcern until he stood within a yard of his revolver. He obeyed the orders with unshaken good humor, but it seemed to Silver Pete that a yellow light gleamed for an instant in the eyes of the Ghost. It was probably only a reflection from the light of the big torch that burned in a corner of the cave.


    “Gun?” grinned Geraldine. “Say, Pete, do you think I’d try and gunplay while you have the drop on me?”


    He laughed.


    “Nope,” he went on. “If you was one of those tinhorn gunmen from the town over yonder, I’d lay you ten to one I could drill you and make a getaway, but you ain’t one of them, Pete, and, seeing it’s you, I ain’t going to try no funny stuff. I don’t hanker after no early grave, Pete!”


    This tribute set a placid glow of satisfaction in Pete’s eyes.


    “Take it from me, Geraldine,” he said, “you’re wise. But there ain’t no need for you to get scared of me so long as you play the game square and don’t try no fancy moves. Now show me where you got the loot stowed and show it quick. If you don’t—”


    The threat was unfinished, for Geraldine nodded.


    “Sure I’ll show it to you, Pete,” he said. “I know when I got a hand that’s worth playing, and I ain’t a guy to bet a measly pair of treys against a full house. Take a slant over there behind the rock and you’ll find it all.”


    He indicated a pile of stones of all sizes which lay heaped in a corner. Pete backed toward it with his eye still upon the Ghost. A few kicks scattered the rocks and exposed several small bags. When he stirred these with his foot their weight was eloquent, and the gun-fighter’s smile broadened.


    “Think of them tin-horns,” he said, “that offered all your pickings to the man that got you dead or alive, Geraldine!”


    The Ghost sighed.


    “Easy pickings,” he agreed. “No more strong-arm work for you, Pete!”


    The jaw of Silver Pete set sternly again.


    “Lead your hoss over here,” he said, “and help me stow this stuff in the saddlebags. And if you make a move to get the hoss between me and you—”


    The Ghost grinned in assent, saddled his mount, and led him to Pete. Then in obedience to orders he unbuckled the slicker strapped behind the saddle and converted it into a strong bag which easily held the bags of loot. It made a small but ponderous burden, and he groaned with the effort as he heaved it up behind the saddle and secured it. Pete took the bridle and gestured at the Ghost with the revolver.


    “Now git your hands up over your head agin, Geraldine,” he said, “and go out down the tunnel about three paces ahead of me.”


    “Better let me take the torch,” suggested the Ghost, “it’ll show us the way.”


    Pete grunted assent, and Geraldine, on his way toward the torch, stopped at the boulder to finish off his coffee. He turned to Pete with the cup poised at his lips.


    “Say, Pete,” he said genially. “Anything wrong with a cup of coffee and a slice of bacon before we start back?”


    “By God, Geraldine,” grinned the gun-fighter, “you’re a cool bird, but your game is too old!”


    Nevertheless his very soul yearned toward the savor of bacon and coffee.


    “Game?” repeated the Ghost, who caught the gleam of Pete’s eye. “What game? I say let’s start up the coffee-pot and the frying-pan. I can turn out flapjacks browner than the ones mother used to make, Pete!”


    Pete drew a great breath, for the taste of his flour and water diet of the past few days was sour in his mouth.


    “Geraldine,” he said at last, “it’s a go! But if you try any funny passes I ain’t going to wait for explanations. Slide out the chow!”


    He rolled a large stone close to the boulder which served as dining-table to the bandit, and sat down to watch the preparations. The Ghost paid little attention to him, but hummed as he worked. Soon a fire snapped and crackled. The coffee can straddled one end of the fire; the frying-pan occupied the other. While the bacon fried he mixed self-rising pancake flour in a tin plate, using water from a tiny stream which trickled down from the rocks at one side of the cave, disappearing again through a fissure in the floor. Next he piled the crisp slices of bacon on a second tin plate and used the fried-out fat to cook the flapjacks.


    “What I can’t make out,” said Geraldine, without turning to his guest, “is why you’d do this job for those yellow livers over in the town.”


    Pete moved the tip of his tongue across his lips, for his mouth watered in anticipation.


    “Why, you poor nut,” he answered compassionately, “I ain’t working for them. I’m working for the stuff that’s up there behind the saddle.”


    Geraldine turned on him so suddenly that Pete tightened his grip upon the revolver, but the Ghost merely stared at him.


    “Say,” he grinned at last, “have you got a hunch they’ll really let you walk off with all that loot?”


    The face of the gunman darkened.


    “I sure think they’ll let me,” he said with a sinister emphasis. “That was the way they talked.”


    Geraldine sighed in apparent bewilderment, but turned back to his work without further comment. In a few moments he rose with the plates of bacon and flapjacks piled on his left arm and the can of coffee in his right hand. He arranged them on the boulder before Silver Pete, and then sat on his heels on the other side of the big stone. The gun-fighter laid his revolver beside his tin cup and attacked the food with the will of ten. Yet even while he ate the eye which continually lingered on the Ghost noted that the latter stared at him with a curious and almost pitying interest. He came to a pause at last, with a piece of bacon folded in a flapjack.


    “Look here,” he said, “just what were you aiming at a while ago?”


    Geraldine shrugged his shoulders and let his eye wander away as though the subject embarrassed him.


    “Damn it!” said Pete with some show of anger, “don’t go staring around like a cross-eyed girl. What’s biting you?”


    “It ain’t my business,” he said. “As long as I’m done for, I don’t care what they do to you.”


    He stopped and drummed his finger-tips against his chin while he scowled at Pete.


    “If it wasn’t for you I’d be a free bird,” he went on bitterly. “Do you think I’m goin’ to weep any of the salt and briny for you, what?” \


    “Wha’d’ya mean?” Pete blurted. “D’ya mean to say them quitters are going to double-cross me?”


    The Ghost answered nothing, but the shrug of his shoulders was eloquent. Pete started up with his gun in his hand.


    “By God, Geraldine,” he said, “you ain’t playin’ fair with me! Look what I done for you. Any other man would of plugged you the minute they seen you, but here I am lettin’ you walk back safe and sound—treating you as if you was my own brother, almost!”


    He hesitated a trifle over this simile. Legend told many things of what Silver Pete had done to his own brother. Nevertheless, Geraldine met his stare with an eye full as serious.


    “I’m going to do it,” he said in a low voice, as if talking to himself. “Just because you come out here and caught me like a man there ain’t no reason I should stand by and see you made a joke of. Pete, I’m going to tell you!”


    Pete settled back on his stone with his fingers playing nervously about the handle of his gun.


    “Make it short, Geraldine,” he said with an ominous softness. “Tell me what the wall-eyed cayuses figure on doin’!”


    The Ghost studied him as if he found some difficulty in opening his story in a delicate manner.


    “Look here, Pete,” he said at last. “There ain’t no getting out of it that some of the things you’ve done read considerable different from Bible stories.”


    “Well?” snarled Silver Pete.


    “Well,” said the Ghost, “those two-card Johnnies over to town know something of what you’ve done, and they figure to double-cross you.”


    He paused, and in the pause Pete’s mouth twitched so that his teeth glinted yellow.


    “Anybody could say that,” he remarked. “What’s your proof?”


    “Proof?” echoed the Ghost angrily. “Do you think I’m telling you this for fun? No, Pete,” he continued with a hint of sadness in his voice, “it’s because I don’t want to see those guys do you dirt. You’re a real man and they’re only imitation-leather. The only way they’re tough is their talk.”


    “Damn them!” commented Pete.


    “Well,” said Geraldine, settling into the thread of his narrative, “they knew that once you left the town on this job you wouldn’t come back until you had the Ghost. Then when you started they got together and figured this way. They said you was just a plain man-killer and that you hadn’t any more right to the reward than the man in the moon. So they figured that right after you got back with the Ghost, dead or alive, they’d have the sheriff pay you a little visit and stick you in the coop. They’ve raked up plenty of charges against you, Peter.”


    “What?” asked Pete hoarsely.


    The Ghost lowered his voice to an insinuating whisper.


    “One thing is this. They say that once you went prospecting with a guy called Red Horry. Horace was his right name.”


    Silver Pete shifted his eyes and his lips fixed in a sculptured grin.


    “They say that you went with him and that you was pals together for months at a time. They say once you were bit by a rattler and Red Horry stuck by you and saved you and hunted water for you and cared for you like a baby. They say you got well and went on prospecting together and finally he struck a mine. It looked rich. Then one day you come back to Truckee and say that Red Horry got caught in a landslide and was killed and you took the mine. And they say that two years later they found a skeleton, and through the skull, right between the eyes, was a little round hole, powerful like a hole made by a .45. They say—”


    “They lie!” yelled Silver Pete, rising. “And you lie like the rest of them. I tell you it was—it was—”


    “Huh!” said Geraldine, shrugging away the thought with apparent scorn. “Of course they lie. Nobody could look at you and think you’d plug a pal —not for nothing.”


    Pete dropped back to his stone.


    “Go on,” he said. “What else do they say?”


    “I don’t remember it all,” said the Ghost, puckering his brows with the effort of recollection, “but they got it all planned out when you come back with the loot they’ll take it and split it up between them—one-third to Collins, because he made the plan first.


    “They even made up a song about you,” went on Geraldine, “and the song makes a joke out of you all the way through, and it winds up like this— you’re supposed to be talking, see?


    
      “I don’t expect no bloomin’ tears; The only thing I ask Is something for a monument In the way of a whisky flask.”

    


    “Who made up the song, Geraldine?” asked Pete.


    “I dunno,” answered the Ghost. “I reckon Collins had a hand in it.”


    “Collins,” repeated the gun-fighter. “It sounds like him. I’ll get him first!”


    “And it was Collins,” went on the Ghost, leaning a little forward across the boulder, while he lowered his voice for secrecy. “It was Collins who got them to send out three men to watch you from a distance. They was to trail you and see that if you ever got to the Ghost you didn’t make off with the loot without showing up in town. Ever see anybody trailing you, Pete?”


    The gun-fighter flashed a glance over his shoulder toward the dark and gaping opening of the passage from the cave. Then he turned back to the Ghost.


    “I never thought of it,” he whispered. “I didn’t know they was such skunks. But, by God, they won’t ever see the money! I’ll take it and line out for new hunting grounds.”


    “And me?” asked the Ghost anxiously.


    “You?” said Silver Pete, and the whisper made the words trebly sinister. “I can’t leave you free to track me up, can I? I’ll just tie you up and leave you here.”


    “To starve?” asked the Ghost with horror.


    “You chose your own house,” said Pete, “an” now I reckon it’s good enough for you to live in it.”


    “But what’ll you do if they’re following you up?” suggested the Ghost. “What’ll you do if they’ve tracked you here and the sheriff with them? What if they get you for Red Horry?”


    The horse had wandered a few paces away. Now its hoof struck a loose pebble which turned with a crunching sound like a footfall.


    “My God!” yelled the Ghost, springing up and pointing toward the entrance passage, “they’ve got you, Pete!”


    The gun-fighter whirled to his feet, his weapon poised and his back to the Ghost. Geraldine drew back his arm and lunged forward across the boulder. His fist thudded behind Silver Pete’s ear. The revolver exploded and the bullet clicked against a rock, while Pete collapsed upon his face, with his arms spread out crosswise. The Ghost tied his wrists behind his back with a small piece of rope. Silver Pete groaned and stirred, but before his brain cleared his ankles were bound fast and drawn up to his wrists, so that he lay trussed and helpless. The Ghost turned him upon one side and then, strangely enough, set about clearing up the tinware from the boulder. This he piled back in its niche after he had rinsed it at the runlet of water. A string of oaths announced the awakening of Silver Pete. Geraldine went to him and leaned over his body.


    Pete writhed and cursed, but Geraldine kneeled down and brushed the sand out of the gun-fighter’s hair and face. Then he wiped the blood from a small cut on his chin where his face struck a rock when he fell.


    “I have to leave you now, Pete,” he said, rising from this work of mercy. “You’ve been good company, Pete, but a little of you goes a long way.”


    He turned and caught his horse by the bridle.


    “For God’s sake!” groaned Silver Pete, and Geraldine turned. “Don’t leave me here to die by inches. I done some black things, Geraldine, but never nothing as black as this. Take my own gun and pull a bead on me and we’ll call everything even.”


    The Ghost smiled on him.


    “Think it over, Pete,” he said. “I reckon you got enough to keep your mind busy. So-long!”


    He led his horse slowly down the passage, and the shouts and pleadings of Silver Pete died out behind him. At the mouth of the passage his greatest shout rang no louder than the hum of a bee.


    Grimly silent was the conclave in Billy Hillier’s saloon. That evening, while the sunset was still red in the west, the Ghost had stopped the stage scarcely a mile from Murrayville, shot the sawed-off shotgun out of the very hands of the only guard who dared to raise a weapon, and had taken a valuable packet of the “dust.” They sent out a posse at once, which rode straight for Hunter’s Cañon, and arrived there just in time to see the fantom horseman disappear in the mouth of the ravine. They had matched speed with that rider before, and they gave up the vain pursuit. That night they convened in Hillier’s, ostensibly to talk over new plans for apprehending the outlaw, but they soon discovered that nothing new could be said. Even Collins was silent, twisting his glass of whisky between his fingers and scowling at his neighbors along the bar. It was small wonder, therefore, if not a man smiled when a singing voice reached them from a horseman who cantered down the street:


    
      “I don’t expect no bloomin’ tears; The only thing I ask Is something for a monument In the way of a whisky flask.”

    


    The sound of the gallop died out before the saloon, the door opened, and Geraldine staggered into the room, carrying a small but apparently ponderous burden in his arms. He lifted it to the bar which creaked under the weight.


    “Step up and liquor!” cried Geraldine in a ringing voice. “I got the Ghost!”


    A growl answered him. It was a topic over which they were not prepared to laugh.


    “Get out and tell that to your hoss, son,” said one miner. “We got other things to think about than your damfoolery.”


    “Damfoolery?” echoed Geraldine. “Step up and look at the loot! Dust, boys, real dust!”


    He untied the mouth of a small buckskin bag and shoved it under the nose of the man who had spoken to him. The latter jumped back with a yell and regarded Geraldine with fascinated eyes.


    “By God, boys,” he said, “it is dust!”


    Geraldine fought off the crowd with both hands.


    “All mine!” he cried. “Mine, boys! You voted the loot to the man who caught the Ghost!”


    “And where’s the Ghost?” asked several men together.


    “Geraldine,” said Collins, pushing through the crowd, “if this is another joke we’ll hang you for it!”


    “It’s too heavy for a joke,” grinned Geraldine. “I’ll put the loot in your hands, Collins, and when I show you the Ghost I’ll ask for it again.”


    Collins caught his shoulder in a strong grasp.


    “Honest to God?” he asked. “Have you got him?”


    “I have,” said Geraldine, “and I’ll give him to you on one ground.”


    “Out with it,” said Collins.


    “Well,” said Geraldine, “when you see him you’ll recognize him. He’s been one of us!”


    “I knew it,” growled Collins; “some dirty dog that lived with us and knifed us in the back all the time.”


    “But, remember,” said Geraldine, “he never shot to kill, and that’s why you sha’n’t string him up. Is it a bargain?”


    “It’s a bargain,” said Collins, “we’ll turn him over to the sheriff. Are you with me, boys?”


    They yelled their agreement, and in thirty seconds every man who had a horse was galloping after Collins and Geraldine. At the shrub beside the wall of the valley Geraldine drew rein, and they followed him in an awed and breathless body into the passage.


    “I went out scouting on my own hook,” explained Geraldine, as he went before them, “and I saw the Ghost ride down the cañon and disappear in here. I followed him.”


    “Followed up this passage all alone?” queried Collins.


    “I did,” said Geraldine.


    “And what did you do to him?”


    “You’ll see in a minute. There was only one shot fired, and it came from his gun.”


    They turned the sharp angle and entered the lighted end of the passage. In another moment they crowded into the cave and stood staring at the tightly bound figure of Silver Pete. His eyes burned furiously into the face of Geraldine. The men swarmed about his prostrate body.


    “Untie his feet, boys,” said Collins, “and we’ll take him back. Silver Pete, you can thank your lucky stars that Geraldine made us promise to turn you over to the law.”


    “How did you do it?” he continued, turning to Geraldine.


    “I’m not very handy with a gun,” said the Ghost, “so I tackled him with my fists. Look at that cut on his jaw. That’s where I hit him!”


    A little murmur of wonder passed around the group. One of them cut the rope which bound Pete’s ankles together, and two more dragged him to his feet.


    “Stand up like a man, Pete,” said Collins, “and thank Geraldine for not cutting out your rotten heart!”


    But Silver Pete, never moving his eyes from the face of the Ghost, broke into a long and full-throated laugh.


    “Watch him, boys!” called Collins sharply. “He’s going looney! Here, Jim, grab on that side and I’ll take him here. Now start down the tunnel.”


    Yet, as they went forward, the rumbling laugh of the gun-fighter broke out again and again.


    “I got to leave you here,” said the Ghost, when they came out from the mouth of the passage. “My way runs east, and I got a date at Tuxee for tonight. I’ll just trouble you for that there slicker with the dust in it, Collins.”


    Without a word the vigilance men unstrapped the heavy packet which he had tied behind his saddle. He fastened it behind Geraldine’s saddle and then caught him by the hand.


    “Geraldine,” he said, “you’re a queer cuss! We haven’t made you out yet, but we’re going to take a long look at you when you come back to Murrayville tomorrow.”


    “When I come back,” said Geraldine, “you can look at me as long as you wish.”


    His eyes changed, and he laid a hand on Collins’s shoulder.


    “Take it from me,” he said softly, “you’ve given me your word that the boys won’t do Pete dirt. Remember, he never plugged any of you. He’s got his hands tied now, Collins, and if any of the boys try fancy stunts with him —maybe I’ll be making a quick trip back from Tuxee. Savvy?”


    His eyes held Collins for the briefest moment, and then he swung into his saddle and rode east with the farewell yells of the posse ringing after him. By the time they were in their saddles Geraldine had topped a hill several hundred yards away and his figure was black against the moon. A wind from the east blew back his song to them faintly:


    
      “I don’t expect no bloomin’ tears; The only thing I ask Is something for a monument In the way of a whisky flask.”

    


    “Look at him, boys,” said Collins, turning in his saddle. “If it wasn’t for what’s happened to-night, I’d lay ten to one that that was the Ghost on the wing for his hiding-place!”

  

  
    
      The ten-foot chain


      or
Can Love Survive the Shackles?


      by
Achmed Abdulla
Max Brand
E. K. Means
P. P. Sheehan

    

    
      “The ten-foot chain” was originally published in 1920 by the Reynolds Publishing Co.

    
  

  
    
      Introduction

    

    Some time ago I was dining with four distinguished writers. Needless to say where two or three authors are gathered together with a sympathetic editor in their midst, the flood-gates of fancy are opened wide.


    In an inspired moment, Dr. Means tossed this “tremendous trifle” into the center of the table: “What mental and emotional reaction would a man and a woman undergo, linked together by a ten-foot chain, for three days and nights?” The query precipitated an uproar.


    Captain Abdullah stepped into the arena at once, and with that élan of the heart, which is bred only in the Orient, declared if the man and the woman really loved one another, no chain could be riveted too close or too enduring to render onerous its existence. For through this world and the next, love would hold these twain in ever deeper and tenderer embrace.


    Then the doctor, who claims he cuts nearer to the realities, insisted no emotion could bear such a physical impact. The reaction from such an imposed contact would leave love bereft of life, strangled in its own golden mesh. Max Brand begged to differ with both of his fellow craftsmen. With the cold detachment of a mind prepared to see all four sides of an object and with no personal animus of either prejudice or prepossession, Mr. Brand averred no blanker conclusion covered the case in question but in any given instance, the multiple factors of heredity, environment, habit, and temperament, would largely determine the final state of both the man and the woman.


    Hereupon, Perley Poore Sheehan, the fourth member of the writing fraternity present, insisted on a hearing. Mr. Sheehan, nothing daunted by the naturally polygamous instincts of the male heart, insisted a good man, once in love, would and could discount the handicap of a ten-foot chain, since love was after all, as others have contended, not the whole of a man’s life. To be sure it was an integral need, a recurrent appetite; the glamour and the glory, if you like, enfolding with its overshadowing wings his house of happiness. As for the woman—well, we will let Mr. Sheehan report, in person, his conviction as to the stability of her attachment.


    The editor, whose business it is to keep an open mind, scarcely felt equal to the responsibility of passing judgment, where experts differed. But the discussion presented an opportunity which he felt called upon to develop. Therefore, each of the four authors was invited to present his conclusions in fiction form, the four stories to be published under the general caption “The Ten-Foot Chain.” Herewith we are printing this unique symposium, one of the most original series ever presented.


    Naturally, the stories are bound to provoke opinion and raise discussion. The thesis in the form presented by Dr. Means is quite novel, but the underlying problem of the stability of human affections, is as old as the heart of man. Wasn’t it that prosaic but wise old poet, Alexander Pope, who compared our minds to our watches? “No two go just alike, yet each believes his own.”

  

  
    
      First tale:


      An Indian Jātaka


      By Achmed Abdullah

    

    
      This is the tale which Jehan Tugluk Khan, a wise man in Tartary, and milk brother to Ghengiz Khan, Emperor of the East and the North, and Captain General of the Golden Horde, whispered to the Foolish Virgin who came to him, bringing the purple, spiked flower of the Kadam-tree as an offering, and begging him for a love potion with which to hold Haydar Khan, a young, red-faced warrior from the west who had ridden into camp, a song on his lips, a woman’s breast scarf tied to his tufted bamboo lance, a necklace of his slain foes’ skulls strung about his massive chest, and sitting astride a white stallion whose mane was dyed crimson in sign of strife and whose dainty, dancing feet rang on the rose-red marble pavement of the emperor’s courtyard like crystal bells in the wind of spring.


      This is a tale of passion, and, by the same token, a tale of wisdom. For, in the yellow, placid lands east of the Urals and west of harsh, sneering Pekin, it is babbled by the toothless old women who know life, that wisdom and desire are twin sisters rocked in the same cradle: one speaks while the other sings. They say that it is the wisdom of passion which makes eternal the instinct of love.


      This is the tale of Vasantasena, the slave who was free in her own heart, and of Madusadan, a captain of horse, who plucked the white rose without fearing the thorns.


      This, finally, is the tale of Vikramavati, King of Hindustan in the days of the Golden Age, when Surya, the Sun, warmed the fields without scorching; when Vanyu, the Wind, filled the air with the pollen of the many flowers without stripping the trees bare of leaves; when Varuna, Regent of Water, sang through the land without destroying the dykes or drowning the lowing cattle and the little naked children who played at the river’s bank; when Prithwi, the Earth, sustained all and starved none; when Chandra, the Moon, was as bright and ripening as his elder brother, the Sun.


      Let all the wise children listen to my Jātaka!

    


    Vasantasena was the girl’s name, and she came to young King Vikramavati’s court on the tenth day of the dark half of the month Bhadra. She came as befitted a slave captured in war, with her henna-stained feet bound together by a thin, golden chain, her white hands tied behind her back with ropes of pearls, her slim young body covered with a silken robe of the sad hue of the tamala flower, in sign of mourning for Dharma, her father, the king of the south, who had fallen in battle beneath the steel-shod tusks of the war elephants.


    She knelt before the peacock throne, and Vikramavati saw that her face was as beautiful as the moon on the fourteenth day, that her black locks were like female snakes, her waist like the waist of a she-lion, her arms like twin marble columns blue-veined, her skin like the sweetly scented champaka flower, and her breasts as the young tinduka fruit.


    He looked into her eyes and saw that they were of a deep bronze color, gold flecked, and with pupils that were black and opaque—eyes that seemed to hold all the wisdom, all the secret mockery, the secret knowledge of womanhood—and his hand trembled, and he thought in his soul that the bountiful hand of Sravanna, the God of Plenty, had been raised high in the western heaven at the hour of her birth.


    “Remember the words of the Brahmin,” grumbled Deo Singh, his old prime minister who had served his father before him and who was watching him anxiously, jealously. “‘Woman is the greatest robber of all. For other robbers steal property which is spiritually worthless, such as gold and diamonds; while woman steals the best—a man’s heart, and soul, and ambition, and strength.’ Remember, furthermore, the words of—”


    “Enough croakings for the day, Leaky-Tongue!” cut in Vikramavati, with the insolent rashness of his twenty-four years. “Go home to your withered beldame of a wife and pray with her before the altar of unborn children, and help her clean the household pots. This is the season when I speak of love!”


    “Whose love—yours or the girl’s?” smilingly asked Madusadan, captain of horse, a man ten years the king’s senior, with a mocking, bitter eye, a great, crimson mouth, a crunching chest, massive, hairy arms, the honey of eloquence on his tongue, and a mind that was a deer in leaping, a cat in climbing. Men disliked him because they could not beat him in joust or tournament; and women feared him because the purity of his life, which was an open book, gave the lie to his red lips and the slow-eddying flame in his hooded, brown eyes. “Whose love, wise king?”


    But the latter did not hear.


    He dismissed the soldiers and ministers and courtiers with an impatient gesture, and stepped down from his peacock throne.


    “Fool!” said Madusadan, as he looked through a slit in the curtain from an inner room and saw that the king was raising Vasantasena to her feet; saw, too, the derisive patience in her golden eyes.


    “A fool—though a king versed in statecraft!” he whispered into the ear of Shivadevi, Vasantasena’s shriveled, gnarled hill nurse who had followed her mistress into captivity.


    “Thee! A fool indeed!” cackled the old nurse as, side by side with the captain of horse, she listened to the tale of love the king was spreading before the slave girl’s narrow, white feet, as Kama-Deva, the young God of Passion, spread the tale of his longing before Rati, his wife, with the voice of the cuckoo, the humming-bee in mating time, and the southern breeze laden with lotus.


    “You came to me a slave captured among the crackling spears of battle,” said Vikramavati, “and behold, it is I who am the slave. For your sake I would sin the many sins. For the sake of one of your precious eyelashes I would spit on the names of the gods and slaughter the holy cow. You are a light shining in a dark house. Your body is a garden of strange and glorious flowers which I gather in the gloom. I feel the savor and shade of your dim tresses, and think of the home land where the hill winds sweep.


    “My love for you is as the soft sweetness of wild honey which the bees of the forest have gathered among the perfumed asoka flowers—sweet and warm, but with a sharp after-taste to prick the tongue and set the body eternally longing. To hold you I would throw a noose around the far stars. I give you all I have, all I am, all I shall ever be, and it would not be the thousandth part of my love for you. See! My heart is a carpet for your little lisping feet. Step gently, child!”


    Vasantasena replied never a word. With unwinking, opaque eyes, she stared beyond the king, at a slit in the curtain which separated the throne-room from the inner apartment. For through the embroidered folds of the brocade, a great, hairy, brown, high-veined hand was thrust, the broad thumb wagging mockingly, meaningly, like a shadow of fate.


    And she remembered the huge star sapphire set in hammered silver that twinkled on the thumb like a cresset of passion. She remembered how that hand had plucked her from amidst the horse’s trampling feet and the sword-rimmed wheels of the war-chariots as she crouched low above her father’s body. She remembered the voice that had come to her, clear through the clamor and din of battle, the braying of the conches, the neighing of the stallions, the shrill, angry trumpeting of the elephants—


    A voice sharp, compelling, bitter—


    “Captive to my bow and spear, little flower, but a slave for the king, my master. For such is the law of Hind. He will love you—not being altogether a fool. But perhaps you will not love him. Being but a stammering virgin boy, perhaps he will heap your lap with all the treasures in the world. Being an honest gentleman, perhaps he will treat you with respect and tenderness, with the sweet fairness of the blessed gods. And perhaps—even then—you will not love him, little flower.


    “Perhaps you will turn to the captain of horse as the moon rises like a bubble of passion from the deep red of the sunset. Perhaps you will read the meaning of the koel-bird’s love-cry, the secret of the jessamine’s scent, the sweet, throbbing, winglike call of all the unborn children in the heart and body and soul of Madusadan, captain of horse.”


    “A bold man, this captain of horse!” Vasantasena had smiled through her tears, through the savage clang of battle.


    “A reckless man—yet a humble man, little flower. Reckless and humble as the moist spring monsoon that sweeps over the young shoots of bluish-white rice. For”—here he had put her in front of him, on the curve of the peaked, bossed saddle—“will the rice ripen to the touch of the savage, clamoring monsoon?”


    And he had drawn slightly away from her. He had not even kissed her, though they were shielded from all the world by the folds of the great battle flag that was stiff with gold, stiffer with darkening gore. In the fluttering heart of Vasantasena rose a great longing for this insolent warrior who spoke of love—and touched her not.


    
      This is the tale of the grape that is never pressed, that never loses its sweetness, though white hands squeeze its pulp, day after day, night after night.


      This is the tale of the book that is never read to the end, though eyes, moist and smarting with longing, read its pages till the candles gutter out in the gray dawn wind and the young sun sings its cosmic song out of the East, purple and golden.


      This is the tale of love which rises like a mist of ineffable calm, then sweeps along on the red wings of eternal desire—the tale of love that is a chain forged of steel and scent, a chain of unbreakable steel mated to the pollen of the glistening areka-flower.


      Let all the wise children listen to my Jātaka!

    


    “See!” said Shivadevi, the old nurse, to Vasantasena, who shimmered among the green, silken cushions of her couch like a tiger-beetle in a nest of fresh leaves. “Vikramavati, the king, has bowed low before you. He has removed from your hands and ankles the pearl and gold fetters. He has taken off your robe of mourning and has thrown about your shoulders a sari woven of moonbeams and running water. He has seated you beside him on the peacock throne, as a free woman—not a slave.”


    “Yes,” replied Vasantasena. “He has placed his head and his heart on the sill of the door of love. He brought me his soul as an offering. And I”—she yawned—“I love him not.”


    “He has heaped your lap with many treasures,” went on the old woman. “Jasper from the Punjab has he brought to you, rubies from Burma, turquoises from Thibet, star-sapphires and alexandrites from Ceylon, flawless emeralds from Afghanistan, white crystal from Malwa, onyx from Persia, amethyst from Tartary, green jade and white jade from Amoy, garnets from Bundelkhand, red corals from Socotra, chalcedon from Syria, malachite from Kafiristan, pearls from Ramesvaram, lapis lazuli from Jaffra, yellow diamonds from Poonah, black agate from Dynbhulpoor!”


    Vasantasena shrugged her slim shoulders disdainfully.


    “Yes,” she said. “He put the nightingale in a cage of gold and exclaimed: ‘Behold, this is thy native land!’ Then he opened the door—and the nightingale flew away to the green land, the free land, never regretting the golden cage.”


    “He grovels before you in the dust of humility. He says that his life is a blackened crucible of sin and vanity and regret, but that his love for you is the golden bead at the bottom of the crucible. He has given you freedom. He has given you friendship. He has given you tenderness and affection and respect.”


    “Yes,” smiled Vasantasena. “He has given me his everything, his all. Without cavil, without stint. Freedom he has given me, keeping the bitter water of humility as his own portion. But all his generosity, his fairness, his humility, his decency—all his love has not opened the inner door to the shrine of my heart. In the night he comes, with the flaming torches of his passion; but my heart is as cold as clay, as cold as freezing water when the snow wind booms down from the Himalayas. The madness of the storm and the waves is upon him, but there is no answering surge in the tide of my soul. In my heart he sees the world golden and white and flashing with laughter. In his heart I see the world grim and drab and haggard and seamed with tears. For—generous, fair, unstinting—he is also selfish and foolish, being a man unwise in the tortuous, glorious ways of love. Daily he tells me that I am the well of his love. But never does he ask me if his love is the stone of my contentment.”


    “Perhaps he does not dare,” cackled the old nurse.


    “Being modest?”


    “Yes.”


    “Only the selfish are modest, caring naught for the answering spark in the heart of the loved one. And the love of woman is destroyed by humble selfishness as the religion of a Brahmin by serving kings, the milk of a cow by distant pasturage, and wealth by committing injustice. There is no worth in such wealth—nor in such love. This is Veda-truth.”


    And in a high, proud voice she added:


    “I love Madusadan, captain of horse. I will kiss his red, mocking lips and bend to the thrill of his strong body. Pure he is to all the world, to all women—so the bazaar gossip says—but I, and I alone, shall light the lamp of passion in his heart. Free am I! But the unsung music in his heart shall be a loved fetter around mine. Clasped in his arms, life and death shall unite in me in an unbreakable chain.


    “I will bury my hands deep in the savage, tangled forest that is his soul and follow therein the many trails. I will read the message of his hooded, brown eyes, the trembling message of his great, hairy hands. His heart is a crimson malati-flower, and mine the tawny orchid spotted with purple that winds around its roots.”


    “Gray is the hair on his temples. He is the king’s senior by ten years.”


    “Years of wisdom,” laughed Vasantasena. “Years of waiting. Years of garnering strength.”


    “He is not as kindly as Vikramavati, nor as great, nor as generous.”


    “But he is wise—wise! He knows the heart of woman—the essence, the innermost secret of woman.”


    “And that is—”


    “Patience in achieving. Strength in holding. Wisdom in—not demanding unless the woman offers and gives sign.”


    And she went out into the garden that stretched back of the palace in wild, scented profusion, bunching its majestic, columnar aisles of banyan figs as a foil for the dainty, pale green tracery of the nim-trees, the quivering, crimson domes of the peepals bearded to the waist with gray and orange moss, where the little, bold-eye gekko lizards slipped like narrow, green flags through the golden, perfumed fretwork of the chandela bushes and wild parrots screeched overhead with burnished wings; and there she met Madusadan, captain of horse, whom she had summoned by a scribbled note earlier in the day, and her veil slipped, and her white feet were like trembling flowers, and she pressed her red mouth on his and rested in his arms like a tired child.


    
      The road of desire runs beneath the feet all day and all night, says the tale. There is no beginning to this road, nor end. Out of the nowhere it comes, vanishing, yet never vanishing in the nowhere; renewing each morning, after nights of love, the eternal miracle, the never-ending virginity of passion.


      You cannot end the endless chain of it, says the tale. You cannot hush the murmur of the sea which fills the air, rising to the white, beckoning finger of Chandra, the Moon.


      Love’s play is worship.


      Love’s achievement is a rite.


      Love’s secret is never read.


      Always around the corner is another light, a new light—golden, twinkling, mocking, like the will-o’-the-wisp.


      Reach to it—as you never will—and there is the end of the chain, the end of the tale.


      Let all the wise children listen to my Jātaka!

    


    “You broke your faith, faithless woman!” said Vikramavati as he saw Vasantasena in the arms of Madusadan, captain of horse.


    The girl smiled.


    “It was you who spoke of love,” she replied, “not I.”


    “I tried to conquer your love by the greatness of my own love.”


    “As a fool tries to take out a thorn in his foot by a thorn in his hand.”


    “I gave you freedom. I gave you the wealth of all Hindustan, the wealth of the outer lands. I gave you my soul, my heart, my body, my strength, my ambition, my faith, my secret self.”


    “You gave me everything—because you love me. I gave you nothing—because I do not love you.”


    “Love can do the impossible,” gravely said the captain of horse, while Vasantasena nestled more closely to his arms. “It was because of love that Vishnu, the Creator, changed into a dwarf and descended to the lowermost regions, and there captured Bali, the Raja of Heaven and of Earth. It was because of love that, as Ramachandra, helped by the monkey folk, he built a bridge between India and Ceylon, and that, as Krishna, he lifted up the great mountain Golonddhan in the palm of his hand as an umbrella with which to shield his loved one against the splintering, merciless rays of Surya, the Sun, the jealous, yellow god.


    “Love can do all things—except one. For love can never create love, wise king. Love can force the stream to flow up-hill, but it cannot create the stream when there is no water.”


    Silence dropped like a shadow of fate, and Vikramavati turned slowly and walked toward the palace.


    “To-morrow,” he said over his shoulder, in an even, passionless voice, “you shall die a death of lingering agony.”


    Madusadan laughed lightly.


    “There is neither to-day nor to-morrow nor yesterday for those who love,” he replied. “There is only the pigeon-blue of the sunlit sky, the crimson and gold of the harvest-fields, the laughter of the far waters. Love fills the cup of infinity.”


    “To-morrow you will be dead,” the king repeated dully.


    And again Madusadan laughed lightly.


    “And what then, O wise king, trained in the rigid logic of Brahmin and Parohitas?” he asked. “Will our death do away with the fact that once we lived and, living, loved each other? Will the scarlet of our death wipe out the streaked gray of your jealousy? Will our death give you the love of Vasantasena, which never was yours in life? Will our death rob our souls of the memory of the great sweetness which was ours, the beauty, the glory, the never-ending thrill of fulfillment?”


    “Love ceases with death.”


    “Love, wise king, is unswayed by the rhythm of either life—or death. Love—that surges day after day, night after night, as year after year the breast of the earth heaves to the spring song of the ripening rice, to the golden fruit of the mango groves.


    “Death? A fig for it, wise king!


    “Let me but live until to-morrow in the arms of my loved one, and the sweetness of our love shall be an unbreakable chain—on through a thousand deaths, a thousand new births, straight into Nirvana—into Brahm’s silver soul!”


    “Ahee!” echoed Vasantasena. “Let death come and the wind of life lull; let the light fail and the flowers wilt and droop; let the stars gutter out one by one and the cosmos crumble in the gray storm of final oblivion—yet will our love be an unbreakable chain, defying you, O king—defying the world—defying the very gods—”


    “But not defying the laws of nature, as interpreted by a wise Brahmin!” a shrill, age-cracked voice broke in, and Deo Singh, the old prime minister who had come down the garden trail on silent, slippered feet, stepped into the open.


    “No! By Shiva and by Shiva! Not the laws of nature, the eternal laws of logic, as interpreted by a priest well versed in Sruti and Smriti—in revelation and tradition. Not the laws of nature, rational and evidential, physical and metaphysical, analytical and synthetical, philosophical, and philological, as expounded by a Parohita familiar with the Vedas and the blessed wisdom of the ancient Upanishads of Hind!”


    He salaamed low before Vikramavati.


    “It is written in the Bhagavad Gita, the Book of Books, the Lay of Brahm the Lord, that each crime shall find condign punishment, be it committed by high caste or low caste, by prince or peasant, by raja or ryot. To each his punishment, says the Karma, which is fate!”


    “And—these two?” demanded Vikramavati. “What punishment shall be meted out to the faithless woman and the faithless captain of horse, Brahmin?”


    Deo Singh spread out his fingers like the sticks of a fan.


    “They have chosen their own sentence, these worshipers of Kartikeya, God of Rogues and Rascals,” he chuckled. “Of a chain they spoke. An unbreakable chain that defies all laws, except belike”—again he laughed deep in his throat—“the wise laws of nature. Weld them together with such a chain, forged by a master smith, made so strong that not even a tough-thewed captain of horse may break it with the clouting muscles of his arms and back. A chain, ten feet long, so that they may never be far away from each other, so that they may always be able to slake the hot, turbulent thirst of love, so that they may never have to wait for the thrill of fulfillment as a beggar waits at life’s feast, so that day and night, each hour, each minute, each second they may revel in the sunshine of their love, so that never they may have to stand helpless before the flood-tide of their desire.


    “Grant them their wish, O king, being wise and merciful; and then lock them into a room containing the choicest food, the sweetest drinks, the whitest flowers, the softest, silkenest couch draped with purple and gold. A room such as lovers dream of—and fools! Leave them there together for three days, three nights, three sobbing, crunching, killing eternities! With no sound, no touch, no scent, no taste, but their own voices, their own hearts and souls and minds and bodies! And at the end of the three days——”


    “Yes?” asked Vikramavati.


    “They will have suffered the worst punishment, the worst agony on earth. Slowly, slowly for three days, three nights, three eternities, they will have watched the honey of their love turn, drop by drop, into gall. Their passion—slowly, slowly—will turn into loathing; their desire into disgust. For no love in the world can survive the chain of monotony!”


    


    Thus it was done.


    A chain of unbreakable steel, ten feet long, was welded to the girl’s right wrist and the man’s left, and they were locked into a house—a house such as lovers dream of—that was guarded day and night by armed warriors, who let none within hailing distance, whose windows were shuttered and curtained so that not even the golden eye of the sun might look in, and around which a vast circular clearing had been made with torch and spade and scimitar so that neither bird nor insect nor beast of forest and jungle might live there and no sound drift into the lovers’ room except, perhaps, the crooning sob of the dawn wind; and at the end of the third night carefully, stealthily, silently the king and the Brahmin walked up to the house and pressed their ears against the keyhole, and they heard the man’s voice saying:


    “I love you, little flower of my happiness! I love you—you who are all my dreams come true! When I look into your face the sun rises, and the waters bring the call of the deep, and the boat of my life rocks on the dancing waves of passion!”


    And then the girl’s answer, clear, serene:


    “And I love you, Madusadan, captain of horse! You have broken the fetters of my loneliness, the shackles of my longing! I waited, waited, waited—but you came, and I shall never let you go again! You have banished all the drab, sad dreams of the past! You have made your heart a prison for my love, and you have tossed away the key into the turbulent whirlpool of my eternal desire!”


    
      “Did the chain gall them?” asked the Foolish Virgin, who had come to Jehan Tugluk Khan, a wise man in Tartary and milk brother to Ghengiz Khan, Emperor of the East and the North and Captain General of the Golden Horde.


      “No, Foolish Virgin,” replied Jehan Tugluk Khan. “Their love could not have lived without the chain. It was their love which was the chain—made it, held it, welded it, eternal, unbreaking, unbreakable. Ten feet long was the chain. Each foot of steel—eternal, unbreaking, unbreakable—was a link of their love, and these links were: Passion, patience, completion, friendship, tolerance, understanding, tenderness, forgiveness, service, humor.”


      This is the end of the tale of Vasantasena, the slave who was free in her own heart, and of Madusadan, a captain of horse, who plucked the white rose without fearing the thorns.


      And, says the tale, if you would make your chain doubly unbreakable, add another foot to it, another link. There is no word for it. But, by the strength and sense of it, you must never lull your love to sleep in the soft cradle of too great security.


      For love demands eternal vigilance.


      Listen, O Azzia, O Beloved, to my Jātaka!

    

  

  
    
      Second tale:


      Out of the dark


      By Max Brand

    

    The principality of Pornia is not a large country and in the ordinary course of history it should have been swallowed entire, centuries ago, by one of the kingdoms which surround it. Its situation has saved it from this fate, for it is the buffer state between two great monarchies whose jealousy has preserved for Pornia an independent existence.


    Despite its independence, Pornia has never received much consideration from the rest of Europe, and the aim of its princes for many generations has been to foist it into the great councils by a strong alliance with one of the two kingdoms to which it serves as a buffer.


    The long-desired opportunity came at last in the reign of Alexander VI, who, one morning, commanded Rudolph of Herzvina to appear at the palace. As soon as the worthy old baron appeared, Alexander spoke to him as follows: “Rudolph, you are an old and respected counselor, a devoted servant of the State, and therefore I am delighted to announce that the greatest honor is about to descend upon your family, an honor so great that the entire State of Pornia will be elevated thereby. The Crown Prince Charles wishes to make your daughter his wife!”


    At this he stepped back, the better to note the joy with which old Rudolph would receive this announcement, but, to his astonishment, the baron merely bowed his head and sighed.


    “Your highness,” said Rudolph of Herzvina, “I have long known of the attachment which the crown prince has for my daughter, Bertha, but I fear that the marriage can never be consummated.”


    “Come, come!” said the prince genially. “It is a far leap indeed from Baron of Herzvina to father-in-law to Prince Charles, but there have been stranger things in history than this, though never anything that could so effectually elevate Pornia. Have no fear of Charles. He loves your daughter; he is strong-minded as the very devil; he will override any opposition from his father. As a matter of fact, it is no secret that Charles is already practically the ruler over his kingdom. So rejoice, Herzvina, and I will rejoice with you!”


    But the baron merely shook his head sadly and repeated: “I fear the marriage can never be consummated.”


    “Why not?” said the prince in some heat. “I tell you, his royal highness loves the girl. I could read passion even in the stilted language of his ambassador’s message. Why not?”


    “I was not thinking of his royal highness, but of the girl. She will not marry him.”


    The prince dropped into a chair with jarring suddenness.


    Rudolph continued hastily: “I have talked with Bertha many times and seriously of the matter; I have tried to convince her of her duty; but she will not hear me. The foolish girl says she does not love his highness.”


    The prince smote his hands together in an ecstasy of impatience.


    “Love! Love! In the name of God, Herzvina, what has love to do with this? This is the thing for which Pornia has waited during centuries. Through this alliance I can make a treaty that will place Pornia once and forever upon the map of the diplomatic powers. Love!”


    “I have said all this to her, but she is obdurate.”


    “Does she expect some fairy prince? She is not a child; she is not even—forgive me—beautiful.”


    “True. She is not even pretty, but even homely women, your highness, will sometimes think of love. It is a weakness of the sex.”


    He was not satirical; he was very earnest indeed. He continued: “I have tried every persuasion. She only says in reply: ‘He is too old. I cannot love him.’”


    An inspiration came to Alexander of Pornia. Under the stress of it he rose and so far forgot himself as to clap a hand upon the shoulder of Herzvina. In so doing he had to reach up almost as high as his head, for the princes of Pornia have been small men, time out of mind.


    “Baron,” he said, “will you let me try my hand at persuasion?”


    “It would be an honor, sire. My family is ever at the disposal of my prince.”


    He answered with a touch of emotion: “I know it, Rudolph; but will you trust the girl in my hands for a number of days? A thought has come to me. I know I can convince her that this love of which she dreams is a thing of the flesh alone, a physical necessity. Come, send her to me, and I shall tear away her illusions. She will not thank me for it, but she will marry the crown prince.”


    “I will send her to the palace to-day.”


    “Very good; and first tell her why I wish to speak with her. It may be that of herself she will change her mind when she learns the wishes of her prince. Farewell.”


    And the prince rode off to a review of the troops of the city guard. So it was that Bertha of Herzvina sat for a long time in a lonely room, after her arrival at the palace before the door opened, a man in livery bowed for the entrance of the prince, and she found herself alone with her sovereign.


    Automatically she curtsied, and he let her remain bowed while he slowly drew off his white gloves. He still wore his general’s uniform with the stiff padding which would not allow his body to grow old, for a prince of Pornia must always look the soldier.


    “Sit down,” he ordered, and as she obeyed he commenced to walk the room.


    He never sat quietly through an interview if he could avoid it; a constitutional weakness of the nerves made it almost impossible for him to meet another person’s eyes. The pacing up and down gave a plausible reason for the continual shifting of his glance.


    “A good day, a very good day,” he said. “The hussars were wonderful.”


    His shoulders strained further back. The prince himself always rode at the head of the hussars; in her childhood she had admired him. He stopped at a window and hummed a marching air. That was a planned maneuver, for his back was far more royal than his face, with its tall forehead and diminutive mouth and chin. She felt as if she were in the presence of a uniformed automaton.


    He broke off his humming and spoke without turning.


    “Well?”


    “My decision is unchanged.”


    “Impossible! In the length of a whole day even a woman must think twice.”


    “Yes, many times.”


    “You will not marry him?”


    “I cannot love him.”


    He whirled, and the pale blue eyes flashed at her a brief glance which made her cringe. It was as if an X-ray had been turned on her heart.


    “Love!” he said softly, and she shuddered again. “Because he is old? Bertha, you are no longer a child. Other women marry for what they may term love. It is your privilege to marry for the State. That is the nobler thing.”


    He smiled and nodded, repeating for his own ear: “The nobler thing! What is greater than such service—what is more glorious than to forget self and marry for the good of the thousands?”


    “I have an obligation to myself.”


    “Who has filled you with so many childish ideas?”


    “They have grown of themselves, sire.”


    The pacing up and down the room recommenced. “Child, have you no desire to serve me? I mean, your country?”


    She answered slowly, as if feeling for her words: “It is impossible that I should be able to serve you through my dishonor. If I should marry the crown prince, my life would be one long sleep, sire. I would not dare awaken to the reality.”


    His head tilted and he laughed noiselessly. A weakness of the throat prevented him from raising his voice even in times of the greatest excitement.


    “A soul that sleeps, eh? The kiss of love will awaken it?”


    He surveyed her with brief disdain.


    “My dear, you scorn titles, and yet as an untitled woman you are not a match for the first red-faced tradesman’s daughter. Stand up!”


    She rose and he led her in front of a pier glass. Solemnly he studied her pale image.


    “A sleeping soul!” he repeated.


    She covered her face.


    “Will that bait catch the errant lover, Bertha?”


    “God will make up the difference.”


    He cursed softly. She had not known he could be so moved.


    “Poor child, let me talk with you.”


    He led her back to a chair almost with kindness and sat somewhat behind her so that he need not meet her eyes.


    “This love you wait for—it is not a full-grown god, dear girl, but a blind child. Given a man and a woman and a certain propinquity, and nature does the rest. We put a mask on nature and call it love, we name an abstraction and call it God. Love! Love! Love! It is a pretty disguise—no more. Do you understand?”


    “I will not.”


    She listened to his quick breathing.


    “Bertha, if I were to chain you with a ten-foot chain to the first man off the streets and leave you alone with him for three days, what would happen?”


    Her hand closed on the arm of the chair. He rose and paced the room as his idea grew.


    “Your eyes would criticize him and your shame would fight in behalf of your—soul? And the sight of your shame would keep the man in check. But suppose the room were dark—suppose you could not see his face and merely knew that a man was there—suppose he could not see and merely knew that a woman was there? What would happen? Would it be love? Pah! Love is no more deified than hunger. If it is satisfied, it goes to sleep; if it is satiated, it turns to loathing. Aye, at the end of the three days you would be glad enough to have the ten-foot chain cut. But first what would happen?”


    The vague terror grew coldly in her, for she could see the idea taking hold of him like a hand.


    “If I were to do this, the world might term it a shameful thing, but I act for Pornia—not for myself. I consider only the good of the State. By this experiment I prove to you that love is not God, but blind nature. Yes, and if you knew it as it is, would you oppose me longer? The thought grows upon me! Speak!”


    Her smile made her almost beautiful.


    “Sire, in all the world there is only one man for every woman.”


    “Book talk.”


    He set his teeth because he could not meet her eyes.


    “And who will bring you this one man?”


    “God.”


    Once more the soundless laugh.


    “Then I shall play the part of God. Bertha, you must now make your decision: a marriage for the good of the State, or the ten-foot chain, the dark room—and love!”


    “Even you will not dare this, sire.”


    “Bertha, there is nothing I do not dare. What would be known? I give orders that this room be utterly darkened; I send secret police to seize a man from the city at random and fetter him to a chain in that room; then I bring you to the room and fasten you to the other end of the chain, and for three days I have food introduced into the room. Results? For the man, death; for you, a knowledge first of yourself and, secondly, of love. The State will benefit.”


    “It is bestial—incredible.”


    “Bestial? Tut! I play the part of God and even surpass Him. I put you face to face with a temptation through which you shall come to know yourself. You lose a dream; you gain a fact. It is well. Shame will guard the secret in your heart—and the State will benefit. Still you see that I am paternal—merciful. I do not punish you for your past obstinacy. I still give you a choice. Bertha, will you marry as I wish, or will you force me to play the part of God?”


    “I shall not marry.”


    “Ah, you will wait for God to make up the difference. It is well—very well; le Dieu c’est moi. Ha! That is greater than the phrase of Louis XIV. You shall have still more time, but the moment the sun goes down, if I do not hear from you, I shall ring a bell that will send my secret police out to seize a man indiscriminately from the masses of the city. I shall not even stipulate that he be young. My trust in nature is—absolute. Adieu!”


    She made up her mind the moment he left the room. She drew on her cloak. Before the pier glass she paused.


    “Aye,” she murmured, “I could not match the first farmer’s daughter. But still there must be one man in the world—and God will make up the difference!”


    She threw open the door which gave on a passage leading to a side entrance. A grenadier of the palace guard jumped to attention and presented arms.


    “Pardon,” he said.


    He completely blocked the hall; the prince had left nothing to chance. She started to turn back and then hesitated and regarded the man carefully.


    “Fritz!” she said at last, for she recognized the peasant who had been a stable-boy on her father’s estate before he took service in the grenadiers. “You are Fritz Barr!”


    He flushed with pleasure.


    “Madame remembers me?”


    “And my little black pony you used to take care of?”


    “Yes, yes!”


    He grinned and nodded; and then she noted a revolver in the holster at his side.


    “What are your orders, Fritz?”


    “To let no one pass down this hall. I am sorry, madame.”


    “But if I were to ask you for your revolver?”


    He stirred uneasily and she took money from her purse and gave it to him.


    “With this you could procure another weapon?”


    He drew a long breath; the temptation was great.


    “I could, madame.”


    “Then do so. It will never be known from whom I received the gun—and my need is desperate—desperate!”


    He unbuckled the weapon without a word, and with it in her hand she returned to the room.


    There was a tall western window, and before this she drew up a chair to watch the setting of the sun.


    “Will he ring the bell when the edge of the sun touches the hills or when it is completely set?” she thought.


    The white circle grew yellow; then it took on a taint of orange, bulging oddly at the sides into a clumsy oval. From the gardens below came a stir of voices and then the thrill of a girl’s laughter. She smiled as she listened, and, leaning from the window, the west wind blew to her the scent of flowers. She sat there for a long time, breathing deeply of the fragrance and noting all the curves of the lawn with a still, sad pleasure. The green changed from bright to dark; when she looked up the sun had set.


    As she turned from the gay western sky, the room was doubly dim and the breeze of the evening set the curtains rustling and whispering. Silence she was prepared for, but not those ghostly voices, not the shift and sweep of the shadows. She turned the electric switch, closing her eyes to blur the shock of the sudden deluge of light. The switch clicked, but when she opened her eyes the room was still dark; they had cut the connecting wires.


    Thereafter her mind went mercifully blank, for what she faced was, like birth and death, beyond comprehension. Noise at the windows roused her from the daze at last and she found that a number of workmen were sealing the room so that neither light nor sound could enter or escape. The only air would be from the ventilator. And still she could not realize what had happened, what was to happen, until the last sounds of the workmen ceased and the deep, dread silence began; silence that had a pulse in it—the beating of her heart.


    She was standing in the middle of the room when the first shapes formed in the black night, and terror hovered about her suddenly, touching her as with cold fingers. She felt her way back to a corner and crouched there against the wall, waiting, waiting. They had seized the doomed man long before this. They must have bound and gagged him and carried him to the palace.


    A thousand types of men passed before her inward eye—thin-faced clerks, men as pale as the belly of a dead fish; bearded monsters, gross and thick-lipped, with thunderous laughter; laborers, stamped with patient weariness—and all whom she saw carried the sign of the beast in their eyes. She tried to pray, but the voice of the prince rang in her ears: “Le Dieu, c’est moi!” and when she named God in her prayers, she visualized Alexander’s face, the pale, small eyes, the colorless hair, the lofty brow, the mouth whose tight lips could not be disguised by even the careful mustache. When a key turned in a door, she sprang to her feet with a cry of horror.


    “It is I,” said the prince.


    “I am dying; I cannot stay here; I will marry whom and when you will.”


    “Ah, my dear, you should have spoken before sunset. I warned you, and I never change my mind. It is only for three days, remember. Also, it is in the interest of science. Beyond that, I have quite taken a fancy to playing God for you for three days. Do you understand?”


    The even, mocking tones guided her to him. She fell at his feet and strained his thin knees against her breast.


    “Come! Be reasonable, Bertha. This is justice.”


    “Sire, I want no justice. For God’s sake, be merciful.”


    She heard the shaken breath of his soundless laughter.


    “Is it so? You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you the love of which you have dreamed. Ha! Ha! Le Dieu, c’est moi!”


    The clanking of the chain which he carried stilled her voice. It hushed even the thunder of her heart. She rose and waited patiently while the manacle was affixed to her wrist. The prince crossed the room and tapped on the door, which opened, and by a faint light from without Bertha discovered two men carrying a third into the room. She strained her eyes, but could make out no faces. The burden was laid on the floor; a metallic sound told her that she was fettered to the unknown.


    The prince said: “You are a brave girl. All may yet be well. Then human nature is finer than I think. We shall see. As for your lover, your gift from God, he is sleeping soundly now. It may be an hour before the effects of the drug wear away. During that time you can think of love. Food will be placed three times a day within the door yonder. You can readily find it by feeling your way around the wall. Farewell.”


    When the door closed she started to retreat to her corner, but the chain instantly drew taut with a rattle. Strangely enough, much of her fear left her now that she was face to face with the danger; temptation, the prince had called it. She smiled as she remembered. When the man awoke and learned their situation, she had no doubt as to how he would act. She had seen the sign of the beast in the eyes of many men, great and small; she had seen it and understood. The revolver might save her for a time, but what if she slept? She knew it would be almost impossible to remain awake during three days and nights.


    The moment her eyes closed the end would come. It seemed better that she should fire the bullet now.


    When he recovered his senses, it would be difficult to shoot effectively in the dark, for this was not the gloom of night—it was an absolute void, black, thick, impenetrable. She could not make out her hand at the slightest distance from her eyes. He might even attack her from behind and knock the revolver from her hand before she could shoot. Sooner or later the man must die. Even if she did not kill him it would be accomplished by the command of the prince at the end of the three days.


    Far better that it should be done at once—that he should never awaken from his sleep. She reached the decision calmly and crept forward to him. Very lightly she passed her hand over his clothes. She had to move his arm to uncover the breast over his heart; the arm was a limp weight, but the muscles were firm, round, and solid. The first qualm troubled her as she realized that this must be a young man, at least a man in the prime of his physical strength.


    Then it occurred to her that often bullets fired into the breast are deflected from the heart by bones; it would be far more certain to lay the muzzle against the temple—press the trigger—the soul would depart.


    The soul! She paused with a thrill of wonder. A little touch would loose the swift spirit. The soul! For the first time she saw the tragedy from the viewpoint of the unknown man. His life was cut in the middle; truly a blind fate had reached out and chosen him from a whole city. Yet she was merely hastening the inevitable. She reached out and found his forehead.


    It was broad and high. Tracing it lightly with the tips of her fingers she discovered two rather prominent lumps of bony structure over the eyes. Some one had told her that this represented a strong power of memory. She tried to visualize that feature alone, and very suddenly, as a face shows when a man lights his cigarette on the street at night, she saw in memory the figure of Rembrandt’s “Portrait of a Young Painter.” He sits at his drawing board, his pencil poised, ready for the stroke which shall give vital character to his sketch. There is only one high light, falling on the lower part of the face. Inspiration has tightened the sensitive mouth; the questing eyes peer out from the shadow of the soft cap. She broke off from her vision to realize with a start that when she touched the trigger she would be stepping back through the centuries and killing her dream of the original of Rembrandt’s picture. A foolish fancy, truly, but in the dark a dream may be as true, as vivid as reality.


    The unconscious man sighed. She leaned close and listened to his breathing, soft, hurried, irregular as if he struggled in his sleep, as if the subconscious mind were calling to the conscious: “Awake! Death is here!”


    At least there was plenty of time. She need not fire the shot until he moved. She laid the revolver on her lap and absently allowed her hands to wander over his face, lingering lightly on each feature. She grew more alert after a moment. Every particle of her energy was concentrated on seeing that face—on seeing it through her sense of touch. The blind, she knew, grow so dextrous that the delicate nerves of their finger tips record faces almost as accurately as the eyes of the normal person.


    Ah, for one moment of that power! She tried her best. The nose, she told herself, was straight and well modeled. The eyes, for she traced the bony structure around them, must be large; the cheek bones high, a sign of strength; the chin certainly square and prominent; the lips full and the mouth rather large; the hair waving and thick; the throat large. One by one she traced each detail and then, moving both hands rather swiftly over the face, she strove to build the mental picture of the whole—and she achieved one, but still it was always the young painter whom great Rembrandt had drawn. The illusion would not go out of her mind.


    An artist’s hands, it is said, must be strong and sinewy. She took these hands and felt the heavy bones of the wrist and strove to estimate the length of the fingers. It seemed to her that this was an ideal hand for a painter—it must be both strong and supple.


    He sighed again and stirred; she caught up the weapon with feverish haste and poised it.


    “Ah, it is well,” said the sleeper in his dream.


    She made sure that he was indeed unconscious and then leaned low, whispering: “Adieu, my dear.”


    At some happy vision he laughed softly. His breath touched her face. Surely he could never know; he had so short a moment left for living; perhaps this would pass into his latest dream on earth and make it happy.


    “Adieu!” she whispered again, and her lips pressed on his.


    She laid the muzzle of the revolver against his temple, and, summoning all her will power, she pressed the trigger. It seemed as if she were pulling against it with her full strength, and yet there was no report. Then she realized that all her might was going into an inward struggle. She summoned to her aid the voice of the prince as he had said: “We put a mask on nature and call it love; we name an abstraction and call it God. Le Dieu, c’est moi!” She placed the revolver against the temple of the sleeper; he stirred and disturbed the surety of her direction. She adjusted the weapon again.


    Up sprang the man, shouting: “Treason! Help!”


    Then he stood silent a long moment; perhaps he was rehearsing the scene of his seizure.


    “This is death,” he muttered at last, “and I am in hell. I have always known what it would be—dark—utter and bitter loss of light.”


    As his hand moved, the chain rattled. He sprang back with such violence that his lunging weight jerked her to her feet.


    “It is useless to struggle,” she cried.


    “A woman! Where am I?”


    “You are lost.”


    “But what has happened? In God’s name, madame, are we chained together?”


    “We are.”


    “By whose power? By whose right and command?”


    “By one against whom we cannot appeal.”


    “My crime?”


    “None.”


    “For how long—”


    “Three days.”


    He heaved a great sigh of relief.


    “It is merely some practical joke, I see. That infernal Franz, I knew he was meditating mischief! Three days—and then free?”


    “Yes, for then you die.”


    Once more he was silent.


    Then: “This is a hideous dream. I will waken from it at once—at once. My dear lady—”


    She heard him advancing.


    “Keep the chain taut, sir, I am armed; I will fire at the slightest provocation.”


    He stopped and laughed.


    “Come, come! This is not so bad. You have been smiling in your sleep at me. Up with the lights, my dear. If Franz has engaged you for this business, let me tell you that I’m a far better fellow than he must have advertised me. But what a devil he is to rig up such an elaborate hoax! By Jove, this chain—this darkness—it’s enough to turn a fellow’s hair white! The black night gets on my nerves. Lights! Lights! I yearn to see you; I prophesy your beauty by your voice! Still coy? Then we’ll try persuasion!”


    His breast struck the muzzle of the revolver.


    She said quietly: “If I move my finger a fraction of an inch you die, sir. And every word I have spoken to you is the truth.”


    “Well, well! You do this finely. I shall compliment Franz on rehearsing you so thoroughly. Is this the fair Daphne of whom he told me—”


    And his hand touched her shoulder.


    “By everything that is sacred, I will fire unless you stand back—back to the end of the chain.”


    “Is it possible? The Middle Ages have returned!”


    He moved back until the light chain was taut.


    “My mind whirls. I try to laugh, but your voice convinces me. Madame, will you explain my situation in words of one syllable?”


    “I have explained it already. You are imprisoned in a place from which you cannot escape. You will be confined here, held to me by this chain, for three days. At the end of that time you die.”


    “Will you swear this is the truth?”


    “Name any oath and I will repeat it.”


    “There’s no need,” he said. “No, it cannot be a jest. Franz would never risk the use of a drug, wild as he is. Some other power has taken me. What reason lies behind my arrest?”


    “Think of it as a blind and brutal hand which required a victim and reached out over the city to find one. The hand fell upon you. There is no more to say. You can only resign yourself to die an unknown death.”


    He said at last: “Not unknown, thank God. I have something which will live after me.”


    Her heart leaped, for she was seeing once more the artist from Rembrandt’s brush.


    “Yes, your paintings will not be forgotten.”


    “I feel that they will not, and the name of—”


    “Do not speak of it!”


    “Why?”


    “I must not hear your name.”


    “But you know it already. You spoke of my painting.”


    “I have never seen your face; I have never heard your name; you were brought to me in this room darkened as you find it now.”


    “Yet you knew—”


    Her voice was marvelously low: “I touched your face, sir, and in some way I knew.”


    After a time he said: “I believe you. This miracle is no greater than the others. But why do you not wish to know my name?”


    “I may live after you, and when I see your pictures I do not wish to say: ‘This is his work; this is his power; this is his limitation.’ Can you understand?”


    “I will try to.”


    “I sat beside you while you were unconscious, and I pictured your face and your mind for myself. I will not have that picture reduced to reality.”


    “It is a delicate fancy. You are blind? You see by the touch of your hands?”


    “I am not blind, but I think I have seen your face through the touch.”


    “Here! I have stumbled against two chairs. Let us sit down and talk. I will slide this chair farther away if you wish. Do you fear me?”


    “No, I think I am not afraid. I am only very sad for you. Listen: I have laid down the revolver. Is that rash?”


    “Madame, my life has been clean. Would I stain it now? No, no! Sit here—so! My hand touches yours—you are not afraid?—and a thrill leaps through me. Is it the dark that changes all things and gives eyes to your imagination, or are you really very beautiful?”


    “How shall I say?”


    “Be very frank, for I am a dying man, am I not? And I should hear the truth.”


    “You are a profound lover of the beautiful?”


    “I am a painter, madame.”


    She called up the image of her face—the dingy brown hair, long and silken, to be sure; the colorless, small eyes; the common features which the first red-skinned farmer’s daughter could overmatch.


    “Describe me as you imagine me. I will tell you when you are wrong.”


    “May I touch you, madame, as you touched me? Or would that trouble you?”


    She hesitated, but it seemed to her that the questing eyes of Rembrandt’s portrait looked upon her through the dark—eyes reverent and eager at once.


    She said: “You may do as you will.”


    His unmanacled hand went up, found her hair, passed slowly over its folds.


    “It is like silk to the touch, but far more delicate, for there is life in every thread of it. It is abundant and long. Ah, it must shine when the sun strikes upon it! It is golden hair, madame, no pale-yellow like sea-sand, but glorious gold, and when it hangs across the whiteness of your throat and bosom the hearts of men stir. Speak! Tell me I have named it!”


    She waited till the sob grew smaller in her throat.


    “Yes, it is golden hair,” she said.


    “I could not be wrong.”


    His hand passed down her face, fluttering lightly, and she sensed the eagerness of every touch. Cold fear took hold of her lest those searching fingers should discover the truth.


    “Your eyes are blue. Yes, yes! Deep-blue for golden hair. It cannot be otherwise. Speak.”


    “God help me!”


    “Madame?”


    “I have been too vain of my eyes, sir. Yes, they are blue.”


    The fingers were on her cheeks, trembling on her lips, touching chin and throat.


    “You are divine. It was foredoomed that this should be! Yes, my life has been one long succession of miracles, but the greatest was reserved until the end. I have followed my heart through the world in search of perfect beauty and now I am about to die, I find it. Oh, God! For one moment with canvas, brush, and the blessed light of the sun! It cannot be! No miracle is complete; but I carry out into the eternal night one perfect picture. Canvas and paint? No, no! Your picture must be drawn in the soul and colored with love. The last miracle and the greatest! Three days? No, three ages, three centuries of happiness, for are you not here?”


    Who will say that there is not an eye with which we pierce the night? To each of these two sitting in the utter dark there came a vision. Imagination became more real than reality. He saw his ideal of the woman, that picture which every man carries in his heart to think of in the times of silence, to see in every void. And she saw her ideal of manly power. The dark pressed them together as if with the force of physical hands. For a moment they waited, and in that moment each knew the heart of the other, for in that utter void of light and sound, they saw with the eyes of the soul and they heard the music of the spheres.


    Then she seemed to hear the voice of the prince: “You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you that love of which you dreamed. Le Dieu, c’est moi!”


    Yes, it was the voice of doom which had spoken from those sardonic lips. The dark which annihilates time made their love a century old.


    “In all the world,” she whispered, “there is one man for every woman. It is the hand of Heaven which gives me to you.”


    “Come closer—so! And here I have your head beside mine as God foredoomed. Listen! I have power to look through the dark and to see your eyes—how blue they are!—and to read your soul beneath them. We have scarcely spoken a hundred words and yet I see it all. Through a thousand centuries our souls have been born a thousand times and in every life we have met, and known—”


    And through the utter dark, the merciful dark, the deep, strong music of his voice went on, and she listened, and forgot the truth and closed her eyes against herself.


    


    On the night which closed the third day the prince approached the door of the sealed room. To the officer of the secret police, who stood on guard, he said: “Nothing has been heard.”


    “Early this afternoon there were two shots, I think.”


    “Nonsense. There are carpenters doing repair work on the floor above. You mistook the noise of their hammers.”


    He waved the man away, and as he fitted the key into the lock he was laughing softly to himself: “Now for the revelation, the downward head, the shame. Ha! Ha! Ha!”


    He opened the door and flashed on his electric lantern. They lay upon a couch wrapped in each other’s arms. He had shot her through the heart and then turned the weapon on himself; his last effort must have been to draw her closer. About them was wrapped the chain, idle and loose. Surely death had no sting for them and the grave no victory, for the cold features were so illumined that the prince could hardly believe them dead.


    He turned the electric torch on the painter. He was a man about fifty, with long, iron-gray hair, and a stubble of three days’ growth covering his face. It was a singularly ugly countenance, strong, but savagely lined, and the forehead corrugated with the wrinkles of long, mental labor. But death had made Bertha beautiful. Her eyes under the shadow of her lashes, seemed a deep-sea blue, and her loose, brown hair, falling across the white throat and breast, seemed almost golden under the light of the torch. A draft from the open door moved the hair and the heart of the prince stirred in him.


    He strove to loosen the arms of the painter, but they were frozen stiff by death.


    “She was a fool, and the loss is small,” sighed the prince. “After all, perhaps God was nearer than I thought. I bound them together with a chain. He saw my act and must have approved, for see! He has locked them together forever. Well, after all—le Dieu, c’est moi!”

  

  
    
      Third tale:


      Plumb nauseated


      By E. K. Means


      I

    

    “Yes, suh, I feels plum’ qualified to take on a wife.”


    The black negro blushed to a darker hue and his face shone like polished ebony in the blazing August sun. In his embarrassment he twisted his shapeless wool hat into a wad, thrust it under his arm like a bundle, turned his back upon the white man’s quizzical eyes, and sat down upon the lowest step of the porch.


    At the feet of the white man lay half a dozen pairs of handcuffs. He stooped and picked up a pair which showed rusty in the bright light, rubbed the rust off with sand-paper, squirted some oil into the mechanism from a little can, and busied himself for a few minutes seeing that his police hardware was in good condition.


    The sheriff remained silent for so long that the negro imagined he had been forgotten. Then Flournoy fired a question so unexpectedly that the black man winced: “What’s your name?”


    “Dey calls me Plaster Sickety.”


    “Gosh!” the sheriff exploded. “Can any woman be induced to exchange a perfectly decent name for a smear like that?”


    “Suttinly,” the negro grinned. “Dat gal’s name ain’t so awful cute. Dey calls her Pearline Flunder.”


    “Plaster Sickety and Pearline Flunder—help, everybody! What sort of children will issue from a matrimonial alliance of such names?”


    “I reckin our chillun will all be borned Huns, Marse John; but I cain’t he’p it.”


    Under his manipulation the sheriff’s worn handcuffs took on a polish like new. At intervals he glanced up from his task to see the sunlight spraying from the pecan-trees like water and the heat rising from the ground, visible as a boiling cloud. Once he heard an eagle scream, and glanced toward the Little Mocassin swamp to behold a black speck sail into the haze that hung like a curtain of purple and gold upon the horizon. The negro sat motionless except for glowing black eyes restless as mercury and all-perceiving.


    Suddenly the bear-trap mouth of the big sheriff twisted into a little smile.


    “How’d you like to give your girl one of these things for a wedding-present, Plaster?” he asked, as he tossed a polished pair of handcuffs on the step beside the negro.


    “I’s kinder pestered in my mind ‘bout gittin’ a fitten weddin’-present, Marse John, but—” Plaster rose to his feet and returned the manacles without completing his sentence.


    “How much money have you got?” Flournoy asked.


    “I ain’t got none till yit.”


    “How you going to buy the license? How you going to pay the preacher?” Flournoy asked.


    “Dat’s whut I come to git a view from you about, Marse John. All de cullud folks gives you a rep dat you is powerful good to niggers an’ I figgered dat you an’ me mought fix up some kind of shake-down so I could git married ‘thout costin’ me nothin’.”


    “Don’t you ever read the Bible?” Flournoy growled. “Even Adam’s wife cost him a bone.”


    “Yes, suh,” the negro grinned. “But I figger ef Sheriff Flournoy had been aroun’ anywheres at dat time, maybe Adam would ‘a’ got off a whole lot cheaper.”


    “Have you got a job to support your wife?” Flournoy asked.


    “Naw, suh.”


    “Have you got a house to live in?”


    “Naw, suh.”


    “Where are you going to live with her—in a hollow sycamore-tree?”


    “Yes, suh, I reckin so—dat is, excusin’ ef you don’t he’p us none.”


    “Where are you two idiots going to derive your sustenance—from the circumambient atmosphere?”


    “Dat’s de word, Marse John—dat is, excusin’ ef you don’t loant us a hand in our troubles,” the negro murmured, wondering what the sheriff’s big talk meant.


    “Do you love this black girl very much?” the sheriff asked with that odd turn of tone with which every man speaks of love when he is in love with love.


    “Boss,” the black man answered in a voice which throbbed, “I been lovin’ dat gal ever since she warn’t no bigger dan—dan—dan a June-bug whut had visited accidental a woodpecker prayer-meetin’.”


    “Is she good to look at, Plaster?” Flournoy smiled.


    “Well, suh, I cain’t lie to no white man, Marse John; an’ I tells you honest—she looks a whole heap better at night in de dark of de moon.”


    “If she ain’t a good-looker, why do you love her?” Flournoy asked without a smile.


    “She’s good sense an’ jedgment, Marse John,” the black man answered earnestly. “An’—an’—I jes’ nachelly loves her.”


    Flournoy studied a moment, twisting a pair of steel handcuffs in his giant hands. Finally he spoke:


    “Plaster, I have a cabin down on the Coolie Bayou which I have given to three young married couples in succession on the condition that they live there in peace and amity one year.”


    “Yes, suh.”


    “Every couple broke up and got a divorce within nine months.”


    “Too bad, Marse John, dat’s mighty po’ luck.”


    “You niggers think you love each other until you get hitched and then you don’t stay hitched.”


    “Some shorely don’t—dey don’t fer a fack.”


    “Now I make you and Pearline Flunder this offer. I will buy your marriage license, pay Vinegar Atts to marry you, bear all the expense of a church wedding, give you a job so you can support your wife, and I will make you a present of that cabin down on the Coolie Bayou if you and your wife will live together for three days without busting up in a row.”


    “Three days, Marse John!” the negro howled. “Boss, I motions to make it thurty years!”


    “No!” Flournoy snapped. “Three days!”


    “I’s willin’, Marse John,” the negro laughed, cutting a caper on the grass.


    “All right!” the sheriff said as he stooped and picked up a pair of handcuffs. “Now listen: I intend to cut the little chain on these two manacles and attach each cuff to a ten-foot chain. When you and Pearline are married, I am going to put one of these manacles around her wrist and one around your wrist”—the negro showed the whites of his eyes—“and bind you two honey-loves together with a ten-foot chain.” The negro looked behind him toward the gate and the public highway, took a tighter grip upon his hat, and made a furtive step backward. “You are to remain bound together for three days.” The negro smiled and stepped forward. “At the end of that time you are to come here and report, and if you agree to spend the remainder of your life together, the cabin is yours!”


    “Make it a two-feets chain, Marse John, so us kin git clost to each yuther,” Plaster pleaded.


    “What I have spoken I have spoken,” Flournoy proclaimed autocratically. “Now, go tell your sweetheart all about it.”


    
      II

    

    The Big Four of Tickfall sat around a much bewhittled pine table in the Hen-Scratch saloon. The room was hazy with their tobacco smoke. Conversation languished. The session was about to adjourn until to-morrow at the same hour. Figger Bush laid his cigarette upon the edge of the table, lifted his head like a dog baying the moon, and chanted:


    
      “O you muss be a lover of de landlady’s daughterOr you cain’t git a secont piece of pie!”

    


    Before the other could catch the tune, the green-baize doors of the saloon were thrown open and a white man entered. Every negro looked up into that granite face with its deep-set eyes, iron jaw, and rugged lines of strength and purpose, and smiled a joyful welcome:


    “Mawnin’, Marse John. ‘Tain’t no use to come sheriffin’ down dis way. No niggers ain’t done nothin’.”


    “I am hunting for a Methodist clergyman of color,” Flournoy grinned.


    “Boss,” Vinegar Atts chuckled as he rose to his feet, “I’s de blackest an’ best nigger preacher whut is, an’ I b’lieves in de Mefdis doctrine of fallin’ from grace an’ grease. Ef you misdoubts my words, ax my wife. Dat ole woman admits dat fack herse’f.”


    “I want you to perform a wedding ceremony at the Shoofly Church to-night at seven o’clock,” the sheriff announced.


    Instantly the Rev. Vinegar Atts thrust both hands into the pockets of his trousers and brought his hands out, turning out the pockets and showing them empty.


    “Dar now, Figger Bush!” Vinegar bellowed. “I tole you dat de good Lawd would pervide a way fer me to pay fer dem near-booze grape-juices I been guzzlin’ in yo’ sinful saloom! Five dollars will sottle wid you an’ leave a few change over fer seegaws.”


    “Who’s cormittin’ mattermony, Marse John?” Mustard Prophet wanted to know. “Is it one of dese here shotgun weddin’s?”


    “Plaster Sickety wishes to wed Pearline Flunder.”


    “I knows ‘em,” Hitch Diamond rumbled from his big chest. “De good Lawd will shore got to pervide fer dem coons like He do fer Vinegar Atts—nary one is got git-up enough to make a livin’.”


    “Those young colored honey-birds are under my special care and protection,” Flournoy announced, smiling. “I intend to house them and take care of them and get them work. They are an experiment.”


    “De trouble wid experiments is dis, Marse John,” Mustard chuckled, “sometimes dey bust in yo’ face.”


    “My plan is this,” Flournoy told them. “I am going to tie those two negroes together with a ten-foot chain and they are to live in peace and amity for three days.”


    “Lawdymussy, Marse John!” the Rev. Vinegar Atts bellowed. “Did you ever tie two cats to each yuther an’ hang ‘em over de limb of a tree?”


    “Yes.”


    “Does you recommember how quick dem cats got tired of each yuther’s sawsiety an’ fell out wid theirselves?”


    “Certainly.”


    Vinegar jerked a yellow bandana handkerchief from the tail of his coat and mopped the top of his bald head.


    “You mought care fer dem niggers ef you ties em togedder, Marse John. But you ain’t gwine be able to pertection ‘em—not from each yuther,” Vinegar announced as he slapped at his face with his kerchief. “I wouldn’t be tied to my nigger wife wid a telephone-wire long enough to conversation de man in de moon. Naw, suh! Dat ole gal would be yankin’ on dat line a catfish all de time. Whoosh!”


    “I agrees wid dem religium sentiments,” Hitch Diamond rumbled. “Now you example Goldie, my own wife. Dat little yeller gal’s maw is a lunatic, an’ Goldie ain’t no lunatic, but she ain’t got her right mind. I wouldn’t mind bein’ a Dandylion in de lion’s den, like de Bible tells about—dat would gib me a chance to fight fer my gizzard. But chained up to Goldie—”


    Hitch broke off, shook his head in earnest negation, rubbed one giant hand around his iron-thewed wrist as if he could feel the holy bonds of matrimony and gave utterance to one expressive word: “Gawd!”


    “Hol’ on, niggers!” Figger Bush exclaimed. “I don’t foller you-alls in dem sentiments. Now I been married to Scootie gwine on two year an’ I ain’t never got too much of dat gal yit. I cherishes de opinion dat Marse John could tie our heads togedder an’ I wouldn’t complain none.”


    “I sides wid Figger Bush,” Mustard Prophet grinned. “I been livin’ off an’ on wid Hopey fer twenty year, an’ dat gal is busted stovewood over my head off an’ on plenty of times, but I don’t bear her no grouch. She kin always make peace by givin’ me some hot biskits an’ a few sirup.”


    “You four niggers talk too much,” Flournoy grinned. “I want you to get busy and decorate that Shoofly Church and pull the biggest Tickfall church wedding ever seen in the social sets of our colored circles. I’ll pay for everything.”


    “Us fo’ niggers will git our wifes an’ pull some kind of nice stunt ourselfs, too, Marse John,” Vinegar howled. “We’ll fix up a good send-off fer ‘em.”


    At seven o’clock that evening the Flournoy automobile conveyed the happy pair to the Shoofly Church. The Rev. Vinegar Atts proceeded with the ceremony until the bride sported a new ring and the two were pronounced man and wife with the solemn admonition:


    “Whom God hath joined together, let not man put asunder!”


    Thereupon Sheriff Flournoy stepped forward and with the ease of long practice slipped a manacle upon the right wrist of the bride and another upon the left wrist of the groom and snapped the handcuffs shut.


    Figger Bush stooped and lifted a long bottle from a bucket of ice. There was a loud pop, the cork struck against the ceiling, ricochetted around the walls of the room and caused a commotion by falling on Vinegar’s bald head. Figger advanced with a tray containing three glasses and the sheriff toasted the bride and groom.


    The ten-foot chain rattled as the bride raised her manacled hand to drink.


    When they marched out of the church the entire congregation formed a procession and accompanied them to their cabin on the Coolie Bayou. They noticed that Plaster Sickety picked up the chain and wrapped a turn around his bride’s neck and one about his own, thus shortening the bond and bringing them close together. They clamped their arms around each other’s waists, and plodded solemnly through the deep dust of the crooked highway.


    “Dat nigger cain’t park his wife like a new automobile an’ walk off an’ leave her,” Vinegar chuckled.


    “He ain’t actin’ anxious to git away—now,” Hitch rumbled pessimistically.


    “Not yit, but soon,” Vinegar agreed.


    Approaching the cabin, Plaster Sickety’s voice broke into exultant song, and through the negro’s wonderful gift of improvisation, he produced this neat bit:


    
      “Dar’s a Pearline pearl of price untold, An’ dat Pearline pearl cain’t be bought wid gold; An’ dat Pearline pearl am good to see, Fer dat Pearline pearl b’longs to me!”

    


    “Listen to dat fool!” Hitch Diamond chuckled. “He’s singin’ like a little black angel whut had swiped de pearliest pearl offen de pearly gates!”


    The bride and groom entered their cabin and softly closed the door.


    Good night!


    
      III

    

    “Looky here, Pearline, I ain’t used to totin’ dis ole steel band on my wrist an’ it hurts my feelin’s,” Plaster complained as he sat at the breakfast-table before a meal which had been left on the door-step a few minutes before by Hitch Diamond.


    “Don’t begin to howl an’ pull back like a dawg tied under a wagin, Plaster,” Pearline urged prettily, as she helped herself to liberal portions of the breakfast prepared in Sheriff Flournoy’s kitchen. “You won’t kick about wearin’ it as long as you loves me, will you?”


    “No’m,” Plaster said, as he lifted the chain to a more comfortable place upon the dining-table. “But I shore wish dat white man hadn’t choosed such a heavy chain.”


    “Dis chain ain’t heavy, Plaster,” Pearline protested. “You hadn’t oughter talk dat way. Excusin’ dat, I likes dis chain—it ties us to each yuther. Don’t you like it?”


    “Yes’m, I shore does.”


    “How come you complains about it fer?”


    “I ain’t got no lament, Pearline—dat is, I ain’t mean it dat way.”


    The bridegroom filled his mouth with food and for the next ten minutes ate voraciously. One watching him would draw the inference that he was not eating to enjoy the food so much as to find some occupation for his mouth beside speech.


    Pearline reached out with her free hand and toyed with the chain, twisting it about her fingers lovingly, a dreamy light in her coal-black eyes.


    “Us had de biggest weddin’ in cullud circles, Plaster,” she murmured.


    “I ain’t no cullud circle,” Plaster mumbled, his mouth full of food. “But I reckin I got to run circles aroun’ you ‘slong as dis ole chain stays on. Don’t rattle dat chain so loud, Pearly! Gosh! It makes a heap of racket fer its little size.”


    “You jes’ now said it wus a big, heavy chain fer its size,” his wife reminded him in a sweetly argumentative tone.


    “Yes’m, it am—dis chain is bofe little an’ big—fer its size,” the groom amended hastily. “Stop talkin’ about dis chain!”


    “You started dis talk,” she reminded him reproachfully. “You said it hurted yo’ wrist.”


    There was a loud knock upon the door. Plaster sprang up to answer. The chain jerked at his wrist.


    “Good gawsh!” he snorted. “Come to de door wid me, honey, so I kin open up.”


    “I cain’t, Plaster,” the bride exclaimed in a panic. “I ain’t dressed fer comp’ny dis soon in de mawnin.”


    “You’s got on all de clothes you owns,” the groom reminded her.


    “Suttinly, but I ain’t got no white powder on my black nose,” she giggled. “Come back in de nex’ room an’ let me fresh up befo’ we opens de door.”


    “I stayed in dar a plum’ hour while you wus freshin’ up fer yo’ viteles,” Plaster grumbled.


    “Don’t git grumped up, Plaster,” Pearline urged. “You ack like yo’ love is commenced to wilt aroun’ de edges.”


    Meekly the man followed her to the bedroom and stood for fifteen minutes while the bride primped her hair, powdered her nose, adjusted her collar, fiddled with her belt, put pins in her shirt-waist, took them out and deposited them in her mouth, put them back into her waist, turned around and looked at herself in the mirror, hunted for a fresh handkerchief and could not find it, located it at last in the bosom of her waist, wondered where she had left her chewing-gum, found it on top of the box of face-powder, and finally said:


    “Come on—less hurry up. Dat comp’ny will git tired waitin’ fer us!”


    “Dat comp’ny is gone done it,” Plaster sighed. “I peeped through de crack in de door an’ seed ‘em. Hitch Diamond knocked fo’ times, den opened de door an’ picked up dem breakfast-dishes an’ trod out.”


    “Dat’s too bad,” Pearline remarked with no interest whatever. She was looking at herself in the mirror. “I’d like to seen Hitchie. He use to be one of my ole sweethearts.”


    “Come out an’ set under de tree wid me an’ mebbe dat ole sweetheart of yourn will come back,” Plaster suggested.


    “I don’t like to git out in de sunshine,” the girl replied. “Dar’s too much glare.”


    “Too much—which?” Plaster asked.


    “Glare.”


    “Yes’m.”


    Plaster stood looking at her helplessly, wondering where they were going from there.


    “Does you love me, Plaster?” the girl asked, siding up to him and stepping on the chain.


    “Yes’m,” Plaster answered as he pulled the chain from under her feet and rubbed his wrist. “Don’t step on dat chain no mo’. You might break it.”


    “How come you don’t tell me you loves me?”


    “I done tole you ‘bout fawty times dis mawnin’,” Plaster reminded her.


    “But you ain’t never tole me onless I axed you.”


    “Less go somewhar an’ set down an’ I’ll tell you a millyum times,” Plaster said eagerly.


    “Bless Gawd, I knows you loves me a plum’ plenty, but I likes to hear you tell dem words. Wait a minute till I puts—er—I b’lieve I oughter change de collar on dis dress. A clean one would make me look mo’ fresher.”


    Plaster lingered until the woman was dressed to her fancy, resting his weight first on one impatient leg, then upon the other.


    “You wastes a heap of time fixin’ yo’se’f, Pearly,” he sighed at last. “I hopes you’ll soon git dressed up fer de day.”


    “You wants yo’ wife to look nice, don’t you?” she asked reproachfully.


    “Yes’m.”


    “How kin I look nice ‘thout takin’ de time to dress?”


    They went out and sat down under the pecan-tree in the “glare.” Pearline seemed to have forgotten the glare. Plaster lighted a cigarette, smoked it to the end, lighted another, smoked it to the end, and lighted another. Then Pearline remarked:


    “Honey, does you love me more dan you loves dem cigareets?”


    “I shore does”—with moderate fervor.


    “Does you love me a millyum times mo’ dan you loves cigareets?”


    “Suttinly.”


    “Den, fer gossake, throw dem cigareets away! Dey smells like some kind o’ fumigate.”


    “I cain’t do that, Pearly. Dese here smokes costes money. An’ I couldn’t affode to buy ‘em ef I had to wuck fer de money. Dey’s a weddin’ present.”


    “Is you gwine smoke all yo’ married life?”


    “Yes’m.”


    “But you ain’t gwine smoke no mo’ fer de nex’ three days, is you?”


    “No’m.”


    Pearline thrust her hand into Plaster’s pocket and brought forth his precious smokes. She concealed them in the mysterious recesses of her attire and Plaster sighed deeply.


    Ten minutes later the girl straightened up with a fierceness that nearly snapped her spinal column.


    “Fer mussy sake, Plaster Sickety! Whut is you got in yo’ mouf?”


    “I’s nibblin’ a few crumbs of terbacker, honey,” Plaster said apologetically.


    “My gawsh! You aim to tell me dat you chaws?”


    “Yes’m. I chaws a little bit now an’ den. It kinder helps my brains to think an’ sottles my stomick.”


    There was a long silence. Plaster stared straight ahead of him, his jaws moving with the regularity of a ruminant cow, his eyes counting the leaves on the trees, the pickets on the broken-down fence, and estimating the number of ants crawling out of a hill. Then, unconsciously, he reached into his pocket for another cigarette. He did not find it.


    He heard a suspicious sound beside him and looked at Pearline.


    “Whut you cryin’ about honey?”


    “You tole me you loved me more dan cigareets, an’ yit you cain’t set by me a minute ‘thout chawin’ terbacker,” she wailed. “You is blood kin brudder to a worm an’ a goat—nothin’ else chaws!”


    “Lawd!” Plaster sighed in desperation. “I sees now dat I’m got to learn how to suck eggs an’ hide de shells.”


    Suddenly a loud whoop was heard near at hand and out of the swamp came Vinegar Atts, Figger Bush, Mustard Prophet and Hitch Diamond.


    “Hey, niggers!” Plaster bawled. “Come up an’ set down. Lawd, I nefer wus so glad to see nobody in my whole life.”


    “Good mawnin’, Sister Pearline!” Vinegar chuckled. “How is yo’-alls enjoyin’ mattermony life by now?”


    “Fine,” the bride smiled, with a suspicion of tears still in her eyes.


    “Praise de Lawd!” exclaimed Vinegar. “I wus skeart you niggers would be fightin’ by now, an’ mebbe one of yous would be draggin’ de yuther on de end o’ dat chain—dead!”


    “Naw, suh!” Plaster howled, as he snatched a cigar out of Hitch Diamond’s pocket and stuck it in his mouth. “Us is gittin’ along puffeckly.”


    Plaster snatched his cigar from his lips with his manacled hand and flourished it with a motion of broad contentment. Pearline gave the chain a quick jerk and the smoke flew from Plaster’s fingers and fell over in the high grass.


    “You two idjits look like a holy show to me,” Figger Bush cackled. “How come you don’t charge admissions to de show an’ git rich?”


    “Us wouldn’t git rich quick,” Pearline giggled. Hitch Diamond had retrieved the cigar, and Pearline had taken it from him and stuck it in her hair. “You-all is de onlies’ comp’ny we is had till yit.”


    “I hopes you niggers will stay wid us all day, brudders,” Plaster exclaimed earnestly. “We wus feelin’ kinder—er—me an’ Pearline wus feelin’ sorter—er—”


    “Uh-huh,” Hitch Diamond grunted knowingly. “Dat’s a fack. We ole married folks onderstan’s dem feelin’s. I’d feel dat way mese’f ef I wus in yo’ fix. I’d whet up my teeth on a brick-bat an’ bite myse’f in my own gizzard an’ die.”


    “Not me!” Figger Bush howled. “Ef I wus chained to dat little gal, I’d git me a plow-line an’ wrop it aroun’ our necks.”


    “I would, too,” Vinegar bellowed. “But I’d tie de yuther eend of dat plow-line to a tree an’ jump off de worl’.”


    “I bet Pearline don’t hanker to jump offen no worl’,” Mustard Prophet proclaimed. “Look at her—she’s jes’ as happy as ef she had sense.”


    The eyes of the four men turned upon the girl appraisingly. Then Pearline remembered that a few moments before she had been sniffling and shedding tears. She was sure her eyes were red, and she knew the tears had washed all the white powder off her black nose. Quickly she rose to her feet, giving the ten-foot chain a sharp jerk.


    “I hates to take you from yo’ frien’s, Plaster,” she exclaimed, “but I’m got to go in. I cain’t stand de glare.”


    Side by side they entered the cabin and the chain rattled as they shut the door.


    And the evening and the morning were the first day.


    
      IV

    

    “Stop scatterin’ dem shavin’s all over de floor, Plaster,” Pearline commanded. “Ef folks comes to see us, I don’t want dis house all literated up wid trash.”


    “I got to whittle while you sews, honey,” Plaster said patiently. “I wanted to sot out in the yard, but you kep’ me in de house all yistiddy afternoon because you said you had de headache from de glare.”


    “You kin whittle ‘thout messin’ up dis room,” Pearline snapped.


    “I likes a messy room,” the man declared. “It looks like folks lived in it an’ wus tol’able comfer’ble.”


    “You cain’t mess up my house ef I got to come atter you an’ clean up,” the woman replied in a tone of finality.


    A hound-dog stuck his wistful face into the door, seeking an invitation to enter.


    “Dar’s a frien’ in need,” the bridegroom proclaimed happily. “Come here, dawg!”


    “Git out o’ here!” the woman shrieked, kicking at the hound and sending him out with a howl. “I don’t want dat houn’ in dis house scratchin’ his fleas all over de rooms. Look at de mud dat dawg tracked in. Come wadin’ through de bayou an’ den come trackin’ through de house!”


    “Dar’s some advantages in livin’ a dawg’s life, Pearline,” Plaster sighed. “Even excusin’ de fleas, dar’s plenty advantage. A dawg, even a married dawg, he ain’t tied up all de time an’ kin run aroun’ some.”


    “You aims to say you’s gittin’ tired stayin’ here wid me?” Pearline snapped.


    “No’m. Nothin’ like dat. I’s happy as a mosquiter on a pickaninny’s nose.”


    “Ef you feels tied up like a houn’-dawg in de middle of de secont day, how does you expeck to feel in de middle of de secont year?”


    Plaster thought it best not to venture a reply. He looked through the open door at the hound, lying under the china-berry tree in the glare, placidly scratching fleas, bumping the elbow of his hind leg on the soft ground as he scratched.


    “Don’t you never answer no ’terrogations when I axes you?” Pearline asked sharply. “How you gwine feel in de middle of de secont year?”


    Out of sheer perversity Plaster was disposed to tell her that he would feel dead and buried for at least a year before the time she mentioned, but instead he swallowed hard three times. His throat was dry and his tongue rasped his mouth like sandpaper. His answer, finally, was a song:


    
      “She’ll be sweeter as de days go by; She’ll git sweeter as de moments fly; She’ll git sweeter an’ be dearer As to me she draws mo’ nearer— Sweeter as de days go by.”

    


    Thereupon Pearline jumped from her chair, got strangle-hold upon her husband, sat down on him, and impressed him forcibly in the next half-hour that his wife was a heavyweight and the day was extremely warm.


    Plaster made such a hit with his improvised song that he repeated it three times, then gradually eased his wife off his lap and onto a chair.


    “Don’t you never shave yo’ face, Plaster?” the lady asked when the love scene ended. “You feels like a stubby shoe-brush.”


    “No’m, my whiskers don’t pester me none.”


    “But dey looks so bad,” the woman urged.


    “I cain’t see ‘em,” Plaster grinned.


    “I wants you to shave eve’y day while you is married to me.”


    “Huh,” Plaster grunted.


    “An I wants you to brush up yo’ clothes, Plaster,” the woman told him. “You looks scandalous dusty.”


    “I looks as good as you does,” Plaster retorted. “I’s got powdered dirt on my clothes an’ you’s got powdered chalk on yo’ nose. You looks to dang dressy fer me anyhow. I favors bein’ dusty an’ easy-feelin’.”


    The discussion ended by the appearance of three women who came to the open door from the highroad.


    “Look at dat, now!” Plaster exclaimed. “Here comes three ole gals of mine. I co’ted ‘em all servigerous but it didn’t git me nothin’.”


    “Whut dey buttin’ in here fer?” Pearline asked in sharp tones.


    “Mebbe dey’ll tell us when dey comes in,” Plaster chuckled.


    The three women were the wives of Hitch Diamond, Figger Bush, and Vinegar Atts. When they entered they came straight to the point.


    “Plaster, us ladies wants to talk to Sister Pearline Flunder Sickety in privut.”


    “Dat cain’t be did, sisters,” Plaster answered, looking them over suspiciously. “Whut does you want to tell my wife in privut?”


    “Dat’s a secret,” Scootie Bush giggled.


    Plaster looked at the women with an earnest effort to read their intentions. He recalled certain incidents in his association with the three in the old days of happy courtship that he preferred his wife should not know. He thought he saw mischief in the eyes of each of the women, especially Scootie and Goldie, and he shook his head.


    “Nothin’ ain’t told in privut, sisters,” he announced. “Leastwise, not till after de third day.”


    “Does you aim to say dat I cain’t conversation in privut wid my frien’s?” Pearline snapped.


    “No’m not perzackly dat,” Plaster hastened to explain. “But it looks kinder onpossible to me as long as I’m tied up wid you on dis chain.”


    “Git over again dat wall while dese ladies whispers to me,” Pearline replied, giving him a push.


    Plaster sat down and strained his ears to hear. What he heard was spasmodic giggles. He saw mischievous glances directed to himself. Once he saw his wife look straight at him reproachfully, as if she suspected that he was trying to overhear. There was half an hour of this, then the three giggling women took their departure.


    “Whut did dem nigger women want, Pearline?” Plaster demanded.


    “Dat’s a fambly secret,” Pearline giggled.


    “Does you think you oughter hab any secrets from yo’ cote-house husbunt?” Plaster demanded belligerently.


    “Naw, suh. Not no secrets dat stays secrets, but dis here little myst’ry will git public powerful soon.”


    Coming through the medium of Plaster’s troubled conscience, this answer sounded ominous. Pearline picked up some sewing and Plaster reached for his unwhittled stick. He spent one half-hour in deep thought. He was sorry he had told Pearline that those three women were old sweethearts of his. He recalled that his courtship of each woman had broken up in a row and a fist-fight. It had been one-sided, the women conducting the row and doing all the fighting while Plaster endeavored to escape. Now Plaster had no other idea than that they were hot on his trail. They were planning to make his life miserable through the jealousy of his wife.


    There was a loud knock on the front door. The two arose and the door opened to Vinegar Atts, Figger Bush, and Hitch Diamond.


    “Sister Sickety, us three niggers is a cormittee of three app’inted to wait in privut on Brudder Plaster Sickety an’ hol’ a secret confab wid him,” Vinegar announced pompously.


    “I don’t allow my husbunt to hab no secrets from me,” Pearline answered looking suspiciously at her old sweetheart, Hitch Diamond.


    “Dis am a man’s pussonal bizzness, Pearline,” Hitch Diamond rumbled. “A nigger woman is got to butt out.”


    “But I’s chained up wid Plaster,” Pearline protested.


    “Git over agin dat wall while dese gen’lemens whispers to me,” Plaster remarked, giving her a push toward the chair which he had occupied under similar circumstances a short time before.


    The three committeemen walked up close to Plaster, draped their arms over his shoulders, and talked in whispers, but guffawed out loud. Because Pearline was present their eyes irresistibly sought hers, especially when they laughed—what man can keep from looking at the woman in a room?—and Pearline inferred that they were talking and laughing about her. She strained her ears to hear, but not a word enlightened her ignorance. Then with a loud laugh the three men patted Plaster on the back and took themselves off.


    “Whut did them niggers want, Plaster?” Pearline demanded in irate tones.


    “Dat’s a fambly secret,” Plaster quoted mockingly.


    “I felt like a fool wid dem mens lookin’ at me an’ snickerin’,” the woman complained. “Wus dey talkin’ about me?”


    “Yes’m,” the man chuckled.


    This remark set Pearline to thinking about certain incidents. Hitch had been an old sweetheart, Figger Bush and Vinegar Atts had paid her courtly attentions, and some things had happened that she would rather not have to explain to her husband. There was a dismal depthless gulf of painful silence between the honeymooners for a long time. Then Pearline said with difficulty:


    “I don’t like de nigger mens you ‘socheates wid. Dem three niggers ain’t fitten comp’ny fer my husbunt.”


    “Dat’s whut I thinks about dem three womens dat come to see you,” Plaster answered. “Ef you runs wid dat color of petticoats I shore will disrespeck you mo’ dan I does now.”


    “I runs wid anybody I chooses,” Pearline snapped.


    “Me, too,” Plaster retorted.


    They pulled apart and the chain rattled.


    They stepped back from the entrance and closed the door.


    And the evening and the morning were the second day.


    
      V

    

    By sleeping until the noon-hour the two love-captives shortened the third day by half.


    In the two days past they had exhausted every theme of conversation, had wearied of every kind of amusement they could devise, and had pumped their hearts dry of language to proclaim and protest their affection for each other to lubricate the machinery of existence amid the friction of their disposition and temperament.


    The day before Plaster had made a hit with a song, so he decided to fill every moment of that day until the sun sank below the horizon with vocal music, for song banishes conversation and song is not provocative of difference of opinion and argument—so he thought. While he and his wife were dressing, Plaster began:


    
      “Does you know dat I am dyin’ Fer a little bit of love? Everywhar dey hears me sighin’ Fer a little bit of love. Fer dat love dat grows mo’ strong, Fills de heart wid hope and song, I has waited—oh, so long— Fer a little bit of love.”

    


    “Whut makes you sing so dang loud, Plaster?” Pearline asked wearily, as she rested her head upon her hands. “You sounds like a brayin’ jackace mournin’ because he done tumbled down a open well.”


    “One time you said you liked my singin’,” Plaster retorted.


    “I couldn’t tell you whut I really thought about it in dem sad days,” Pearline remarked.


    They ate their noon meal in silence because neither could think of anything to say. Plaster had got the hook at the very beginning of his musical career, and the things he thought of to say were not fit for utterance or publication.


    As they rose from the table, they looked with surprise out of the window.


    A long procession of negroes approached the cabin. All were dressed in their best clothes and the Rev. Vinegar Atts was in the lead.


    The bridal pair suddenly remembered something, and they stepped out on the porch to receive them as they filled the space in front of the house.


    Vinegar took his famous preaching attitude in front of the porch, inflated his lungs and began:


    “Brudder an’ Sister Sickety, us is all rejoiced dat you two honey-loves is got mighty nigh through wid yo’ honey-tower widout no fuss or fight. We welcomes you back to our sawsiety wid glad arms. We hopes dat you will love each yuther mo’ or less an’ off an’ on ferever! We knows dat you has well earnt dis house an’ lot dat Marse John Flournoy has gib you an’ we cullud folks wants to make you a present of a few change so you kin buy some nice house-furnicher an’ start out fresh an’ new.”


    Thereupon Vinegar laid his stove-pipe hat upside down upon the floor of the porch, turned and surveyed the assembly while he mopped his bald head with a yellow bandana handkerchief.


    “Walk right up, brudders an’ sisters, an’ drap yo’ few change in dis stove-pipe preachin’-hat!”


    They came up one by one, laughingly depositing their money, and pausing to shake hands with the bride and groom.


    When the ceremony ended, Vinegar emptied his hat upon the floor of the porch, placed it upon his head with a farewell flourish, and led the negroes out of the yard.


    “Dis money is de fambly secret dem three nigger womens whispered to me, honey,” Pearline giggled.


    “Dat’s de myst’ry dem three committee fellers tole me,” Plaster chuckled.


    The two sat down and counted the money—twenty-five dollars and thirty cents!


    “Dat thuty cents is yourn to spend foolish, Pearline,” Plaster said generously as he pushed three dimes toward her and clutched with both hands at the rest.


    “Hol’ on nigger!” Pearline snapped. “I ain’t no bayou minnow to git jes’ a little nibble of dat money—half of dat cash spondulix is mine.”


    “Yes’m, but I is de man of de fambly an’ I oughter keep it an’ han’ it out to you as you needs it.”


    “I needs my half right now,” Pearline snapped, placing both her hands upon the clutching paws of Plaster Sickety.


    “Whut you gwine do wid twelve dollars an’ fo’ bits?” Plaster demanded in irate tones.


    “Buy me a hat!” Pearline told him.


    “You’s a fool!” Plaster informed her. “Female hats ain’t furnicher.”


    “Dis money furnishes me wid a hat,” she announced positively.


    Then they sat for a few minutes in silence, both keeping their hands spread out over the money.


    “Whut you gwine do wid yo’ twelve dollars an’ fo’ bits?” Pearline demanded at last.


    “I figgers on buyin’ a fiddle,” Plaster told her. “Plenty money kin be made playin’ fiddles, an’ I b’lieves I could learn to fiddle ef I had a good chance.”


    “I ain’t gwine hab no fiddlin’ nigger in my house,” Pearline snorted. “I’s druther be married to a phoneygraft.”


    “You ain’t gwine be married to nothin’ very long ef you don’t leggo dis money, nigger!” Plaster snarled.


    “I is.”


    “You ain’t.”


    “Don’t gimme no sass.”


    “You sassed me fust.”


    The woman raised one hand from the money and made an unexpected sideswipe at Plaster’s jaw with her open palm. The blow landed with a smack that jarred the very marrow of his bones and keeled him over the edge of the porch to the ground. As he fell sprawling, the chain tightened and jerked Pearline off her perch and she fell to the ground with a squall. Then for ten minutes there was a Kilkenny cat scrap on the front lawn.


    Pearline bit and scratched and pulled hair and tore clothes. She had decidedly the best of the rookus until her unusual activities caused her to get a twist of the chain around her neck. Plaster thanked the Lord and choked her into inaction and submission by the simple process of pretending to escape from her and thus tightening the chain.


    When she was choked almost to suffocation, he edged her to the porch, lifted the twenty-five dollars and thirty cents into his own pockets, and released the chain.


    When Pearline recovered her breath she dropped flat upon the ground at her feet and howled like a Comanche until the going down of the sun.


    Plaster did not attempt to console or quiet her. When he spoke again, he reached out and touched the bawling woman with his foot.


    “Git up idjit!” he exclaimed. “Marse John expecks us to come an’ repote to him an’ git dese here handcuffs tuck off.”


    Sheriff John Flournoy was waiting for them as they came across his lawn to the porch where he sat.


    Then for half an hour he listened to a tirade of crimination and recrimination which crackled with profane expletives like thorns under a pot. When Plaster paused to breathe, Pearline took up the complaint. When Pearline stopped from exhaustion, Plaster resumed his lamentations.


    When the storm of vituperation subsided, Flournoy sat in his chair like a man who had been pounded over the head with a brick. It was some time before he could formulate his ideas. Then he spoke with difficulty.


    “I judge from what I have heard that your three days’ experience together has convinced you that your tastes are entirely dissimilar and your natures incompatible.”


    “Yes, suh, dat’s c’reck.”


    “The information you offer conveys to me the impression that a woman loves shadows, but a man loves sunshine and glare; a woman loves dress, but a man loves tobacco; a woman desires daintiness and neatness attended with any degree of discomfort, but a man prefers comfort with no matter how much litter and mess; a woman loves indoor sports, like sewing, and a man loves outdoor sports, like whittling sticks and making the acquaintance of a hound-dog with fleas on his body and mud on his feet; a man loves to sing and hear himself sing, and the woman prefers to hear some other man sing; a woman wants her female companions with their confidences and their secrets, and a man desires his male companions and their secrets, but neither party to the matrimonial alliance is willing that the partner should keep a secret. Am I right as far as I’ve gone?”


    “Dat’s right!” they said in positive tones.


    “But de fuss part, Marse John, is de money!” the woman shrieked.


    “Certainly,” Flournoy agreed softly. “Matrimony is always a matter of money.”


    Then Flournoy took a key from his pocket and opened the bracelets on their wrists. The chain fell at their feet. The bride and bridegroom looked away, each ignoring the presence of the other.


    Plaster Sickety thrust both hands into his pockets, brought out twenty-five dollars and thirty cents and laid it into the open palm of the sheriff.


    “Fer Gawd’s sake, git me a deevo’ce!” he pleaded.


    “Make it two, Marse John,” the girl urged. “I’s plum’ nauseated wid dat nigger man.”


    The bride and bridegroom turned and walked away, choosing different paths and going in opposite directions. They did not look back.


    The sheriff stooped and picked up the rattling chain.


    Then he went into the house and slammed the door.


    The evening and the morning were the third day, and—

  

  
    
      Fourth tale:


      Princess or Percheron


      By Perley Poore Sheehan


      I

    

    Some queer things had taken place in this same hall—some very queer things; but there were indications that this present affair was going to be queerer yet.


    The old duke always had been a worthy descendant of his ancestors; like them, a little mad, with flashes of genius, very fine, very brutal, a murderer at heart, with a love for poetry and philosophic speculation.


    The guests were already in a smiling tremor of curiosity when they arrived. Some of them whispered among themselves:


    “It’s on account of the Princess Gabrielle.”


    “They say the duke is furious.”


    “Not astonishing. But—a marriage! How can there be a marriage?”


    Yet it looked as if a marriage there would be. Manifestly, the hall had been prepared for some such event.


    It was a chamber long, lofty and broad, walled and floored with the native Burgundy rock, richly carpeted, hung with tapestry. And down a portion of the length of this ran a wide table already spread with the viands of a wedding-feast—huge cold pasties, hams and boarheads beautifully jellied, fresh and candied fruits from Spain and Sicily, flagons and goblets of crystal, silver, and gold.


    What aroused curiosity and conjecture to the highest point, however, was the discovery that the immense fireplace of the hall had been transformed into a forge. It was a forge complete—bellows and hearth, anvil and tub, hammers and tongs. There was even a smutty-faced imp there to tend the forge fire, which already hissed and glowed as he worked the bellows.


    “Aha! So there was a smith mixed up in the affair, after all!”


    “Mais oui! Gaspard, the smith, whose forge is down there on the banks of the Rhone.”


    “But what does the duke intend to do?”


    It was a question which more than one was asking. There was never any forecasting what a whim of the duke might lead him to do even in ordinary circumstances—declare war on France, call a new Crusade. And now, with this menace of scandal in his family!


    There in front of the fireplace where the forge had been set up, the valets had placed the ducal chair. All the same, the arrangements had something sinister about them. There fell a period of silence touched with panic. But not for long. Curiosity was too acute and powerful to be long suppressed. The whispering resumed:


    “The duke surprised them together—the princess and her smith.”


    “It looks like the torture for one or both.”


    “They say the fellow’s an Apollo, a Hercules.”


    “You wait until the duke—”


    “Silence! He comes.”


    One of the large doors toward the farther end of the hall was thrown open, and through this there came a surge of music—hautboys, viols, and flutes. Two guardsmen came in, helmeted, swords drawn, and took up their stations at either side of the door.


    There entered the duke.


    He looked the philosopher, perhaps, if not the student—tall, bent, bony; a brush of white hair bristling over the top of his high and narrow head; a fleshless face, sardonic and humorous. The guests were pleased to see that his mood was amiable. He came forward smiling, waved his musicians into retreat; and half a dozen valets were assisting him into his chair as he greeted his guests. They all bent the knee to him. Some kissed his hand—and some he kissed, especially those who were fair and of the opposite sex.


    If Princess Gabrielle had shown herself fragile in the matter of her affections, well, she had come by her failing honestly.


    Seated in his chair, the duke delivered himself of a little pun which convulsed his audience—something about “court and courtship”: “Je fais—la cour.”


    And with no other preliminary he spoke to a page:


    “Summon mademoiselle.”


    Then to another:


    “Fetch in the smith.”


    There was a bitter smile on his face as he sank back into his chair and studied the forge set up in the fireplace. The imp went white under his smudge and worked the bellows until the fire on the hearth was spouting like a miniature Vesuvius.


    The wait was brief.


    Once more the musicians struck into the royal march of Burgundy, and there was the Princess Gabrielle.


    Every one who looked at her must have experienced some thrill of the heart—envy, desire, pure admiration. It was impossible to look at her without some emotion; for she was eighteen, slender, white and passionate; with dusky, copper-colored hair hanging in two heavy curls forward over her brilliantly tender shoulders; and she had a broad, red mouth, and slightly dilated nostrils; dark eyes, liquid and heavily fringed, with disquieting shadows under them.


    She came forward with a number of maidens in her train, but she so dominated them that she appeared to be alone. She took her time. She was a trifle rebellious, perhaps. But she was brave, not to say bold. She tossed her head slightly. She smiled. She and her maidens, familiar with the duke’s intentions, grouped themselves at one side of the improvised forge. Every one present was still looking at her when there came a rough command:


    “Stand aside!”


    A good many of the guests were not in the habit of hearing orders except from the duke himself; but the command came again:


    “Stand aside! Let me pass—me and my people!”


    At that there was a rapid shifting of the crowd and a whispered cry:


    “The smith! It’s Gaspard the smith!”


    And he attracted even more attention than the princess had done; for, manifestly, here was not only a man who could play the game of love, but could play the game of life and death as well—to shout out like this, and come striding like this into the presence of his ruler.


    But he looked the part.


    He was all of six feet tall, blond and supple and beautifully fleshed. He was wearing his blacksmith’s outfit of doeskin and leather, but he was scoured and shaven to the pink. His great arms were bare; and the exquisitely sculptured muscles of these slipped and played under a skin as white as a woman’s.


    He stood there with his shoulders back, his arms folded, feet apart. But, curiously, there was no insolence in the posture. Insolence is a quality of the little heart, the little soul, and shows itself in the eyes. Gaspard the smith had gentle blue eyes, large, dark, fearless, and with a certain brooding pride in them. There may have been even a hint of virgin bashfulness in them as well, during that moment he glanced at the Princess Gabrielle. Then he had looked at the duke, and all his courage had come back to him, perhaps also a suggestion of challenge.


    But neither had the smith come into the ducal presence alone.


    There were two old people—a man and a woman, peasants, both of them very poor, very humble, so frightened that they could breathe only with their mouths open; and so soon as they were inside the circle of guests, they had dropped to their knees. The other member of the smith’s party would have done the same had he permitted. This was a girl of twenty or so, likewise a peasant, healthy, painfully abashed, but otherwise not notable. To her the smith had given a nudge and a word of encouragement, so that now she stood close to him and back of him.


    “Our friends,” said the duke, with studied nonchalance, “we are about to present to you the initial operation of scientific experiment. Like all scientific research, this also should be judged solely by its possible contribution to the advancement of human happiness. Ourself, we feel that this contribution will be great. God knows it is concerned with a problem that is both elusive and poignant.”


    All this was rather above Gaspard’s head. He turned to the imp at the bellows.


    “Stop blowing that fire so hard,” he whispered. “You’re wasting charcoal.”


    The duke smiled grimly.


    “The problem,” he continued, “is this: Can any man and woman, however devoted, continue to love each other if they are too closely held together?”


    There was a slight movement among some of the younger gentlemen and ladies present—a few knowing smiles.


    “There have always been those who answered No; there have always been those who answered Yes,” the duke went on. “Which were right?” No answer. “My granddaughter here, while having her horse shod some weeks ago, became enamored of this worthy subject of mine.” He nodded toward the smith. “She would have him. She would have no one else. We knew how hopeless would be any attempt to impose our will—in an affair of the heart.” He smiled gallantly. “We are familiar with the breed.”


    “Long live the House of Burgundy,” cried the chivalrous young Vicomte de Mâcon. But the duke silenced him with a look.


    “And now,” said the duke, “we wish to test this so great passion of hers—test it under conditions that while apparently extraordinary are none the less classical and scientific. Our experiment is this—”


    For the first time since he began to speak the duke now leaned forward, and both his face and his voice took on that quality which made his name a source of trembling from Spain to Denmark.


    “Our experiment is this:


    “To have the princess and her smith, whom she is so sure she loves, handcuffed and linked together by a ten-foot chain.”


    
      II

    

    There was a gasp from the audience. Every one stared at the princess. Even the duke himself. Without turning his head he took her in with his furtive eyes.


    “Mlle. la Princess,” he said icily, “was good enough to insist upon the sacrifice.”


    At this, a stain of richer color slowly crept up the throat of the Princess Gabrielle; there came a touch of extra fire to her eyes. Perhaps she would have spoken. But the duke hadn’t finished yet.


    “We’ll see whether she loves him so much or not,” said the duke. “We’ll give them three days of it—three days to go and come as they wish—and to do as they wish—together—always together—bound to each other by their ten-foot chain.”


    But while the excitement caused by the duke’s announcement was still crisping the nerves of every one present, the smith had cast one more glance in the direction of the Princess Gabrielle. And this time their eyes met. There were those who saw a glint of terror—of delicious terror—in the eyes of the princess; and in the eyes of Gaspard a look intended to be reassuring.


    Then the smith had unfolded his arms, thrust them forward.


    “Wait,” he cried.


    At that there was a fresh sensation.


    For it was seen that one of his wrists—his left—was already encircled by a bracelet of shining steel, forged there of a single piece, and that to the bracelet itself there was forged a link, fine but powerful, and that other links ran back over his shoulder.


    “Ha!” snarled the duke. “So you’ve come prepared!”


    “By the grace of God!” replied Gaspard the smith, unafraid. He cast a look about him, brought his eyes back to the duke. “Moi, Gaspard,” he said, “I forge my own chains—always! I’m a smith, I am.”


    The two old people kneeling just back of him began to sob and to groan. Gaspard turned and looked down at them.


    “Shut up,” he ordered; “I’m talking.”


    He smiled at the duke. He explained.


    “You see, they’re frightened,” he said. “When I found out what your highness and your highness’s lady-granddaughter were planning up here in the castle, why, I went to these old folks and told them that I wanted their daughter Susette.”


    “I suppose you loved her,” the duke put in with ironical intent.


    But the smith saw no reason for irony.


    “Eh, bon Dieu!” he ejaculated. “And save your highness’s respect, we’ve loved each other ever since we were out of the cradle, we have. So I made the old folks consent. I’m a smith, I am. I forge my own chains. Stand around, Susette! His highness won’t hurt you. Look!”


    He stepped aside. He gave a gentle thrust to the girl who had been sheltering back of him. The chain rattled.


    And there was another cry of surprise.


    One of the girl’s wrist’s also was ornamented with a steel handcuff tightly welded. Not only that, but to this also was attached a chain. The smith threw up his arm. It was the same chain that was welded to his own handcuff—ten feet of it, glistening steel, unbreakable.


    “There’s your ten-foot chain, highness,” cried Gaspard. “And it’s no trick-chain, either,” he added. “It’s a chain that will hold. You bet it will. I forged it myself, and I know. It’s a chain you couldn’t buy. Why? Because—because the iron of it’s mixed with love. Nor can it be cut, nor filed, nor broken. I’m a smith, I am. And each link of it I tempered myself—with sweat and blood.”


    There for a time it was a question—possibly a question in the mind of the duke himself—just how many minutes the smith still had to live. Many a valet had been executed for less. During a period of about thirty seconds the duke’s face went black. Then the blackness dispersed. He slowly smiled.


    After all, he wasn’t to be cheated of his experiment.


    But he answered the question that was in his own mind and the minds of all the others there as he looked at the smith and said:


    “Fool, you’ll be sufficiently punished—by your own device.”


    He let his eyes drift again to the Princess Gabrielle.


    “And thou,” he said, “art sufficiently punished already.”


    
      III

    

    It happened to be a day of late spring; and as Gaspard and this strangely wedded bride of his and her parents came out of the castle, both fed and forgiven, it must have seemed to all of them that this was the most auspicious moment of their lives. The old folks, who had partaken freely of the generous wines pressed upon them, had now passed from their trembling terror to a spirit of frolic. Arm in arm, their sabots clogging, they did a rigadoon down the winding road. It was a spirit of tender elation, though, that dominated Gaspard and Susette. They were like two beings distilled complete from the mild and fragrant air, the sweet mistiness of the verdant valley, the purpling solemnity of the Juras.


    “What did he mean, his highness?” asked Susette as she pressed the smith’s arm closer to her side. “What did he mean that you’d be punished by your own device?”


    Gaspard looked down at her, pressed her manacled wrist to his lips, took thought.


    “I don’t know,” he answered gently. “He must be crazy. It’s like calling it punishment when a true believer receives the reward of paradise.”


    “You love me so much as that?”


    “Pardi!” he ejaculated. “And thou?”


    “So much,” she palpitated, “so much that when you looked at the princess like that—I wished you were blind!”


    At the bottom of the hill, the old folks, Burgundians to the souls of them, happily bade the young couple to be off about their own affairs. They knew how it was with young married people. The old were obstacles—so they themselves well recalled—albeit that was more than twenty years ago.


    Said Gaspard fondly: “This business has put me back in my work; but we’ll call this a holiday. Shall we go to my cottage or into the forest? I know of a secret place—”


    “Into the forest,” whispered Susette. “I don’t like the forge. It makes me think—think of that cursed princess—and of the work that almost lost you to me.” Her blue eyes filmed as she looked up at him. “Oh, Gaspard, I also have dreamed so much—of love—a life of love with thee!”


    There was no one there to see. Some day, perhaps, in the far distant future, this part of the world would be thickly populated. But this was not yet the case. Gaspard brought his bride close to his breast, smiled gravely into her upturned face. He kissed her tears away. Sweet Susette! She was such a child! How little she knew of life!


    And yet what was that fragile, fluttering, elusive, tiny suggestion of a regret in the back of his brain? Now he saw it; now it was gone—a silver moth of a thought, yet one, some instinct warned him, was there to gnaw a hole in his happiness.


    He said nothing about this to Susette, of course; he chased it from his own joy. And this joy was a beautiful, tumultuous thing.


    “It’s like the source of the Rhone, which I saw one time—this joy of ours,” he said with placid rapture. “All sparkling it was, and wild cataracts, and deep places, clean and full of mystery.”


    “Ah, I want it to be always like this,” said Susette.


    Gaspard let himself go in clear-sighted thought. They were seated on a grassy shelf that overhung the great river. The forest hemmed them in on three sides like a wedding-bower fashioned to order; but here they could follow the Rhone for miles—with its drifting barges, its red-sailed shallops, its hamlets, and villages.


    “Yes, ever like the Rhone,” he said; “but growing, like the Rhone, until it’s broad and majestic and strong to carry burdens—”


    Susette interrupted him.


    “Kiss me,” she said. “Kiss me again. No—not like that; like you did a while ago.”


    And Gaspard, laughing, did as he was bidden. But what was that silver glint of something like a regret, something like a loss, that came fluttering once more across the atmosphere of his thought? Susette, though, kept him diverted. She was forever popping in upon his reflections with innocent, childish questions; and he found this infinitely amusing.


    “Did you desire me—more than the princess?”


    “Beloved, I have desired you for years.”


    “Did you think me more beautiful—than she?”


    Again Gaspard laughed; but it set him to thinking. He liked to think. He thought at his forge, at his meals, nights when he happened to be awake.


    “Love and beauty,” he said, “these are created by desire. As a stone-cutter desires what is hidden in the rock, and hews it out and loves the thing he shapes, though it be as ugly as a gargoyle, because of the desire that brought it forth—”


    “Do you think that I’m a gargoyle?” queried Susette hastily.


    “Certainly not.”


    “Then, why did you call me one?”


    So he had to console her again, and took a certain joy in it, although she protracted the dear, silly dispute by telling him that he had chained her to him simply so that he could torture her, and that he had wanted to spare the princess such suffering, and that therefore it was clear that he loved the princess more.


    “Why, no,” said Gaspard; “as for that, she’s really in love with that young Sieur de Mâcon.”


    But thereupon Susette wanted to know how he came to be so well informed as to the contents of the lady’s heart. So the smith gave over any attempt to reason, except in the silences of his brain; and just confined his outer activities to cooings and caresses, as Susette would have him do.


    Yet his thought would persist.


    That was the trail of a great truth he had almost stated back there, about the place held by desire in the origins of love and beauty. He had watched a certain Italian named Botticelli do a mural painting in the duke’s private chapel. Lord, there was a passion! He had helped in the building of the cathedral at Sens. Lord, what fervor the builders put into their work! They were all like young lovers.


    The smith sat up. It was almost as if he had cornered that glinting moth of doubt.


    Yes, they had been like young lovers—Sieur Botticelli, in pursuit of the beautiful; the church-builders in pursuit of God. But—and here was the point—what if their desire had been satisfied? The quest would have stopped. The vision of the artist would have faded. The steeple would have fallen down. For desire would have ceased to exist.


    “I’m hungry and I’m thirsty,” said Susette.


    He kissed her pensively. They started home.


    
      IV

    

    “Gaspard! Gaspard!”


    The smith sat up swiftly on his couch.


    “What’s the matter?” he demanded.


    All the same, in spite of certain disquieting dreams, it struck him as sweet and curious to be awakened like that by Susette. But he perceived that she was alarmed.


    “Some one hammers at the door,” she said.


    Then he heard it himself, that thing he had already been hearing obscurely in his sleep.


    “Coming!” he yelled. And he smilingly explained to Susette: “It’s my old friend, Joseph, the carter. He’d bring his work to me if he had to travel five leagues.” And he was for jumping up and running to the door.


    “Wait,” cried Susette. “I’ll have to go with you, and I can’t be seen like this.”


    “That’s right,” said Gaspard. “That confounded chain! I’d forgotten all about it.” So he called out again to his friend, and the two of them held quite a conversation while Susette tried to make herself presentable. But Gaspard turned to her as she shook her hair out for the third time, starting to rearrange it. “Quick!” he urged. “He’s in a hurry. One of his horses has cast a shoe.”


    “You can’t show yourself like that, either,” cried Susette, playing for time.


    “Me?” laughed Gaspard. “I’m a smith. I’d like to see a smith who couldn’t show himself in singlet and apron!”


    “You look like a brigand.”


    But he merely laughed: “Joseph won’t mind.”


    And, indeed, Joseph the carter did appear to have but little thought for anything except the work in hand. For that matter, neither, apparently, did Gaspard. After the first few brief civilities and the inevitable jests about the chain, their attention was absorbed at once by the horses. There were four of these—Percherons, huge monsters with shaggy fetlocks and massive feet; yet Joseph and Gaspard went about lifting these colossal hoofs, and considering them as tenderly as if the two had been young mothers concerned with the feet of babes.


    At last Susette let out a little cry, and both men turned to look at her.


    “I faint,” she said weakly.


    And Gaspard sprang over and caught her in his arms. He was filled with pity. He was all gentleness.


    “Are you sick?” he asked.


    “It was the odor of the horses,” Susette replied in her small voice.


    Joseph the carter seemed to take this as some aspersion on himself. “Those horses don’t smell,” he asserted stoutly.


    But Gaspard signaled him to hold his place. “You’ll be all right in a second or so,” he told his wife. He spoke gently; although, as a matter of fact, he himself could find nothing about those magnificent animals to offend the most delicate sensibility. “You’ll be all right. You can come into the forge and sit down while I shoe the big gray.”


    “That will be worse than ever,” wailed Susette.


    Joseph the carter was an outspoken man, gruff and honest.


    “And there’s a woman for you,” he said, “to be not only wed but welded to a smith! Nom d’un tonnerre! Say, then, Gaspard, I’m in a hurry. Shall we start with the gray?”


    “Yes,” Gaspard answered softly, as he continued to support Susette.


    “No, no, no!” cried Susette. “Not to-day! I’m too sick.”


    “Mais, chérie,” Gaspard began.


    “You love your work better than you do me,” sobbed Susette.


    “Nom d’un pourceau!” droned Joseph.


    “But this work is important,” Gaspard argued desperately. “The gray has not only cast a shoe, but the shoes on the others are loose. They’ve got to be attended to. It’s work that will bring me in a whole écu.”


    “I don’t care,” said Susette. “I can’t stand the smell of those horses, and I could never, never bear the smell of the hot iron on their hoofs.”


    “But I’m a smith,” argued Gaspard.


    It was his ultimate appeal.


    “I told you that you loved your work more than you did me,” whimpered Susette, beginning to cry. “I’m a smith; I’m a smith”—that’s all you’ve talked about since you got me in your power.”


    Joseph the carter went away. He did so shaking his head, followed by his shining Percherons, which were as majestic as elephants, but as gentle as sheep. There was a tugging at Gaspard’s heart as he saw them go. Such horses! And no one could shoe a horse as could he. He looked down at Susette’s bowed head as she lay there cuddled in his arms. That despairing cry was again swelling in his chest: “But I’m a smith.” He silenced it. He stroked the girl’s head.


    As he did so, he was mindful as never before of the clink and jangle of the chain.


    
      V

    

    “What do you want me to do?” he asked that afternoon as they lay out in the shade of the poplars along the river bank.


    “I want you to love me,” she answered.


    “I do love you. But we can’t live on love—can we, Susette?—however pleasant that would be. I’ve got to work.”


    “Ah, your sacré work!”


    “Still, you’ll admit that you can’t pick up écus in the road.”


    “You’re thinking still of that miserable carter.”


    “No; but I’m thinking of his horses. Somebody’s got to shoe them. You can’t let them go lame—or be lamed by a bungler. I could have done that job as it should have been done.”


    “But I tell you,” declared Susette, pronouncing each word with an individual stress, “I can’t support the grime and the odors and the racket of your forge. You ought to find some work that I do like. We could collect wild salads together—pick wild-flowers and sell them—something like that.”


    Gaspard sighed.


    “But a man’s work is his work,” he averred.


    “There you go again,” said Susette, and the accusation was all the more damning in that it was spoken not in anger, but in grief. “Now that I’ve given myself to you—done all that you wished—you want to get rid of me; you want me to die.”


    “Haven’t I told you a thousand times,” cried Gaspard softly and passionately, “that I love you more than any man has ever loved any woman? Haven’t I spent whole days and nights—yes, years—of my life desiring you? Haven’t I proven it? Come into my arms, Susette. Ah, when I have you in my arms like this—”


    “And it’s only like this that I know happiness, my love,” breathed the girl. “Yes; I’m jealous! Jealous of everything that can take you from me, body or spirit, if even for a moment. All women are like that. We live in jealousy. What’s work? What’s ambition, honor, duty, gold as compared with love?”


    But late that night Gaspard the smith roused himself softly from his couch. He lay there leaning on his elbow and stared out of the window of his cottage. Susette stirred at his side, undisturbed by the metallic clinking. Otherwise the night was one of engulfing, mystical silence.


    Just outside the cottage the great river Rhone flowed placid and free in the light of the young moon. Up from the river-bottoms ran the vine-clad slopes of Burgundy as fragrant as gardens. There was no wind. It was all swoon and mystery.


    “Lord God!” cried Gaspard the smith in his heart.


    It was a prayer as much as anything—an inspiration that he couldn’t get otherwise into words.


    He was of that race of artist-craftsmen whose forged iron and fretted steel would continue to stir all lovers of beauty for centuries to come.


    “It’s true,” that inner voice of his spoke again, “that desire is the driving force of the world. ‘Twas desire in the heart of God that led to creation. ‘Tis so with us, His creatures—desire that makes us love and embellish. But when desire is satisfied, then desire is dead, and then—and then—”


    And yet, as he lay there, buffeted by an emotion which he either would not or could not express, his eyes gradually focused on the castle of the great Duke of Burgundy up there on top of the hill—washed in moonlight, dim and vast; and it was as if he could see the Princess Gabrielle at her casement, kneeling there, communing with the night as he was doing.


    Did she weep?


    He had caught that message in her eyes as she had looked at him up there in the castle hall—had seen the same message before.


    But never had she looked so beautiful—or as she looked now in retrospect—skin so white, mouth so tender, shape so stately, yet so slim and graceful. Oddly enough, thought of her now filled him with a vibrancy, with a longing.


    And brave! Hadn’t she shown herself to be brave though—to stand up like that there before her grandfather, him whom all Europe called Louis the Terrible, and declare herself ready to be welded to the man of her choice! She wouldn’t faint in the presence of horses! And where couldn’t a man go if led by a guardian angel like that? Slaves had become emperors; blacksmiths had forged armies, become the architects of cathedrals.


    His breathing went deep, then deeper yet. The sweat was on his brow. He sat up. He seized the chain in his powerful hands, made as if he were going to tear it asunder.


    But after that moment of straining silence he again lifted his face.


    “Seigneur-Dieu,” he panted; “if—if I only had it to do over again!”


    
      VI

    

    “It’s Gaspard the smith,” said the frightened page. “He craves the honor of an interview.”


    The duke looked up from his parchment.


    “Gaspard the smith?”


    The duke was seated before the fireplace in the hall. The forge had been removed; and instead there were some logs smoldering there, for the morning was cool. But his glance recalled the circumstances of his last encounter with the smith. The watchful page was quick to seize his cue.


    “He comes alone,” the page announced.


    The duke gave a start, then began to chuckle.


    “Tiens! Tiens! He comes alone! ‘Tis true, this is the time limit I set. Send the creature in.”


    And his highness continued to laugh all the time that the page was gone. But he laughed softly, for he was alone. Presently he heard a subdued clinking of steel. He greeted his subject with a sly smile.


    Most subjects of Louis the Terrible would have been overjoyed to be received by their sovereign so graciously. But Gaspard the smith showed no special joy. He wasn’t nearly so proud, either, as he had been that other time he had appeared before his lord. He bent his knee. He remained kneeling until the duke told him to get up. The duke was still smiling.


    “So my three days were enough,” said his highness.


    “Enough and sufficient,” quoth the smith.


    Now that he was on his feet again he was once more the man. He and the duke looked at each other almost as equals.


    “Tell me about it,” said Louis.


    “Well, I’ll tell you,” Gaspard began; “you see, I’m a smith.”


    “But incapable of forging a chain strong enough to hold a woman.”


    “I’m not so sure,” Gaspard replied. “It was a good chain.”


    He put out his left wrist and examined it. The steel handcuff was still there. Up and back from it ran the chain which the smith had been carrying over his shoulder. He hauled the chain down. He displayed the other end of it, still ornamented by the companion bracelet.


    “What happened? How did she get out of it?” queried the duke.


    “She got thin,” Gaspard responded with melancholy. “She didn’t want me to work. She wanted the money that I could earn. Yes. She even wanted me to work. But it had to be her kind of work; something—something—how shall I say it?—something that wouldn’t interfere with our love.”


    “And you didn’t love her?”


    “Sure I loved her,” flared the smith. “Eh—bon Dieu! I wouldn’t have coupled up with her if I hadn’t loved her; but, also, I loved something else. I loved my work. I’m a smith. I’m a shoer of horses, a forger of iron, a worker in steel. I’m what the good God made me, and I’ve the good God’s work to do!


    “So after a certain amount of honeymoon I had to get back to my forge. Joseph the carter, his Percherons; who could shoe them but me?”


    “And she didn’t like that?”


    “No. When I made her sit in my forge she pined and whined and refused to eat. I was crazy. But I did my work. And this morning when I awoke I found that she had slipped away.”


    “You were already enchained,” said his highness, “by your work.”


    The smith misunderstood.


    “You can see it was no trick chain,” he said, holding up the chain he himself had forged and playing with the links.


    “Aye,” said the duke, for he loved these philosophic disquisitions, when he was in the mood for them. “Aye, chains are the nature of the universe. The planets are chained. The immortal soul is chained to the mortal body. The body itself is chained to its lusts and frailties.”


    “I’m a smith,” said Gaspard, “and I want to work.”


    “We’re not happy when we are chained,” the duke continued to reflect aloud. “But I doubt that we’d be happier were our chains to disappear. No matter.” He regarded Gaspard the smith with real benignancy. “At least you’ve proven the fatal quality of one particular chain—the thing I wanted to prove. And—you’ve saved the princess.”


    “‘Twas of her I wanted to speak,” Gaspard spoke up. “This is a good chain. I forged it myself.”


    “Yes, I know you’re a smith,” said the duke.


    “Well, then,” said Gaspard, “I’ve been thinking. Suppose—now that I’ve still got it on me—that we try it on the princess, after all.” He noticed the duke’s look of amazement. “I’m willing,” said Gaspard. “I’m willing to have another try—”


    “Dieu de bon Dieu!” quoth the duke. “Never content!” He recovered himself. He felt kindly toward the smith. “Haven’t you heard?” he demanded. “The princess has forged a chain of her own. She eloped with that young Sieur de Mâcon the same day you declined to chain her to yourself.”

  

  
    
      What fear is

    

    
      “What fear is” was originally published in 1920 under the pen name Peter Ward in The Argosy.

    
  

  
    Madame de Stael was a clever woman —; so clever that Napoleon sent her into exile. It was her habit to make airy epigrams under which lurked the sting of truth.


    “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she said, “but I am afraid of them.”


    That was not the remark that drove her from Paris; madame coined phrases about the emperor which were as much to the point and as easy to remember. Madame saw that irrationality characterized fear —; an irrationality which scientists from Pliny to Mosso have tried to explain away.


    Pliny tested twenty of the bravest Roman gladiators and found that, although warned of what was coming, all but two, when menaced with a naked sword, winked. Darwin thought that fear was an important element in preserving the life of animals, but what could he say to that paralyzing terror which suspends all movement and makes the bird an easy prey to the serpent, or the killing of seals such an easy slaughter that it sickens even the most hardened hunters?


    The average man recoils at the sight of a garter snake, but he can look unmoved at a test tube full of the deadliest germs. The born football player rarely makes a good man on the track for the reason that he has not the courage for the last grueling fifteen yards, and the track man rarely makes a good football player because he has not the courage for the shock of line bucking.


    Many soldiers who could stand the terror of a trench raid were deadly afraid of rats. Women are constitutionally afraid of fire and heights; the average woman had rather live on the third floor of a tinder-built fire-trap than on the fifteenth floor of a modern fireproofed building.


    Somewhere in each of us there is a cell stocked perhaps with memories of our own childhood or the childhood of The race —; a loose nerve end which, when properly stimulated, leads to panic.


    This is not an essay on fear; it is the story of how fear came to Jack Houston, and to sharpen the point of the narrative it must be proved that he was a brave man. It takes courage to revolt against authority in the British Merchant Marine, for those in authority are usually physically capable of defending themselves, and, in addition, the trade service is so closely allied with the navy that the tradition of unquestioning discipline is almost as strong in one as in the other. Although he was a small man, weighing perhaps one hundred and forty-five pounds in his sea clothes, Jack Houston had assaulted a mate who, in Houston’s opinion, was mistreating Black Adam, a negro who had attached himself to Houston as a pilot fish attaches itself to a whale.


    The mate, like most of his kind, was good in a rough-and-tumble, was armed, and weighed at least one hundred and eighty hard pounds. Force of numbers overcame Houston, and when the steamer Ulalume dropped her anchor a hundred miles up the Iriwadi, he and Black Adam went over the side under' escort to face the charge of mutiny on the high seas.


    Houston stuck his thumb in the mate’s eye, whooped to Black Adam, dropped into the oily water, and struck out for shore with the bullets from the mate’s pistol dropping about him and about the negro who followed him.


    And now the mate had come ashore, routed out a limp European who passed as police officer, and with a trio of natives who fingered their muskets nervously, searched the village of Dasson for the two.


    He combed the half hundred houses thoroughly, and limped finally to the dark bungalow which stands on the edge of the settlement with its back to the jungle.


    Entering, the two men found Tony Dagon, the owner of this rustic hotel, clad in cotton pajamas and a flowered waistcoat, sitting before a table on which lay open a spelling primer.


    “You speak the lingo,” said the mate to the police officer. “Ask him if he has seen two men —; one white and one black?”


    “Pardon, sirs,” lisped Tony Dagon, thumbing the leaves of his book, “I speak —; I speak your lovely English. Anne has a dawg, Anne has a dawl. Anne loves her dawg, Anne loves her dawl.” He pointed with some pride to the picture of Anne —; a little girl in pantalettes, with her hair under a circle comb, a doll on her arm, and a terrier at her heels.


    “To hell with Anne!” grunted the beefy mate, who wore a patch over one eye. “Education is the ruination of these black beggars. Ask him to tell you straight out if he has seen these two.”


    The limp police officer, whose mustache dripped wax in the heat, spoke to Tony Dagon in Burmese, and the latter, after an inward struggle in which he fingered the spelling book from one end to the other to find words, answered in the same language.


    “Yes,” said Tony Dagon, “two such came here —; one European and one kullah. They were hungry, sirs, and I gave them food; rather, they took it. They asked me how to get to Kettoree, and I said by water boat, but the European laughed like rain booming in a cistern and said he would go by land. I smiled then, sirs, for I knew he must be mad —; that is a journey that no man has taken. Especially now that the monsoon is about to break.”


    The mate knew enough of the language to follow Tony Dagon.


    “But they went?” he said.


    “Yes, sirs, they took my water-bottle and what food there was, and the sword of my father who fought for King Thebaw.”


    “Damnation!” growled the mate, looking out toward the green wall of jungle. “And superdamnation! Mr. Downs, let your men get a bit of food, and we will follow. They can’t get far without much food. There is a hundred pounds for them, I am sure.”


    “I don’t know,” said Downs, pushing back his wilting sun helmet. “I don’t know whether these men will go or not. It’s bad country in there.”


    He stepped to the door and spoke to the men, who were squatting in the lane outside. After listening a moment one of them broke into a string of quick chatter that the mate could not follow.


    “He says,” said Downs, “that his village needs him and that the grandmother of his friend is dying, and the third has a son about to appear in this world, and that they must get back home. The real reason is, of course, that they are afraid.”


    “There is a good three pounds in it for each of them.”


    Downs tried them again, but received the same quick answer and a gesture toward a low padauk tree.


    “He says the padauk tree is about to bloom,” said Downs. “You know it blossoms three times in six weeks at this time, and when the third crop of bloom comes out the monsoon breaks within a few hours. That tree is already in bud, and it has bloomed twice.”


    “Damned, dirty, skunking cowards!” burst out the mate. “Show me the yellow or black man who has any real backbone, and I will make you a present of my certificate!”


    “Begging your pardon,” said the police officer mildly, “the Burmese are no cowards.”


    “Then why won’t they go with me?”


    “Afraid, and I jolly well don’t blame them. Fifty miles across uncharted jungle, all of which will be under water within two days. It is fifty to Kettoree across country, and two hundred by water, but l know of no one who has ever gone by land. Snakes, tigers, bees, a wild elephant or two, the whole animal issue is in there, in addition to a few wild Chins probably, and some cholera.”


    “Then I shall bally well go myself 1” shouted the mate. “Those blokes are wanted for mutiny, and a yard-arm service is what they will get. I’d like to pay that white one for this eye of mine!”


    “Then why not leave him?” said Downs calmly. “Leave him to the tender mercies of the country. Have you ever heard of a dusky hamadryad? Pretty name, isn’t it? It’s a snake as big as a python, fierce as a boa, and, according to rumor, as poisonous as a cobra. Bringing the men back would be a favor. Patrol the coast, and the chances are nine out of ten that they will be driven back when the rain comes. Trial by jury and a term in jail —;”


    “Perhaps hanging,” cut in the mate.


    “Even that will be a boon to what they will go through. At any rate,” he finished, as he looked out of the door, “my escort has decided for itself. I shall not see those chaps for a month now.”


    The mate stood looking at the jungle that reached out with its greedy arms into the burned-over patch that made Tony Dagon’s back yard.


    “I suppose you are right,” he said finally. “Yes, you are right. Bringing them back would be a favor.”


    He threw a contemptuous look at Tony Dagon and his spelling book, and stumped out, followed by the police officer.


    Tony Dagon sat with eyes on his book until the sound of footsteps died away, and then turned his face upward to the soiled ceiling cloth.


    It bulged, ripped, and a man dropped to the floor as lightly as an acrobat. A negro followed him, and after the negro an owl’s nest tumbled in a brown heap to the floor.


    The white man darted to the door, and peered into the lane; then came back into the room and picked up the bundle which had fallen from the ceiling with him. He was a short, stocky man with a high-bridged nose and a pair of pale blue eyes, small, but at the same time very clear. The short, strong limbs were clad in a pair of denim overalls through the belt of which he carried Tony Dagon’s curved sword. About his neck hung a water bottle.


    The white man spit the dust from his lips and scratched himself while Tony Dagon turned the leaves of his book feverishly.


    “Anne says,” he stuttered, “Anne says —; ‘He who fights and runs away, lives to fight another day.’”


    Jack Houston spoke to the black without heeding Tony Dagon.


    “Listen, tin-head,” he said, “did you hear what that beef-neck said about mutiny and hanging and the boat to patrol the coast?”


    “Yeah, boss,” said the negro softly. He had never moved his eyes from his master.


    “Black Adam, we’ve got to slog it to Kettoree.”


    “Yeah, boss, we got to slog it.”


    “And quick.”


    Houston turned his pale, unwinking eyes on Tony Dagon.


    “Why didn’t you tell him we crawled up under the thatch?” he said mildly. “Didn’t you hear him say there was a hundred pounds reward for us? What’s the matter with you?”


    Tony Dagon shrank under the stare, but said with timid triumph at not reading it from his book: “Of two evils, choose that which is the lesser.”


    Houston laughed silently, and turned toward the door. With the negro following him, he dropped off to the ground and disappeared into the thick growth.


    “Anne says,” murmured the yellow man, “Anne says —; good night!”


    It is not the purpose of this narrative to tell the story of that fifty miles between Dasson and Kettoree, except that it must be proved that within certain limits, and those very wide, Houston was a brave man.


    He set his will against two things —; the damning, sapping forces of the country —; heat, humidity, and the unending irritation of tripping over a million little tendrils that the foot slogger never sees until they catch him. It was time for the monsoon to break, the clouds hung over the tree-tops big with the hundred and fifty inches of rain which the country must swallow in a few weeks. Behind them the sun blazed, nickel white.


    And Houston set his will against the animal life of a country which spawned those things naturally hateful to man —; obscene apes that threw filth at them from tree-tops, things that crawled or darted from under their feet with a hiss.


    If Black Adam had lived to tell the story, out of the numberless incidents, such as the time when Houston, by driving bamboo pegs into a smooth tree trunk, climbed sixty feet to gather honey that hung there in two-foot combs, there would have been two, which, in Black Adam’s mind at least, would have proved Jack Houston a great man.


    They came to high land in which occasional outcroppings of rock gave them good walking. They paused at one ledge — across from them jutted another twenty feet away, and between lay a floor of loose earth thinly overgrown with vines and creepers.


    Houston scrambled down to it with the faithful negro at his side, but he had not taken over a half dozen steps when he heard a chuk, chuk, chuk, followed by a faint whoosh, and a few seconds later an indistinct boom.


    He stopped dead— at his left he saw a tiny hole appear in the ground, and about it the earth became suddenly alive and moved in a small whirlpool.


    “Lie down, tin-head!” said Houston quietly, and let himself down on his face carefully and wriggled toward the opposite ledge of rock. Black Adam, without understanding, did as he was told, and both climbed up on the opposite ledge of rock.


    Houston took a stone not much larger than his two fists and threw it down upon the track they had just covered; it caved and went with a roar to the bottom of the cleft, perhaps two hundred feet below, leaving behind it a thin network of vines and green leaves fluttering in the whirlpool of air.


    What they had crossed was a mass of loose earth, wedged for the time between two shoulders of rock. Black Adam turned ashen and fell on his knees —; sick. Houston laughed, gave him five minutes in which to conquer his nausea, and plodded on.


    That night they slept in a hut— a circle of scarce five feet with a conical, thatched roof and a single cross rafter, a teak slab for the door, and broad palm leaves for the sides. Here they curled up and slept. In the night Houston awoke to the touch of Black Adam’s hand.


    “Housie!” said the negro. “I hear a noise!”


    “Good!” said the white man, without moving. But he became conscious after a moment of a steady, lisping rustle that seemed to come from all sides of the hut —; a slow scrape through the grass and against the palm leaf that made the sides of the hut. The palm leaf bulged in for a moment at one point —; at the same moment it gave for an inch at the opposite side of the hut. The white man rolled over, got to his knees, and peered through the joint where the roof came to the wall.


    The clouds had lifted a bit, and in the sick moonlight he saw a rippling, rounded form that gleamed dustily. It -moved in slow waves so close to the hut that the dry leaf rasped under the touch, but still touched it so lightly that it did not break. Houston watched a half minute before he saw the suddenly tapering tail, and then, not three feet from it, the small, wedge-shaped head that moved with steady poise a half foot off the ground.


    He felt for his saber, grasped it, and stepped over Black Adam’s legs toward the door.


    “Gawd!” whimpered the negro. “You ain’t going to open the door!”


    “Let go!” whispered Houston as he felt the other grasp his wrist convulsively. “Let go, tin-head! It’s better to have him come in the door than under the wall!”


    Houston was Black Adam’s god, and his hold on life; he let go and swung up on the single rafter with his head pressed against the thatch. The white man drew back the teak slab a half foot, and knelt behind it with the wavy Malayan kris held aloft.


    The slow ripple went on as steady as the wash against a river bank; the wedgeshaped head went past the door with majestic slowness, and the smooth form followed it.


    The second time, without a hitch in that even progression, the head turned in at the door, and Houston struck —; then slammed the door shut and put his back against it.


    The hut shook under the titanic lashing of the whip-cord body outside —; within they heard the snap, snap, snap of closing jaws. The thrashing body drew off into the grass without touching their shelter —; Houston felt about with his saber until he found the head, and thrust it outside, then lighted a match and laughed when he saw Black Adam shivering on his perch.


    “Gawd lumme!” he said. “Where’s the peanuts for the gorilla!” Then he stretched out on the ground.


    “What you going to do now, boss?”


    “Go to sleep, tin-head, what else?”


    Within five minutes he was sound asleep; Black Adam stayed on his perch until daylight, then fell asleep and tumbled off.


    And with curiously meticulous care, Houston shaved every morning.


    The monsoon broke. Under their eyes the padauk trees turned from greenish yellow to gold, and with that sudden bloom came a flake of water almost as hot as that which drips from an engine valve. Then the world seemed to turn to a gray mist of water; the ridge beyond which lay Kettoree faded into a fog of rain, and the flat country in which they traveled turned into a lake full of swimming wild life.


    Luck was with them —; they found a hut on piles and in it a teak-log canoe with paddles. They put to sea with Houston in the stem and the “kullah” in front, bailing with his hat to keep the craft afloat. The water rose above the tips of the elephant grass, and on the ridges they could hear the breaking of the padauk branches as the tiny, cup-like flowers filled with water.


    Food or fire was out of the question, but progress on this island lake was infinitely easier than on foot, and they came one noon to the ridge beyond which lay Kettoree and freedom.


    Before sundown they topped it; the rain lifted for a moment, and they saw, far away, the faint flash of water. Houston said nothing, but dropped to his heels, while Black Adam for the first time since they had left Tony Dagon spoke of his own accord:


    “Housie,” he said, “did you ever stop to think what a fine place a nice warm fo’c’s’le is?”


    Houston grunted and looked out through the thickening dusk, dreaming of the things that would comfort men whose flesh was puckered from wet —; harsh blankets, a long table with a lamp over it, and a pan of steaming beef in the center, peaceful well decks where the pipe smoke curled up in the twilight. Houston’s nostrils expanded and his lips moved at the thought of tobacco.


    In the mysterious twilight a sound began —; a hoarse murmur that seemed to run along the ground under the scrub. For a long moment the sound remained in the lower register, then rose to a slow, searching roar that held for a minute and then dwindled slowly until there was no sound but the dropping of water upon leaves.


    The negro had risen to his knees when the sound began; Houston still squatted on his heels without moving, with his eyes fixed on the distant prospect. Only his nostrils moved a bit —; that first sign of any emotion. He moved his head slowly and looked about at the impenetrable green curtain about them.


    Black Adam was ashen pale; he moved over to Houston and touched his hand, but the white man did not move. For a long minute they waited while the water ticked on the leaves as regularly as the sound of a clock. The muttering began again, rose and fell, and rose to a vibrant crescendo. Involuntarily Houston’s head moved back and his shoulders moved up; the negro in terror lest the thread which bound him to life would snap, watched the face of his comrade.


    “Housie,” he quavered, “what do you reckon that is?”


    The dark dropped as quickly as a theater curtain and with it the metallic, humming roar began again. Houston rose slowly to his feet and pressed his sweating palms together. The noise died away and then began again, and as its first waves sped along under the scrub, Houston took a step with his hands out, and when that step had confirmed his emotion, for it is a psychological fact that a man is not really afraid until he begins to run, all the tragi-comic play of fear became suddenly large in his face: pallor, twitching lips, deep inspiration, and expanded nostrils, dilation of the eyes.


    Houston moved slowly because he could not see —; eyes ordinarily keen become, under the influence of emotion, expanded and the image is diffused and dim.


    In this cruel country where there is as savage warfare between the forms of vegetable life as there is between the forms of animal life, where a seed lodging in the crotch of a noble tree throws out a network of roots which in a season will strangle that tree, where there is never-ending struggle in which the weapons are tendril and root, there is one assassin that lurks about the roots of all timber.


    As long as the trunk and limbs are whole this Judaslike plant stays underground, but whenever a tree suffers an injury, as soon as, for instance, the weight of water in the myriad of tiny padauk cups breaks off a branch, there springs out of the earth a magnificent morning glory which throws its arms about the wounded giant and within a month covers it from top to base in a stifling, deadly grip of crisp tendril and tender leaf.


    So it was with these two men. When Black Adam saw the play of fear in his comrade’s face, the thin thread which had held up his own courage broke, and he dashed into the brush. What happened to Black Adam no one knows.


    The white man himself continued to walk, but as soon as the rasping sound began again he broke into a shambling run that turned into swift flight. He ran —; but not toward Kettoree. He ran back toward Dasson, where the Ulalume nodded to the reflection of her rusty plates in the Iriwadi.


    Two pictures —; “iris ins” in cinema language— and the story is complete. One is of the beefy mate running across a gaunt, bearded man who wandered up and down the river bank with fluttering hands, murmuring: “The ship —; the ship.” The mate did not recognize him at first as the man he had condemned to everlasting Hades, but when he did even he was shocked into pity, and instead of putting Jack Houston into the admiralty court for mutiny, he put him into the hospital for the insane at Rangoon.


    The other picture is that of a village of wild Chins high up on that hillside below which Houston and Black Adam stood the evening they looked down toward Kettoree.


    On the edge of the village stands a hut which is half joss house and half temple. In it hangs a six-foot gong of beaten brass, and before it, on the day when the two travelers topped the ridge, stood the oldest of the men in the village —; a man so old that his shrunken arm could scarcely hold the small padded stick with which, at intervals as regular as the slow drip of water, he rubbed the center of the great circle of metal.


    There was no hostile intent in the old man’s mind, but under his touch sound was born, sound that grew and multiplied in the taut metal, swelled out to the great, quivering rim, and bellowed out across the tree-tops and into a small glen where there squatted a brave man with one loose nerve end which led to panic.

  

  
    
      A shower of silver

    

    
      “A Shower of Silver” was originally published as “When the Wandering Whip Rode West” in 1921 under the pen name John Frederick in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      A whisper and a woman

    

    The last three months had been a dull time for Bob Lake. He had in the beginning coiled his rope, bidden a profane farewell to his favorite broncho, oiled up his best .45 Colt, planted a gray Stetson on his head, packed a grip, and started to see New York. And he saw it—at a considerable expense. Eventually he parted with everything except the gun and the Stetson, which were holy things to Bob, and, with his last five-dollar bill in his pocket, he sat in at a game of poker with a fat roll and an urgent desire to leave for the land of open skies and little rain. Two hours later he was bound West.


    Impulse ruled Bob Lake. Give a man some hundred and ninety pounds of iron-hard muscle, a willingness to fight plus a desire to smile, no master except necessity, and no necessity except the wish for action, and the result is a character as stable as a hair trigger. He had one of those big-featured, but ugly, faces that have all manner of good nature about the mouth, and all manner of danger behind the eyes. He had both enemies and friends in legion, but they all united in the opinion that sooner or later Bob Lake was due to fall foul of the law.


    At present Bob Lake was melancholy. This morning he had chuckled with joy to see the mountains of the land of his desire rolling blue against the western sky. It was now noon, and, although the train was rocking along among those same mountains, the joy had departed from the face of Bob Lake. The reason sat in the seat ahead of him.


    A newly married couple had boarded the train at ten o’clock that morning at a town in the foothills. The party that accompanied them to the station had swirled about them, laughing, shouting, throwing rice, and out of the confusion had come the girl on the arm of her husband. He was a man as big and Western as Bob Lake, but the pallor of his face bespoke an indoor life. A very handsome fellow, although there were qualities of sternness in him. Bob would not soon forget the grim smile with which he shook the rice from the brim of his hat and looked back on the shouting crowd.


    Then Bob Lake saw the girl. His first impulse was to pray that the seat of the pair would be in his car. His second impulse was to pray that the seat might be elsewhere. For he had a profound conviction that, if he had a chance to look into the eyes of this girl at short range, there would be trouble brewing in no time.


    After they had climbed the steps he held his breath, and then straight down the aisle they came. A battery of smiles and chuckles on either side of them marked their progress, and the shouting of the crowd volleyed from outside. The girl was very conscious of it. She came timidly, and her little side glances seemed to beg them to look in another direction, and every step she made down that aisle was straight into the heart of Bob Lake.


    Perhaps they would go on through to another car. No, they paused near him, and the crowd with flowers and candy and gay-colored parcels poured around Bob’s seat. He saw a gray-haired woman with tears streaming down her cheeks; he saw a gray-haired man with twitching lips that attempted to smile. When the warning—“All aboard!”—had sounded, and the crowd had swept out again, Bob Lake found that the pair were in the seat directly ahead of him.


    When he made this discovery, he felt that it was fate. He was as certain of it as if he had seen a shadowy figure in retrospect bidding him rise from that poker table in New York and rush on board the train.


    Ordinarily Bob Lake was the very soul of honor; he would rather have blinded his eyes than let them look twice at the wife of another man. But in this case he felt a shrewd difference. Something was taking him up and carrying him on against his own volition as a tide sweeps a man out to the open sea. The irony of it made him wince. Women had never been anything to him. A few had laughed their way into his life for an evening at a dance, but they had all yawned their way out again, and Bob Lake remained essentially heart free. At last it was the wife of another man.


    It’s fate, he kept repeating to himself. If the thing had not been preordained, why that sudden mad rush from New York? Of course, Bob did not at the moment recall that everything he had ever done had been on spur of the instant. Why, he went on to ask himself, did her glance take hold on him like a hand, if there were not some weird power to blame?


    He was glad of one thing—that she was not facing him. He could only see her hair. When he turned to shut out this sight by staring out of the window, the sound of her voice pursued him, tugged at him, made him turn to look at her again and listen with held breath to make out the words. He felt like an eavesdropper, but, nevertheless, he could not help damning the roar of the train. Something, he kept assuring himself, was going to happen. And when a hundred and ninety pounds of manhood feels that way, something usually does happen.


    He made out snatches of the conversation. The marriage ceremony had taken place an hour before they boarded the train. The man’s name was Rankin, and the girl’s name was Anne. The most wonderful name in the world, Bob instantly decided. They were going into the mountains to Al Rankin’s country, which the girl did not know, and to his home there that she had never seen.


    But what could happen? A train wreck, perhaps. There was a good deal of the boy in Bob Lake. An instant picture was launched in his mind of himself striding through smoke among smashed timbers, carrying the body of the girl. He brushed the dream away and concentrated on reality. For at any moment the train might stop among the mountains—the girl and the man might leave his life forever. The thought turned Lake cold.


    Once he got up and walked down the length of the train in order to return a little later and approach the girl so as to see her face. But when he came back, he saw nothing. He was afraid to look. He, Bob Lake, afraid to look a girl in the face. But, although he saw nothing, there was an impression. It was as if a light had shone on him in the night. When he slipped back into his place, his pulses were hammering. And then it happened.


    It was the end of a division, and, when the train stopped, a chunky man with a great spread of hat, with baggy-kneed trousers, and riding boots came to the head of the car and squinted down its length. At the same time a newspaper was raised before the face of Al Rankin and shaken out. The result was that Bob Lake did not see what immediately appeared until a pudgy, brown hand appeared over the edge of the paper, pulled it unceremoniously down, and the chunky little man stood looking down at Rankin. He leaned and murmured something.


    In fact, his voice was most carefully guarded, but Bob Lake had been training his ear to catch whispers through the roar of the moving train. Now he made out one word: “Arrest.”


    And he heard what Al Rankin answered: “What charge?”


    The whisper which replied to this missed his ear, but Al Rankin immediately rose. His wife was on her feet at the same moment.


    “Infernal nuisance,” Rankin told her calmly enough. “Meet Bill White … an old friend of mine. Bill has a message that takes me off the train here.”


    “I’m ready, Al,” Anne stated.


    “Ready for what?”


    “To go with you, of course.”


    “Nonsense! Break up the trip for this? Certainly not. You stay aboard. When you get to the station, old Charley will be waiting. You can tell him by his beard … just like a goat’s. He’ll take you out to the house and make you comfortable. I’ll be up tomorrow.”


    He turned and nodded to Bill White, who was watching the girl steadily. He had bowed in a jerky fashion to acknowledge the introduction, and now he was looking at the young wife with a sort of hard sympathy.


    “Al, there’s nothing wrong?”


    Just a moment of pause. Something gathered in the face of Al Rankin. “Haven’t I told you there’s nothing wrong?” he said sullenly. “You stay aboard and don’t worry. They don’t make enough trouble in these parts to bother me.”


    He had changed his tone toward the end of this speech and qualified the scowl with the beginning of a smile. But the blow had fallen. Bob Lake saw the girl wince and whiten a little about the mouth, but she made no further protest. Al Rankin turned with a careless wave of farewell and strolled down the aisle, followed by the little gray-headed man. It seemed to Bob Lake that the girl started impulsively to follow. Perhaps it was the memory of the gruff rebuke that stopped her short and made her sink slowly into her seat again.


    From the window he saw Al Rankin sauntering away with his companion. Whatever their business might be, they seemed in no hurry to accomplish it. Then he saw the girl was not looking after them through the window. She sat close to the side of the car with her head turned straight before her.


    Al, Bob Lake thought, you sure made a bum play with the rough talk … a rotten bad play.


    He felt the preliminary lurch of the starting train, and it pressed him back against the seat—just as Al Rankin, he recalled, had lurched back when the chunky little man had whispered into his ear the charge on which he was being arrested. Bob Lake became solemnly thoughtful. There was only one charge which could have disturbed the fine calm of Al Rankin, he felt, and to himself Bob whispered the word: Murder! When the thought entered his mind, he glanced guiltily around the car, half expecting to see pitying eyes directed at the young wife. But, instead, everyone was settling back to sleep through that stretch of dreary mountains.


    Murder! He was as certain of it now as though he had heard the whisper. And this was the thing for which he had waited to happen. A sudden self-loathing took possession of Bob Lake. He hated himself for the gleam of joy that he had felt as the first surmise came to him. What of the girl? Would she not go through life even as she sat now, looking straight ahead of her, fearing to meet the eyes of men and women in her shame? All the beauty of her smile would be straightened from her lips, he knew, and the thought made him grind his teeth.


    The wheels were beginning to groan as the train slowly started.


    And then Bob Lake acted. It was one of those sudden, mad, unreasoning impulses. Two sweeps of his arm planted his hat on his head and gathered up his suitcase. He fairly ran down the aisle and at the door turned for a last look.


    She was, indeed, pale, unsmiling, as if she knew the doom that hovered over her. Her glance cleared a little, and, under the fierce probing of Bob Lake’s stare, her eyes widened, became aware of him with quiet wonder. The train was gathering headway, and still he lingered to throw all the meaning that was in his heart into his eyes. Everything that he felt was in his glance. Too much, perhaps, and too legible. For now she flushed, and she leaned forward, gazing at him in a sort of horror. It was almost as if she were going to cry out and call him back.


    Then he tore himself away, pushed open the door, and poised on the lowest step. The ground was already shooting past with terrifying speed. Yet he gauged his distance, leaned back, and dropped free of the train. The blow crumpled his legs. He went down in a confused mass of whirling arms and legs and suitcase, yet he laughingly scrambled to his feet in time to see a white face pressed against the window as the car shot past. He waved his hand to that face. How much would she understand? That thought held him gaping, until the length of the train had rushed past, and the rear end was whipping off into the distance with a mist of dust drawing after it. Then he turned back to take up the adventure. Al Rankin must be saved from the law.


    
      Rankin’s record

    

    He had no time to balance reasons nicely or appreciate the folly that had started him on this blind trail. Al Rankin and the stranger had stepped into an automobile where two other men already sat. He saw that Al was put into the back seat between the other men. Then the car shot down the south road.


    There were two questions to be asked. One was where that south road led, and a youngster near the platform told him that it went directly to Everett, twenty miles away. The second question was where he could get an automobile for his own use. It was almost as easily answered, and five minutes after he dropped from the train he was in a machine, speeding down the south road for Everett.


    The owner of the car drove him, and he looked a cross between a mechanic and a farmer. Old buckboard customs now made him press the feed with his right foot while his left dangled over the side of the car, and he kept his right shoulder habitually turned to his passenger. Bob Lake had made the necessary explanations about a short business trip, and the first five miles shot past—wild driving over wild roads—without another word exchanged.


    They climbed a steep grade and pitched forward at fifty miles on a downward stretch. “You know Bill White?” asked Bob Lake in a different voice.


    “Sure, I know the sheriff.”


    That was all Bob wished to know. He settled back against the seat until they rushed with open exhaust into the town of Everett. It was rather a village than a town. There was the inevitable single street, deep with dust, and the only up-to-date thing that Bob Lake saw was the automobile in which he sat. His driver came in as the cowpunchers in the good old days used to “come to town.” He came wide open in a dense cloud of dust and came to a stop with jammed brakes, skidding the last few yards into place before the hotel.


    “Here you are,” he announced, and one corner of his eye glinted in expectation of applause.


    Bob Lake paid him while the dust cloud they had torn up slowly overtook them and enveloped them in white. Then he went into the hotel. When he had secured a room on the second floor and thrown his suitcase on the bed, he slumped into the rickety chair and buried his face in his hands to think. He had great need of thought. Indeed, the last hour had been so dream-like that he would not have been surprised at all if, when he looked up, he had seen the head of Al Rankin leaning against the back of the seat before him and the mountains rushing past the windows of the train. The dust with which he was covered brought him to a realization of the facts. He dragged in a breath through his set teeth and cursed. Once more he had played the impulsive fool.


    Perhaps the sheriff had not made an arrest. Perhaps he had only taken Rankin from the train because he needed him badly on a manhunt. Rankin had impressed him as a fighting type. Of course, it was strange that a man’s honeymoon should be interrupted for such a purpose, but, Bob Lake knew, stranger things than this had happened in the mountain-desert country.


    He made brief preparations to hunt for information. The shoes came off his feet. The riding boots that he had been unable to leave behind when he started in New York, and which he had never been able to trust to the chance delivery of a trunk—those priceless shop-made boots—were drawn upon his feet. He took a step in them, and the clinking of the spurs was music to his ears. He stepped to the mirror and grinned at the face he saw—the red necktie, the high stiff collar, the coat. Ten seconds tore away that mask. The collar and tie were gone, tossed to a corner of the room, and a voluminous silk bandanna knotted in place around his neck skillfully. Out of the suitcase came the old cartridge belt, and the gun, that had been worn so long in concealment, came into the open and was dropped with a thud into the holster. Last he tossed off his coat and unbuttoned his vest. He was ready again to take his place in the world as a man. But first he walked up and down the room to ease his feet into the familiar boots with their paper-thin soles. Then he tried his gun half a dozen times for the sheer joy of feeling it come out in his fingertips as freely as the wind and the hug of the butt against the palm of his hand.


    Then he started out to find information. It came to him at once and not through a coincidence. The whole town was buzzing with it, and most of the buzzing concentrated on the verandah of the hotel. With a little patience he could have gathered the whole tale piecemeal from exclamations and bits of irrelevant news. But he preferred to get his facts in a lump. He found a man young enough to tell the truth and old enough to yearn for an audience. Bob Lake cornered him, and appealed as a stranger for the story.


    The fellow was delighted. First a leisurely examination assured him that Bob “belonged” and was “right.” Then he launched into the narrative.


    “Them boys think they know a lot,” he said. “But what they’re short on is the facts. I know, because I’m the only one that seen the sheriff since he brought Rankin to town.”


    “Is Rankin an outlaw?”


    “Worse.”


    “Eh?”


    “I mean he’s the kind that does things and never gets picked up for ’em. Most boys that goes wrong are plumb fools, or else the booze gets ’em, or they get mad about a little thing and do a big thing that’s worse. Al Rankin ain’t none of them. He’s crooked because it pays him. Oh, everybody has known it for a long time. A lot of things happened around these parts. There was that gang that stole Chet Bernard’s cows three years back. There was the killing of young Murphy, and there was the shooting of Lanning and Halsey. Self-defense, you see?” He winked at Bob Lake without mirth. “I leave it to you, stranger. When a gent practices two hours a day with the cards and never loses when he’s playing for big stakes, would you call him a gambler or a card sharp?”


    “Hmm,” murmured Bob Lake.


    “And when a gent goes out and practices with his gun, shooting from all kinds of positions, fanning ’er and wasting a hundred shots a day, would you say that gent was a straight gunfighter who knew he would have trouble and was getting all set to meet it?”


    “Hmm,” repeated Bob Lake.


    “And when a gent kills another man in self-defense … well, that’s all right. But, when he shoots two more, that self-defense looks kind of thin, eh? And when you add all the facts up, you begin to figure that you’ve got a gambler and a robber and a man-killer. But with a smart one like Al Rankin, it ain’t easy to nail anything on him. They even say he’s got a home in another part of the mountains, and that he’s pretty well thought of up there. He goes other places and raises his trouble and gets his income.


    “Well, Bill White has had his eye on Al for a long time, but he couldn’t get nothing to use on him. There was always a lot of bad talk, but bad talk ain’t any good with twelve men in a jury box that want facts to hang a man with. So Bill kept waiting for facts, and pretty soon the facts come.


    “You see, there was a killing about a year back that nobody thought much of. Sam Coy was a bad one … bad all the way through. When he was found dead at the door of his shack, nobody did much except shrug their shoulders. Good riddance, everybody said.


    “Well, sir, I’ll come back to the Coy killing pretty soon. In the meantime, Al Rankin was pretty sweet on Hugh Smiley’s daughter, Sylvia. He kept taking her around to all the parties, and folks begun to say maybe Al would marry and settle down. Worse ones than him has turned out straight. And Sylvia is a pretty fine girl by all accounts. But after a while Al Rankin drops her. That’s his way.


    “This time he had her expecting to marry him sure, and it about broke her heart, they say. Well, the next thing you know, there comes talk that Al Rankin is down to Polkville trying to marry another girl, and Hugh Smiley gets all heated up about it. Polkville is over behind the mountains, you know.


    “Then Hugh Smiley comes into town and says to the sheriff … Bill White told me this himself not more’n half an hour ago … Hugh says to Bill … ‘I got something that’ll hang Al Rankin.’


    “ ‘Give it to me,’ says Bill.


    “ ‘Not while Al is ranging around loose,’ says Hugh. ‘I ain’t ready to die.’


    “ ‘How come, then?’ says Bill.


    “ ‘Put him behind bars, and then I’ll give you the testimony that’ll hang him.’


    “ ‘Are you sure?’ says the sheriff.


    “ ‘Sure as I live,’ says Hugh Smiley.


    “ ‘But you got to get it to me, quick,’ says the sheriff. ‘If I lock up Al, I got to have the testimony in my hands within the day. I can’t hold him on a trumped-up charge longer’n that. Besides, I’d have him gunning for me after he got turned loose.’


    “ ‘Partner,’ says Hugh, ‘they ain’t any doubt about it. I got something that’ll hang him. Just show me that I’m safe first, and I’ll bring it. But not till you got Al behind bars.’


    “ ‘What’ll it convict him of?’


    “ ‘The murder of Coy.’


    “Well, it didn’t take Bill White long to start up some action. Pronto he wires to Polkville and hears that Al is all married and on his way to his home. The sheriff cuts across the country and grabs Al off’n the train with a trumped-up warrant that don’t amount to nothing. Then he sent out word by a machine that was driving past Hugh Smiley’s place to get Hugh to come in with the evidence. Hugh’ll be coming in on the west road ’most any time now on his old, one-eared roan. I sold him that hoss, and Hugh still rides him … ten years, I guess.”


    There was more talk of it, but Bob Lake closed his ears to the tiresome chatter. He needed some thought.


    
      Philanthropic interference

    

    There was no doubt in his mind that Al Rankin was guilty of all the crimes that the old man had charged against him, and even more. But a cold syllogism looked Bob Lake in the face. He had vowed himself to secure the happiness of Anne Rankin. Anne Rankin loved Al Rankin. To secure her happiness he must make the criminal safe. A more foresighted man might have pondered long before he reached the same conclusion; certainly he must have weighed much evidence pro and con. But Bob Lake was not foresighted, nor was he fitted to ponder nice questions. He had a hundred and ninety pounds of muscle suitable for action, and by action he was accustomed to cut the Gordian knot.


    Moreover, spurring him on into the service of Al Rankin was the fact that he had coveted the wife of another man the moment he laid eyes on her. To the spotless honor of Bob Lake that was an indelible stain. Indeed, the honor of Bob Lake was almost a proverbial thing on his own ranges. And now he was determined to wipe away the blot, if he could, by assiduously serving the man whom he had in thought shamefully wronged. A very nice distinction, some would have said—to Bob Lake it was as clear as day.


    The important thing was, if possible, to keep the evidence of Hugh Smiley from reaching the hands of the sheriff. To that end Bob secured a horse as soon as possible, saddled, and rode at full speed for the west road out of Everett. When he was clear of the town, he sent home the spurs and proceeded at a wild gallop.


    It was a matter of four or five miles before he saw a small dust cloud ahead of him, and, as soon as he had made sure from the slowness of its approach that it was a horseman and not a wind drift of dust, he checked his own pace to a lope. The dust cloud eventually cleared, and he was aware of a middle-aged fellow on a roan, one of whose ears was close-cropped. Bob Lake made straight for him and reined in beside the other.


    “You’re Hugh Smiley?”


    “Maybe,” said the other without enthusiasm, and he studied Bob with intense interest not untinged with alarm.


    “If you are, speak up. I’m from Sheriff Bill White. New man of his. Name’s Bob Lake.”


    “What are you doing out here?” asked the rider of the roan uneasily.


    “The word’s out,” said Bob Lake cheerfully, “that you’re bringing in the evidence that’ll hang that skunk, Al Rankin. The sheriff doesn’t want to take any chances.”


    “Any chances of what?”


    “Chances that some friend of Al Rankin’s might cut in on you and keep you from landing the evidence in Bill White’s safe.”


    “Who ever heard of Al having any friends around these parts?”


    “You never can tell. The sheriff ain’t taking any chances.”


    “Maybe not.”


    Hugh Smiley remained entirely uncommunicative. He was a rat-faced fellow with one of those noses that dip out to a point, forehead and chin receding at exactly the same angle, and yellowish teeth of prodigious length, and his little eyes roved over and over the big body of Bob Lake.


    “Anyway,” said Bob, “they ain’t any harm in me riding in beside you, and if anything should happen … why, then I’ll come in handy.”


    “But nothing’ll happen,” protested Smiley in growing uneasiness, and he shifted his glance to search the hills through which they were riding. “Nothing’ll happen. Everybody knows that Al never played no partners. He was always a lone hand.”


    “Sure. The point is, Bill ain’t taking any chances of any kind. Ain’t hard to see why. If he hangs Rankin, it’ll be a feather in his cap. He can have his job for life … pretty near.”


    “Yep, pretty near.”


    “I ain’t an old hand around these parts, but I been here long enough to find out that Rankin is a skunk.”


    Under this stimulating talk, Hugh Smiley grew more communicative. “Yep, I guess I’m doing a pretty good thing all around for the boys.”


    “And a thing that takes a lot of nerve,” Bob Lake said frankly. “I been raised in a pretty hard country, and I’ve had my knocks, but I’d hate to come up ag’in’ a gunfighter like Al Rankin, even if he was behind bars.”


    “Would you?” Smiley shuddered at the prospect. “What’s him to me?” he declared bravely. “Ain’t he flesh and blood just like me?” He was trying to bring back his courage, but his color changed.


    “Just flesh and blood,” admitted Bob Lake, “but a pretty dangerous sort. I tell you there’s going to be a pile of the boys around town that’ll want to shake hands with you, when Rankin is strung up, Smiley! I’ve heard talk already. They was some even said they didn’t think it was in you.”


    Smiley warmed again half-heartedly. “All that glitters ain’t gold by a long sight,” he declared. “You can lay to that. I ain’t around blustering and bluffing like the younger gents, but I stand for my rights and most generally git ’em.”


    “Sure you do,” returned Bob Lake. “I could see you was that kind at a glance.”


    Hugh Smiley now expanded like a flower in the sun of this admiration. “And I’m the man that’s going to hang Rankin,” he declared.


    “A good thing, too.”


    “Is it? I’ll tell a man it is, son!”


    “What I can’t figure is how a smooth one like him would ever leave the evidence lying around?”


    “Sounds queer, don’t it? I’ll tell you how it was. He got into a little trouble with Coy, I figure. Maybe he didn’t go there to kill him on purpose. But Al has a devil of a temper, and it must have flared up on him while he was talking to Coy. Must have begun first with a lot of wrestling around. The ground was all stamped up in front of the door. Then they went for their guns. Al maybe dropped his, but he got Coy’s away from him and shot him plumb through the heart.


    “I was coming by, and I heard the noise. I let out a yell and started on the gallop. Most like Al heard me yell and didn’t think of nothing except to get on his hoss and get away. Which he done, but he left his gun behind him. I come up, find Coy dead, and Al’s gun on the ground. I put the gun up and let the sheriff know how I found things, but I left out all about the gun.


    “Because why? Because Al was paying a lot of attention to Sylvia, my girl, along about then. That was why. But then he turned around and treated her like a dog, and I started to lay for him. Today I got my chance. I’m waitin’ and hungerin’ for the minute when I shove this gun under Al’s nose and say … ‘You skunk, here’s what hangs you!’ ”


    He had grown so excited in his recital that now he suited the action to the word and, whipping out a pearl-handled revolver, he brandished it in the air close to Bob Lake.


    “But there’s a lot of pearl-handled guns,” said Bob. “How’ll that tie the murder of Coy on Rankin?”


    “There’s not a lot with Al’s initials on ’em,” triumphantly replied the rat-faced man. “Besides, everybody knows this gun. Al’s mighty fond of it. A thousand has heard him say that he wouldn’t trade it for a ten-thousand-dollar check, because it saved his life too often. And now it’ll hang him.” He broke into horrible laughter. “What he’ll have to explain away is how come he parted with that gun. And I’ll be there to swear where I found it, and how I found it.”


    “Suppose he says that he gave it to you?”


    “He never gives anything away. They’s them that can tell how Sandy McGregor offered him a cold thousand for that gun and got refused … got laughed at. No, sir, they ain’t any way for him to wriggle out. Not with twelve men out of this here county trying him.”


    “Then,” said Bob Lake, “it looks pretty clear that the whole case hangs on the gun. Without the gun your testimony wouldn’t be worth a plugged nickel.”


    “Not a nickel, son.”


    “Sorry, Smiley,” murmured Bob Lake, “but I’ll have to take the gun.”


    “Eh?” asked Smiley, frowning.


    He found a gun held close beneath his chin, and behind it there was a determined, savage face.


    “Hand over the gun, you rat!”


    “You!” exclaimed Smiley. “You’re playing with Rankin?”


    “Maybe. Come out with the gun. Slow … slow … take it by the barrel … that’s it.”


    He received the handsome weapon, set with jewels, flashing in the sunlight.


    “They’ll lynch you,” said Smiley. “You fool!”


    “You won’t come into town to tell ’em about it till Rankin’s out of jail, Smiley. You’re going to turn around and ride down this here road till I see you out of sight. If I catch you in town, I’m going to trim that ugly face of yours with bullets. Now, get out!”


    There was a parting leer of terror and rage, and then Smiley whirled his horse without a word and galloped down the road looking back over his shoulder. Unquestionably, had Bob Lake turned his back for a moment, the little man would have wheeled and tried a pot shot from the distance, but Bob did not turn, and eventually he had the pleasure of seeing Smiley disappear around the turn.


    Then he spurred toward Everett, not far away, for they had covered most of the distance during their talk.


    How he should dispose of the weapon was the next trouble, for, if it were found on him, and Smiley explained how the weapon had come into his possession, the gun would still hang Al Rankin.


    The sound of running water suggested the solution of that problem. A narrow stream cut across the trail, hardly fetlock deep, but to the right it dropped into a deep pool. Into that pool he dropped the pearl-handled revolver after a last admiring examination of the jewels with which it was set. Then he continued the journey.


    Al Rankin was freed by his act. By the same act Anne’s husband was returned to her. A gambler and murderer returned to her! For the first time the full force of that combination came upon Bob Lake, and he sighed. Forethought was not his strong point, but in afterthought he was something of a philosopher. However, the act was irretrievable. By it he had determined the destiny of Anne; by it he had automatically excluded himself from her life. There was a hope, perhaps, that Al Rankin might change his ways. But, as he remembered that pale, handsome, calm face, the hope dwindled and grew thin in the heart of Bob Lake.


    He reached Everett in a black melancholy, and, when he had returned the horse and gone back to the hotel, he learned that there was not even an escape from the town. If he went back to the railroad, a timetable told him that he could not get another train until the next morning about noon.


    He lounged gloomily through the rest of the afternoon, forced himself to eat dinner, and then returned to his room for the night. He was unhappy, more desperately unhappy than he had ever been in his life. Truly the way of the philanthropist was a wretched way.


    He had hung up his cartridge belt at this point in his reflections, when the door was flung open without the warning of any preliminary knock. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the hall blocked with armed men.


    
      All for Anne

    

    At their head was the chunky little man with the gray hair—Bill White.


    “You’re Bob Lake,” he said bluntly, pointing a stubby forefinger at Lake. “You’re Bob Lake, alias what?”


    “Alias nothing,” returned Bob with equal bluntness. “What in thunder are you doing in my room?” As he spoke, he removed the cartridge belt from the hook on the wall and shook the gun out of the holster.


    “None of that,” returned the sheriff.


    But Bob Lake had forgotten reasonable caution. That mad mood was on him which had made his best friends prophesy that sooner or later he would fall afoul of the law. “Step high, partner,” he said to the sheriff warningly, “Step light. It looks to me like I got the drop on you gents, and I’m going to keep it. Hands away from guns, if you please.”


    They had entered so full of the courage of numbers—there were half a dozen of them—that they had not taken the precaution of drawing a weapon against him. And now he stood close to the wall, swaying a little from side to side with a murderous light in his eyes.


    “Son,” said White, who seemed less daunted than the others, “you’re talking fool talk. I’m the sheriff.”


    “You don’t say so. Am I going to take your word for that?”


    Bill White exposed the badge of his office and then grinned triumphantly. “Now, Bob Lake,” he said, “will you listen to reason?”


    “Maybe, maybe not. I feel sort of irritable, Sheriff, and you got to talk sharp. What you want?”


    “To search you and your room. Start in, boys.”


    “You stay put, gents, you hear?” said Lake. “Let’s see your search warrant, eh? Trot it out, Sheriff!”


    The sheriff growled: “Search warrant be blowed, Lake!”


    “Maybe. But you don’t touch a pocket till you show me one.”


    “What’ll keep me from it?”


    “This!”


    “Lake, I’d ought to arrest you on the spot.”


    “Arrest me without a charge, Sheriff, and you’ll wish you’d arrested the devil sooner before you’re through. You hear me talk?”


    “Fool talk,” said the sheriff. His calm was breaking into anger.


    “Listen,” said Lake, growing calmer as he saw the temper rise in the sheriff. “If you lay a hand on me, partner, you’ll be the first that ever did it. My record’s clean. In my part of the country I’ve got friends, and I’ll use ’em to make your trail hot. Now, get out of this room!”


    “Just a minute. Hugh!”


    Smiley appeared from the rear of the crowd. “Is this the gent?”


    “It’s him right enough.” Smiley looked evilly at Bob Lake.


    “Lake, you took Al Rankin’s gun off Smiley. Talk up and confess. You’ll come to no harm that way.”


    “I never saw your rat-faced friend before.”


    “How does he know you, then?”


    “I’ve been in town since morning, and my name’s on the register downstairs. That’s easy enough.”


    “Why, if this ain’t the grandpa of all liars!” exclaimed Smiley. “D’you mean to say … ?”


    “Wait,” said the sheriff, raising his hand. “Loud talk don’t lead nowheres. Now, Lake, talk sense. You’re in the hole.”


    “I don’t see how.”


    “And you can’t fight your way out. Lake, you horned in to help Rankin. We know it.”


    “Never met Rankin in my life.”


    “Will you stand to that?”


    “Sure. What’s your story?”


    “That Smiley was bringing in evidence against Rankin in the shape of his gun, picked up at the scene of the Coy murder, and that you took it from him.”


    “Smiley lies. Probably he was talking loud with nothing behind it. You ask him to show, and call his bluff. All he can do is shift the blame on what he ain’t got. He picks a stranger, and I’m the man. Ain’t that simple?”


    “Suppose we search the room?”


    “Go ahead. If it means anything serious, I’m sure ready to oblige you, gents.”


    His calm and the readiness with which he now submitted to the search staggered the sheriff. Under his directions, while he kept an eye upon the actions of Lake, the others went over every inch of the space. Closet, suitcase, the clothes of Bob Lake, the bed—there was not the space of a pin that was not seen to or probed, and, as the search progressed and black looks began to be cast at Smiley, the excitement of the little man grew intense.


    “He’s thrown it away, Bill,” he declared. “That’s what he’s done. He knew we’d search, and he threw it away.”


    “You’re a fool, Hugh. That gun, jewels and all, is worth a thousand, if it’s worth a cent.”


    Hugh Smiley groaned in despair. And the search, coming to an end, resulted in a dark-faced semicircle gathering around the rat-faced man.


    “Sheriff,” said Bob Lake suddenly, “has this little rat got any grudge ag’in’ this Rankin you talk about? Any grudge that’d make him try to get Rankin in trouble?”


    “Grudge? Sure.” The sheriff turned with a new and ugly glance upon Smiley.


    “Take this gent and put him in front of Rankin … sudden … and see what Rankin does,” suggested Smiley.


    It was not an altogether brilliant idea, but the sheriff, seeing his greatest of prizes about to slip through his fingers, was quite willing to grasp at straws. Bob Lake readily assented, and they journeyed across to the jail. By this time Hugh Smiley had lost all aggressiveness and was lingering in the back of the group. But the others dragged him along. He had never been a popular member of the community. Behind him was an unsavory youth full of a cunning smoother and infinitely meaner then the crimes attributed to Al Rankin. Now he was carried along in the rear of the little crowd, and his courage was subjected to their sarcastic comments.


    When they reached the jail, a little, low-lying building, the sheriff marshaled them into an outer room and cautioned them to silence with a raised finger.


    “Now, follow me,” he whispered to Bob Lake. Leaving the others behind, he threw open an inner door.


    “I got a friend of yours, Al,” he called as he entered with Bob Lake behind him. Then he stepped aside to watch the expressions of the two men.


    Al Rankin sat behind a heavy set of bars on his cot, and the door opened into a narrow passage between the bars and the wall of the building. In this passage stood the sheriff and Bob Lake, and upon the latter the prisoner now bent a calm glance.


    “Friend?” he asked. “Ain’t had the pleasure of meeting him yet, Sheriff.”


    “You forget,” said the sheriff. “Think it over. You remember now?”


    “Bill, you ought to know that I never forget faces. I never saw this gent before. Wait a minute … no, I never saw him before.”


    The sheriff was dumbfounded. There was no doubting the sincerity of Al Rankin unless he were, indeed, a consummate actor.


    “It’s a queer case,” said the sheriff gloomily. “I told you what I expected from that rat, Smiley?”


    “Sure.”


    “Well, Rankin, it looks like you’re coming clean through all this. Smiley swears that Bob Lake, here, met him on the road into town and swiped the gun from him. We searched Lake and his room and found never a trace of it.”


    Al Rankin turned his handsome face toward Bob Lake, and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. What it might mean the sheriff could never guess, but Bob Lake knew that the smile meant a perfect understanding. There was something even a trifle alarming in that quick apprehension.


    “Al,” went on the sheriff, “you’re free. I’m sorry that I had to bust in on you the way I did, but … .”


    “Business is business,” answered Al Rankin cheerily. “And this ain’t the first time that you’ve showed me attentions. No hard feelings, Sheriff, but you might have picked a better time for jailing me.”


    “The wife and all that … ,” returned the sheriff. “That was pretty hard, Al, and I’m the first to admit it. Are we quits?”


    “Quits?” asked Al Rankin in an indescribable voice. “Quits?” He smiled, and the sheriff shuddered. He took no care to conceal his emotion.


    “All right,” he said, “we’ll have it out then, sooner or later.”


    “Sooner or later,” said Rankin, “we sure will.”


    “But there’s one thing more, Al. This fellow Smiley is scared to death. Will you shake hands with him before me, and tell him that you don’t bear any malice?”


    “Why,” said Al Rankin, “from what I’ve heard, it looks as if he’d ought to be more afraid of this gent”—he indicated Bob Lake—“than he is of me.”


    “Maybe. But will you shake hands with him, Al?”


    “If that’ll make you any happier, sure I will.”


    “I’m glad of that. I don’t want him on my conscience. I told him it would be safe, you see?”


    “Very thoughtful of you, but go ahead.”


    “I’ll get the keys.”


    He left the room, and Al Rankin made a long, light step to the bars; his debonair calm was gone.


    “Who are you?” he asked curtly.


    “Easy,” murmured Lake. “Maybe they’re listening.”


    “Can’t hear a thing through these walls. Come out with it.”


    “My name is Lake. The sheriff told you the rest. I got the gun from Smiley and threw it away.”


    “What gun?”


    Lake smiled. “Still bluffing?” he queried.


    “But why?” asked Al Rankin.


    “I was on the train in the seat behind you,” replied Lake.


    “Ah, I thought I remembered something about your face.”


    “When White came and took you … .” He paused, finding it difficult to go on. “As a matter of fact, Rankin, it seemed a shame that a girl like your wife should lose her husband … I … .”


    “You did this for Anne … all this?” asked Al Rankin slowly.


    “Rankin, you’ll be thinking me a fool, but I’m talking straight to you. I’ll never see the girl again, and I’ll never see you again. She turned my head, Rankin. I envied you. And for a minute I was almost glad that the sheriff had grabbed you. Then I changed my mind. You know the rest. Now … good bye and good luck to you. But one thing before I go, Rankin. If I ever hear that you haven’t straightened out after marrying a girl like that, I’ll come from the end of the world, if I have to, and skin you alive!”


    “You’d do all that?” asked Rankin with a sneer. Then he straightened his face. “Shake on it, Lake.”


    Their hands closed, and Bob Lake felt a grip that he had never dreamed possible in a man.


    “This ain’t the last time I see you,” said Rankin. “A gent like you is the kind I want for a friend. You’re coming up to Greytown with me, and you’re going to visit at the house. The wife will want to know you.”


    But Bob Lake shook his head, and he laughed bitterly. “Never in a thousand years, partner. I don’t trust myself that much. I’d be a fool.”


    They had no opportunity to say more. At this moment Bill White returned.


    
      Through the window

    

    The sheriff shook his little bunch of keys and unlocked the barred door and stepped aside to allow Al Rankin to come out. He was perfectly frank in his attitude. “You know how I stand, Al,” he said. “Sooner or later I’m going to get the goods on you. Long as you stood alone, it was a hard fight. But now you’ve started to play partners.” He indicated Bob Lake with a jerk of his thumb. “The minute a gent starts doing things like that, he’s done for. I’ve seen too many of ’em come and go.”


    But the temper of Al Rankin refused to be disturbed. “You’re all wrong, Bill,” he assured the sheriff. “I’m married, and I’m going to lead a life nobody can point a finger at.”


    The sheriff met this speech with a cold smile of deep wisdom. “I know you’ll try to get me sooner or later,” he said. “But I’ll try to be ready. Now come along and shake hands with Hugh Smiley. The little chap is half dead with being scared. And I don’t blame him.”


    He led the way out of the cell room and into his office. The rest of the little building was already deserted. The crowd had learned that the last hope of the sheriff had failed, when he could establish no proof of past relationship between Al Rankin and Lake. In the office stood only Hugh Smiley. It was plain that he was in the throes of a panic. He would far rather have been outside, flying for his life, but he felt it was hopeless to flee from Al Rankin. Other men had tried it and failed. The only thing for him to do was to stay and face the music and try to effect a reconciliation.


    But it was only by dint of clutching the edge of the table that he was able to remain there, facing the door. As it opened and he saw the handsome face of Rankin, the little man shivered violently. He stood like one waiting for the death sentence from the judge.


    “Here you are,” said the sheriff. “Al, maybe you think you’ve got reason to be sore at Smiley. But, as far as I can make out, Hugh has reason to be sore at you. Suppose you shake hands, here, and call everything quits.”


    The face of Al Rankin, it seemed to Lake, was a study in controlled emotion. The quivering of his eyelids showed the tremor of fierce anger that was passing through him, yet he maintained the calmest of smiles.


    “Most generally,” he said, “I aim to square things up with a gent that double-crosses me. However, I let a promise drop to the sheriff, and I like to live up to my promises. Besides, you have a grudge against me, Hugh. D’you think it’s all cleared up, now?”


    “All cleared,” said Hugh Smiley. His little rat eyes went restlessly to and fro. “I was wrong, Al. I don’t mind tellin’ you now that I was wrong and … and I want to ask your pardon for it.”


    “Why,” said Rankin, “if you feel that way, we will call it quits. Go back home and sleep easy and forget about me, Hugh. I guess that’ll do, Sheriff, eh?”


    “I suppose so.” The sheriff was not entirely satisfied.


    “If anything goes wrong,” said Hugh Smiley, pointing a trembling finger at White, “remember that it was you that got me into this.”


    “I know it,” returned the sheriff, and he made a wry face.


    “Wait,” cut in Bob Lake. “I think they ought to shake hands first, eh, Sheriff?”


    “Good idea. That’s what they met for in the first place. Go ahead, Al.”


    A glance from the corner of Rankin’s eyes fell upon Lake, a glance gleaming with such venom that the big fellow winced. The handshaking was duly performed. And the sheriff sighed.


    “All right, boys,” he said, “I’ve got to run along. Sit around and talk things over. Here’s your gun, Al. Here’s yours, Lake.”


    He hung the cartridge belt and the revolver on the wall, while he put Rankin’s gun before him on the table. Then he left the room.


    “All I got to say,” said the rat-faced man, “is that I’m glad you showed some sense, Al.”


    Al Rankin looked up from his gun that he was balancing lightly in his long fingers. “By the way,” he said, “I’ve got to say something to the sheriff before he leaves.”


    Tossing his weapon back on the table, he left the room hurriedly. They heard a door close outside, and the keen eyes of Smiley turned for the first time upon Bob Lake.


    “Why you done it,” he said gloomily, “I dunno. But it was sure a fool play. D’you think Al is grateful? He don’t know what gratitude means, stranger, and you’ll live long enough to find out. Grateful? Right this minute he’s plannin’ something ag’in’ you. For why? Because he knows that you know where that gun was put, and the minute the gun’s found, they’s a noose around his neck. Does that sound reasonable?” He leaned across the table and grinned maliciously into the face of Lake.


    “Reasonable enough,” replied the other carelessly, a great deal more carelessly than he felt about the matter.


    “And how does he know that you won’t use what you know to squeeze money out of him? He’s got lots of coin, Al has. He got a lot from his father. He’s got a house that’s a regular palace, Al has, and the only reason he’s been around raisin’ trouble is because he likes action. That’s all. He’ll be kind of wishing you was out of the way, maybe, and the minute he does that, you’ll sure cuss the day when you held me up for that hanging evidence. Wait, son, till … .”


    The evil joy went out of that face. The eyes went past Bob Lake toward the window and fastened there with a sort of horrible fascination. Before Lake could turn, the bark of a gun crowded the room with echoes, and Hugh Smiley slumped forward on the table. At the same time there was a heavy impact on the floor.


    Bob Lake reached first for his gun on the wall. The holster was empty! There on the floor lay the heavy object that had been thrown through the window. It was a revolver, and, as Bob Lake caught it up, he knew at once that it was his.


    “Rankin,” said a voice behind him.


    He whirled to find Smiley propping himself with sagging arms back from the table. His eyes were already glazing. From the outer part of the building Lake heard footsteps coming. There he stood with the gun in his hand from which a bullet had struck the dying man.


    The whole devilish scheme dawned on his mind. Al Rankin had left his own weapon, lying on the table. On his way out of the room he had slipped Lake’s gun out of its holster, and then, circling the building on the outside, he had fired through the open window. What could be neater?


    It was known that Lake and Smiley were at odds, and there were plenty of grounds for a quarrel between them, whether Lake had actually held up the little man as Smiley had sworn, or whether Smiley had evened the score between them. And the blame of that bullet was thrown upon Bob Lake, removing him from Rankin’s path, just as Smiley had prophesied the gambler and gunfighter would wish to do.


    He leaned over Smiley.


    “Witnesses!” was all the little man could say. He seemed to be saving his strength for a later moment.


    Then the door was burst open by the sheriff. “You murdering idiot!” he shouted and wrenched the gun from Lake’s hand.


    But the latter pointed mutely to the dying man.


    By this time High Smiley had slumped back in the chair with his arms dangling in odd positions at his side. He was plainly far gone, and only his eyes showed a sign of life as his chin sagged down against his chest.


    The sheriff dropped to his knees beside the little man, still covering Bob Lake with his own gun.


    “Not him,” whispered Smiley. “Al Rankin … through the window … I seen his face.” He sank limp against the shoulder of the sheriff.


    Bob Lake raised the dead body and laid it on the table. Others were coming through the building, shouting to one another. Gunshots in Everett generally had aftermaths.


    “Is it clear?” asked Lake.


    “Not at all,” said the sheriff. “A minute ago I left you here all chummy as so many partners. Now here I am with the gun that killed Smiley, and that gun is yours, and Smiley gives me a dying declaration that Al Rankin is the man, and there’s Rankin’s gun, lying on the table cold.” He wiped his forehead.


    “Rankin went out, Sheriff, and took my gun with him. He fired through the window and then threw my gun inside. His plan was to come running back after the hubbub started and show surprise. But … .”


    “Then where is he now?” asked the bewildered sheriff.


    “He heard Smiley yell his name a minute ago and saw that his whole plan had been spoiled because Smiley had seen his face, when he fired through the window. Where is he now? He’s riding out of Everett on the first horse he found saddled, most like.”


    The sheriff’s amazement cleared itself in one tremendous curse, then he bolted from the room. But Bob Lake went back to the dead man and looked down into his face. No doubt Hugh Smiley was a bad one and not worth his salt, but he would have served to apprehend a murderer had Lake not interfered. Now the rôles were reversed, and, as surely as the sun shone, Bob Lake was responsible for the tragedy.


    He went out from the jail and back to the hotel a free man, but a very thoughtful one.


    
      Mostly about Anne

    

    The result of his reflections was one clear perception: he had made a terrible mess of things from the start. A worthless gambler and murderer without honor or faith or gratitude had been taken out of the proper hands of the law; a man, innocent of crime in this affair at least, now lay dead. And finally the man to whom he had been a benefactor had come within an ace of saddling the guilt of a murder upon his own shoulders.


    It was sufficient, one would say, to make Bob Lake swear himself in as a deputy and join the posse in the pursuit of the renegade, Al Rankin. But there was another residue of Bob Lake’s thought, and that residue was the face of Anne Rankin as he had last looked back to her from the head of the car. His memory of her was astonishingly clear. The few attitudes and expressions that he had seen remained before his mind like so many pictures, and in his leisure he could take them out and examine them in detail, one by one. Long before reaching this point, another man would have taken a train back for Manhattan or some other more distant point. But, when all was said and done, Lake only knew that he must see that girl again—at once.


    The next morning he was on the train for Greytown, and early in the afternoon he dismounted at the little station in the heart of the mountains. It was bitterly cold in spite of the spring. An unseasonable snow had fallen several days before, and now it was frozen and packed hard by a stiff northerly wind. Over this the clear sunshine fell, blinding to the eye where the snow fields lay level. The nearer mountains were crystal outlines against the sky. The farther peaks were a bluish white, but here and there, where the snow had slid away, there was a raw, bare, black cliff.


    The train pulled away and left another man standing on the platform, a middle-aged man whose eyes were extremely old and whose smile was extremely young. He had dropped his suitcase and was bundling himself into an overcoat, when Bob Lake approached.


    “D’you know this layout?” asked Lake.


    “Not a thing. I’m a stranger here, and I’m looking for Albert Rankin’s house.”


    “Albert Rankin? Oh, Al Rankin, eh? Well, I’m trying to spot the same place.”


    He found himself regarded with a new and vital interest. “Friend of Rankin’s?”


    The voice was even, but there was no doubt of the hardness that crept into the tone. Plainly this man was not apt to take kindly to the friends of Al Rankin. He might, perhaps, be an officer of the law sent to watch the newly made outlaw’s headquarters.


    “Nope. Only talked to him once.”


    “Where was that, may I ask?”


    “In Everett.”


    The other started. “When?”


    “Last night.”


    “The deuce you say,” exclaimed the older man. “You were in Everett last night?”


    “I’ll say I was.”


    “Then you know about the whole fracas.”


    “All there is to be known.”


    His companion bundled him off to a corner of the platform for the station agent had come out to watch them.


    “I have an unfortunate interest in this matter,” he said. “Let me introduce myself. I am Paul Sumpter. I see that name means nothing to you, but I am the father of Al Rankin’s wife.”


    “I’m Bob Lake. Glad to know you.”


    “And you, sir. Sheriff White advised me of everything that had happened last night by wire. Of course, it was told in brief. I have come up here to see to my girl, but, above all things, I’d like to find out exactly what happened in Everett last night.”


    Bob Lake drew back. He was ordinarily talkative enough, but he was filled with aversion to this man who had allowed his daughter to marry such a fellow as Al Rankin.


    “I can tell you what happened in a nutshell … murder, Mister Sumpter.”


    The other drew his knuckles across his puckered forehead. “Murder,” he repeated softly. “There were extenuating circumstances?”


    “Sure, there was a chance for him to shift the blame on another gent. That was why he took a pot shot at Smiley.”


    “And who was the other?”


    “Me.”


    It was Sumpter’s turn to fall back. “You are the man who … ?”


    “Oh, I’m him, all right,” returned Lake. “I’m the fool who stepped in and got messed up.”


    They stood regarding one another curiously. “I see,” said the older man quietly. “You’re up here, hunting for Rankin? Well, sir, I hope to heaven that you find him.”


    “Don’t start jumping to conclusions. Right now I got an idea that I’m the best friend Rankin has in the world.”


    His companion gaped in amazement. “After he has tried to saddle a murder on you? But possibly the sheriff is wrong, and I’m wrong. There are qualities in Al Rankin that can make a man stick to him through thick and thin, even as you seem to be doing.”


    “There are.”


    “I’m glad of it,” said Mr. Sumpter. “I’ve been making up my mind that my daughter shall never see the fellow again. But he may be an extraordinary sort of man. The reports against him may be exaggerated. Tell me, Mister Lake, the good things you have noted in him.”


    “I can do that short, Mister Sumpter … his wife.”


    “His wife?” Then, as he understood, Sumpter frowned. “It’s on account of my girl, Anne, that you’re prepared to stay by Rankin? Is that it? I’ve never heard her mention your name among her friends.”


    “She doesn’t know me. But let that go.”


    “Mister Lake, let me tell you, once and for all, that the best thing you can do for Anne is to let the law take its course. You have already done too much, I believe. You are the man who removed from Smiley the evidence which would have hung Rankin. Far better if he had swung on the gallows. There would have been an end to him and another beginning for Anne. The best thing you can do is to turn around and go back.”


    “Your daughter will be the best judge of that.”


    He was favored with a long and searching scrutiny, and then, at the approach of the station agent, he turned to the man and asked for directions. They were easily given. One had only to take the road and keep on around the side of the next hill. It was easy walking because the snow was firm. No one could mistake the Rankin house. There was no other in sight.


    Sumpter and Lake started out side by side. They talked little at first, but Sumpter seemed to have taken a determined liking to the younger man, and finally he began on the story of the marriage.


    It was by no means a novel tale. The life of his daughter had fallen into two distinct divisions, it seemed. First, she had been a romping girl typical of the West. She did anything that boys could do and sometimes did it a good deal better. The tomboy period ended when she was sent East to a girls’ school. On her return she was a new personality, it seemed. But one undercurrent of her nature remained the same—she continued to love the outdoors and the life of the mountains. The time she had spent away from her homeland had served to idealize it. The East to her had always remained the country of the efféte. Constantly harking back to the wild days of her girlhood, she came back expecting in a measure to take up the old times as she had left them, and she had been shocked to find she could not. The thing she admired she could no longer do, and she was physically incapable of the thirty miles a day in the saddle that had once been nothing to her. So she transferred her interests; she began to idolize the Western men. She loved their freedom. She professed a liking even for their dialect. At this crucial moment in stepped Al Rankin.


    He was everything that she admired. He could almost literally ride anything that walked on four feet. His courage was known. Although he was a comparative stranger in their town, tales followed out of the mountains, and it was said that he had killed “his man.”


    This was enough to startle Sumpter and put him on his guard. He went so far as to forbid the girl having anything to do with the stranger until he had been able to learn more about his past. But the prohibition, as usual in such cases, merely confirmed the girl in her liking. She refused to see other men. She concentrated stubbornly on Albert Rankin and wasted on him all of her inborn aptitude for idealization. When her father attempted to argue, he was met with stubborn silence.


    He decided, more indulgently than wisely, to let her have her own way, trusting to her woman’s intuition, and fearing to drive her to rashness by a prolonged opposition. For stubbornness was a Sumpter characteristic, and, under all of her gentleness of exterior manner, Anne Sumpter at heart could be firm as a rock. And the father, recognizing the family trait, gave way.


    No sooner was the ban lifted than Al Rankin was constantly in the house. Their engagement followed, and at once he pressed for an early marriage. The girl consented. She declared it was the way of the West. Her father and even her mother protested only half-heartedly. They had been won over by the pleasant manner and easy social address of handsome Albert Rankin. Financially they easily learned that he was sound enough. The marriage followed.


    Even before the ceremony Mr. Sumpter received the first serious warnings in the shape of several anonymous letters, and one was signed by Hugh Smiley. They made various unsavory charges against young Rankin, but Sumpter gave them slight attention. In the first place because he despised anonymous blackmail, and in the second place because in the case of Smiley he felt a bitter personal spite.


    “But, when I took her to the train,” concluded Sumpter, “I had a premonition that she was embarking toward a disaster. It came over me all at once, when we stepped into the coach. But then it was too late to do anything.


    “It was not long. Last night the telegram came from Sheriff White of Everett, informing me in outline of everything that had happened. He also told me that Rankin is now outside the law. So that nothing can prevent me from taking my girl back to her home and teaching her to forget this horrible affair. It might be that I shall need help. In that case, may I call on you?”


    “When you get her consent, call on me,” said Lake.


    “You don’t think she’ll come?”


    “I’ve stopped thinking,” said Bob Lake bitterly. “The things I figure on all come out wrong.”


    
      ‘For better or worse’

    

    Rounding the hill, they paused by mutual consent and stared at one another. Stretching to the right before them, the hillside flattened into a spacious plateau heavily forested, and above the trees in three tall gables rose the roof of the house. To Bob Lake it seemed to have the dimensions of a palace, and his heart fell.


    To him a house in the mountains meant a three-room shack. How would he be able to face the mistress of this mansion and talk to her of the things that he began to feel vaguely forming in his mind?


    “I remember hearing something about it,” Sumpter was saying. “But can you imagine the owner of a property like this becoming a common gunfighter and gamester?”


    Bob Lake returned no answer. They struggled over the slippery snow up the hillside, and on the level of the plateau every step among the trees revealed the more and more imposing proportions of the house. Built of the heaviest timbers, it was settled to the natural slope of the ground like a piece of landscape. At night and unlighted it must have seemed merely the peaked crest of the mountain.


    “But why a house like that … up here?” asked Bob Lake.


    “Rankin’s father had a great deal of money. He was an Easterner, but he built this hunting lodge and raised Albert in the wilds. Wanted to get him back to nature, as I understand it, and he succeeded.”


    They came out onto a semicircular opening in the woods before the lodge, and presently they rang the doorbell. A Chinese boy admitted them and took their names. When he had gone, Bob Lake pointed to the big logs that were smoldering in the fireplace of the hall. “No real use,” he said, “but just for folks to look at when they come saunterin’ in.”


    Then they admired the paneling in the great style of redwood. The stonework about the fireplace alone, Bob Lake decided, would have cost his entire fortune to reproduce. Wherever his eye fell, it reported back to his mind a detail which made him more gloomy.


    There was light, rapid fall of feet, and then down the generous curve of the great staircase came Anne. She was huddling a wrap of blue, shimmering stuff around her shoulders as she ran; Bob Lake did not miss even this detail. The light from a window that opened on the stairway showed her brightly for a moment, and then she descended into the shadow of the hall and was in the arms of her father.


    A dozen half laughing and half excited questions tumbled out all at once, and then, as her father stepped back gravely, she saw Bob Lake. If he had any fear that she might have forgotten him, that fear was banished instantly. There was a flash and paling of color as she looked at him and, it seemed to Lake, no little alarm in her manner.


    “You know Mister Lake?” her father was saying.


    She bowed to him, recovering her self-possession. “I’ve seen Mister Lake before. But, Dad, what brought you here? Have you missed me already? And have you seen the house? And isn’t it wonderful? And the servants … and everything you could imagine.”


    “I have missed you,” said Sumpter. “But that isn’t exactly what’s brought me here. If Mister Lake will excuse us for a moment, I wish to talk with you alone.”


    They made their brief excuses to Bob Lake, and then she drew her father into the library, lined with more books than Sumpter had ever seen in one room before.


    “It’s serious?” she murmured to him.


    “Very serious. The first thing for you to do is to pack up your things and come back home with me. I can explain things on the way in detail.”


    He could have been more diplomatic, but he was not in a tender mood. He felt that she had so thoroughly messed matters in her marriage that there was not a little of “I told you so” in his attitude. And the result was that he hurt her cruelly with his very first speech.


    “It’s Al!” she exclaimed. “Something has happened to Al. I knew it, when I saw you come!”


    “Something has happened to Al,” repeated her father grimly. “Besides, what’s more to the point, Al has done a good deal to others.”


    “But what?”


    “Anne, I want you to take your father’s word. I don’t want to go into details just now. The main thing is that you’ve married a hound, and you’ve got to get away from this house as fast as you can. Will you trust me for that?”


    He might as well have trusted a mother to send her child to the gallows. “Are you trying to drive me mad?” she asked. “What’s happened to Al? Is … is he hurt?”


    “Never better in his life.”


    “Then … ?”


    “Which is more than can be said for at least one of his acquaintances.”


    “There’s been a fight?”


    “Not a fight.”


    “Tell me everything … everything. I knew there was something serious about it from the manner of that man who took him off the train.”


    “Do you know why he was taken off the train?”


    “No.”


    “It was an arrest.”


    “Ah! On what charge?”


    “Murder!” He drove the word at her brutally. He was determined that, before he ended this interview, he would have her so thoroughly subdued to his will that she would never question it again. But, instead of crumbling before his attack, she rallied to meet it.


    There was an unexpected basis of strength in her nature that always came to the top in an emergency. All his life her father had been astonished when he was confronted by it.


    “It’s not true,” she said quite calmly.


    “Do you think I’d lie to you, Anne?”


    “Someone else has lied to you … or else they trapped Al with a false charge. At this very moment I know as surely as I know that I’m standing here, that Al is a free man!” She said it proudly.


    “You’re right. He’s free.”


    It staggered Anne in spite of her surety of the moment before. “Then … ?”


    “Do you know who to thank for his freedom? The romantic fool downstairs … Lake. Who is he?”


    “Lake? Thank him? What do you mean by that?” She came close to him with eagerness that he could not understand in her face. “What did Mister Lake do? What did he do?”


    “Saved the neck of Al Rankin, that’s all.”


    “I knew it … almost.”


    “You knew what?”


    “Nothing. Tell me what Mister Lake did.”


    “The sheriff arrested Al Rankin without evidence. He was waiting for evidence that a man didn’t dare to bring in, for fear of having his throat cut. That’s the sort of a man your husband is. This Lake … the idiot … intercepted Smiley on his way and took the evidence from him. That evidence was the revolver with which Rankin had killed a man named Coy … deliberate murder, Anne!”


    “I don’t …”


    “Don’t say you don’t believe it. Don’t act like a stubborn child, my dear.”


    “But why did Mister Lake do it? Did he know Al?”


    “Never saw him before that day. He was riding behind you on the train. Can you figure out why he did it?”


    Her flush was a marvelous thing to see. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “No, I can’t understand. I’ve never spoken to him before today.”


    “Everybody seems to have gone mad,” said her father. “But I have told you enough to convince you that you’ve got to go back with me?”


    “Do you think I shall leave Al for a charge that even the law can’t hold against him?”


    “But there’s a new charge, Anne.”


    “And this time?” she queried.


    “Murder again.”


    “Ah!” She winced from that blow and then made herself meet his eyes.


    “You’ve made a fool of yourself, and that’s the short of it, my dear. You’ve let a crazy, romantic idea run away with you. Now, come back home and face the music and forget this devil of a Rankin. I never liked him. I warned you against him from the first.”


    “They’ll never convict Al! They can’t.”


    “Not with eyewitnesses?”


    “Who?”


    “The man who was killed lived long enough to name his murderer. That man was Smiley.”


    “He lied out of malice.”


    “Did he? There was another man. It was a man who had just saved Rankin from the gallows at the risk of his own neck. It was a man who had done these things out of the bigness of his heart. To repay him for what he had done Al Rankin tried to shift the blame for the murder on his shoulders. That’s the sort of a cur Rankin is. And the name of the living witness against Rankin is the man downstairs … Bob Lake! Will you call him a liar?”


    She was struck mute. Feeling her way, she found a chair and sank slowly into it. Still she watched her father with haunted eyes.


    “And now, Anne,” he went on, growing suddenly gentle, the thing for you to do is to come back to people who love you and people you can trust. I’ll keep you from this murdering devil, this ungrateful, hard, scheming sneak.”


    “Oh, Dad,” she whispered, “how can I go back? How can I go back and face them and live down their whispers and their smiles?”


    “Why, curse ’em,” said her father. “I’ll knock off the head of the first man that raises his voice against you or insults you with a grin. And as for the gossip of the women … why, honey, you can silence the whole pack of ’em with a single smile.”


    A very wan smile rewarded him for his flattery. Still she shook her head. “What right have I to desert him? ‘For better or worse.’ I’ve no right to leave him … and he’ll still be proven innocent.”


    “You can’t meet my eye, when you say that.”


    “Dad, I can’t go. I can’t!”


    “Anne, why not?”


    “Shame … pride … everything keeps me here.”


    “It’s ruin, Anne.”


    “I’ve brought it on my own head … besides … I won’t admit that he’s wrong. I’m going to stay.”


    “Then, by heaven, I’m going to stay here with a gun. If your husband comes inside the door, he’s a dead man.”


    
      ‘A strange combination’

    

    She left him raging up and down the room and pausing with a stamp of the foot from time to time, when he recalled her stubbornness. He felt very much like one who has brought a chance of escape to a prisoner and finds the obstinate fool unwilling to accept freedom.


    But Anne slipped out and came on Bob Lake, sitting in the hall where she had left him. He sat with his chin propped upon one great brown fist while he studied empty space. On his puckered forehead there was the wistfulness of a man who submits to inevitable defeat. She paused on the stairs to study him. He was by no means a handsome fellow, she decided, and yet she liked his very ugliness. There was a certain dauntless honesty about that face that others had felt before her. She saw, too, as any woman with the feel of the West in her blood will do, the breadth of his shoulders, his fighting jaw, and the size of hands capable of holding and retaining what they seized—or else crushing it under the fingers. Anne Sumpter liked these things, and, having finished her catalogue of details, she went on to surprise him.


    A man who is surprised, she knew, is always half disarmed and left open to the eye of a woman. Smiling faintly, she reached the hall before he sensed her coming.


    “My father has told me about you,” she said, taking pity on his confusion, but she had not by any means intended to. “He has told me,” she went on, “that you have done a good deal for Mister Rankin.”


    Then she waited, she hardly knew for what. He was not quite so clumsy as she had expected. She discovered that he had a way of looking at one so that it was difficult to bear his eye. His seriousness was contagious.


    “Lady,” he said gravely, “I dunno what your father has said. But if you want facts, I’ll give ’em to you.”


    “By all means,” said the girl, and paused for the recital. There would be much boasting in it, she had no doubt.


    “The facts are these,” said Bob Lake, reflecting on them as though to make sure that he was correct. “It come in my way to do a little favor for Al Rankin, and I done it.”


    Was that the way he phrased a service that had kept her husband from the gallows?


    “Then it came in Al Rankin’s way to do a kind of a bad-looking trick to me, and it appears like he done it, too. So that’s how it stands between Al Rankin and me.”


    And was this the way he described what her father had called an attempt to put the blame of a murder on his shoulders? She was staggered by this studious understatement. And there was a ring of truth about it that went home. For the first time a great doubt about Al Rankin entered her mind and lodged there.


    “Then,” she said, “as Al’s wife I can only hope that the time will soon come when he can explain that away.”


    “I hope so, too,” said the big man frankly, “but I misdoubt it. The point is, we’ve come to a pass where gun talk is a pile more likely than man talk.”


    Again that very simplicity of expression shocked her into belief. She began to feel suddenly that this was the reality for which she had been consciously seeking and never finding.


    But she said coldly: “And why have you come to tell me these things … and you’ve come a long distance, Mister Lake?”


    “Because,” he answered calmly, “it came into my mind that you might have heard enough things from your father to think that you got hooked up with a yaller hound.”


    “Do you think Al Rankin is that?”


    He paused, lost in thought. “No,” he said, “I ain’t sure of it. Not quite.”


    “And why do you wish to find out what I think?”


    “Because,” he said, “if you was to think that way, it’d come in handy for me to go out and blow off the head of this same Al Rankin.”


    She could merely stare at him. “Mister Lake, I don’t suppose I should listen to you, but, you have helped Mister Rankin … and you do seem to feel that you have been wronged. But … do you realize that you are talking to Al Rankin’s wife?”


    “Lady,” he said, “it’s something that I can’t forget.”


    “Do you actually expect me to ask you to go out with a gun to find my husband?”


    “I ask you to talk frank to me, like I’m doing to you,” he said.


    “And suppose that I don’t give you this mad commission?”


    “Then it’s up to me to go out and get to Al Rankin and see that he’s safe and sound and clean out of the hands of the law which is tryin’ tolerable hard to reach him, I figure.”


    “Of all the strange men I have ever known or heard of,” she said slowly, “you’re the strangest, Mister Lake.”


    “Me? Strange? Not a bit. I can tell you everything about myself in half a minute … everything worth knowing, that is.”


    “Then I earnestly wish that you would.”


    “Plain cowpuncher, lady. Does that answer?”


    “Cowpuncher? But there are all manner of cowpunchers, aren’t there?”


    “No, they’re mostly a pretty lazy set, take ’em by and large. They punch cows because they’d rather ride than walk. Not very clean in the skin, seeing the kind of a life they lead, and not a terrible lot cleaner under the skin, seeing the life they lead. Off and on they sort of smell of their work, you might say. They happen onto the range sort of casual, most of ’em, and they happen off the range sort of casual, most of ’em. They drink considerable, and they cuss considerable. Some of ’em dies in their boots and is glad of it, and some of ’em dies in their boots and is sorry for it. Religion they ain’t bothered a pile with. Past they ain’t got. Family don’t bother ’em none.” He paused to pick up the fragments of facts that might have strayed from his attention during this strange recital, and then he looked up to her faintly smiling face. “And there you are, lady, with a pretty fair picture, taking it by and large, of Bob Lake. Will it do?”


    She knew by the very bitterness of his smile that he was not understating this time, but really striving to give her a literal portrait of himself, as he was, so that she might not be led astray hereafter in her estimation of him. With all her heart she admired that fearless honesty.


    “I think,” she said gently, “that you’ve named all the things about yourself that don’t count a bit, and you’ve deliberately left out of account everything that really matters.”


    He bowed profoundly. “Lady, I never figured on having the last word with you, even about myself.”


    She could not help smiling. And then she stopped and wondered at herself. It was the most serious day of her life, and here she was forgetting the seriousness and centering only on this odd man—this stranger. What was coming to her husband all this time? “If I asked you,” she said at length, “you would go out to help Mister Rankin?”


    “I suppose,” he said gloomily, “that I would.”


    “And will you tell me why?”


    “Because I done wrong by Al Rankin,” he answered after another moment.


    “Wrong to him? How?”


    “Speakin’ man to man, that’s a thing I can’t talk about.”


    “But speaking man to woman, Mister Lake?”


    “All the more reason.”


    At that it became absolutely necessary for her to know. Of course, she guessed quite distinctly, and she knew that she was walking on dangerous ground. But what woman could have done otherwise?


    “It’s a mystery,” she said. “And … I’d like to know. How in the world could you possibly have wronged Al Rankin?”


    “By envyin’ him, Missus Rankin. When the sheriff took him off the train, I was sitting behind you, and I wished that he’d never come back … I started in hoping that he was done for. Well, that sort of thing is poison. So I jumped off the train to make up.”


    “Do you know that there are no other men like you, Mister Lake?”


    “Millions of ’em, lady, but they don’t let themselves go. Well, they ain’t any real reason why I should horn in here. You’re going back home with your father?”


    “I’m not. I’m staying here.”


    He blinked and then looked earnestly at her. “Stay here and wait for Al?”


    “Exactly.”


    “What you’ve heard about him, don’t turn you ag’in’ him none?”


    “Not a bit.”


    Bob Lake sighed. “You’re sure fond of him,” he replied. “Well, that lets me out.”


    He picked up his hat, and she knew perfectly well that the moment he passed through the door he would be out of her life and gone forever. It was a hard thing to look forward to. Between the lines of his blunt speech she had been reading busily for herself, and what she read was a romance so astonishing that it carried her back to her days of fairy stories. Out of those pages all this seemed to have happened—a fairy tale turned into the ways and days of the 20th Century. A strange combination of Faithful John, Mysterious Prince, and Wandering Knight—there he went out of her life.


    “Wait!” called the girl faintly.


    He paused.


    “A little while ago you made an offer. You said you would try to help my husband, if I asked you to.”


    “I did.”


    “You meant that?”


    “Lady, are you going to take me up?”


    “Ah, now you want to withdraw?”


    He came back to her. “Listen,” he said, “you think it over careful. Think it over a whole pile. But, if you need me, say the word. It ain’t an easy thing to do, Missus Rankin. But, if you start me, I’ll stick with it to the finish.”


    “But don’t you see that there are no friends who will help him now? He’s alone. Nothing but enemies around him. Mister Lake … .”


    “You don’t have to plead,” said Bob Lake. “Tell me straight what you want me to do.”


    “Find him,” said the girl, “and keep him safe.”


    
      Al sleeps in his boots

    

    Out of Everett, Al Rankin rode hard, cursing in spite of his newly gained liberty. He had been on the point of running back into the room after shooting Smiley. That was his plan as Lake had afterward seen. He would come back, appearing surprised at what he found, and the gun on the floor would convict Bob Lake. He hated Hugh Smiley for various reasons; he hated Bob Lake as a man of evil generally hates those who have found him out. The very fact that his life had depended on the romantic generosity of a stranger was abhorrent to him. The time might come, perhaps, when Bob Lake would boast of how he kept no less a person than Al Rankin from the halter.


    For all these causes Rankin wished both Smiley and Bob Lake out of the way. And he had cunningly contrived it so that one blow might destroy both without bringing even a breath of suspicion upon his own head. Only one thing foiled him, and that was his own inaccuracy with the revolver. Had he thought twice he would have aimed for the head—it was far surer. But the bullet through the body had not taken the life instantly—it had left enough breath in the lungs of Hugh Smiley for him to cry out the name of his murderer, and Rankin, running back into the building, had heard that cry and recognized the voice. At one stroke all of his plans were ruined.


    He hurried out of the jail again, and, rounding the corner at the hitching rack, he chose with a single glance the best of the three horses that were tethered there—a rangy bay with legs enough for speed and a wide expanse of breast that promised staying qualities. He had no time for a longer examination and threw himself hastily into the saddle. A moment later he was galloping swiftly out of Everett.


    From the moment he swung onto the back of that horse, he became a thing more to be shunned than the guilt of a dozen murders—he became a horse thief. There is an old maxim west of the Rockies: “It takes a man to kill a man; it takes a skunk to steal a horse.” Al Rankin knew the maxim well enough. He knew various other things connected with horse thieves and their ways. And yet here he was on the back of a stolen horse.


    Crime had been for Al Rankin a temptation like liquor to other men. If he had been born poor, he probably would have found sufficient excitement in the mere work of earning a living, which is rarely dull in a cattle country. But Al Rankin had never known the sting of breaking blisters on the inside of his hands. He had never known the pleasure of earned money, whether in the making or the spending. His only joy in life had come out of matching his wits against the wits of others and his speed of hand and straightness of eye against theirs. The trouble with Al was that he was different from his fellows. He despised his victims, and, when a man does that, he is past hoping for.


    What tortured him with shame now was not that he had attempted to destroy his benefactor, Bob Lake, but that the obscure crime of killing Coy so long ago should have led to such complicated consequences. Of all the acts of his life that was probably the least blameless, for Coy needed killing if ever a man did. But out of that death the train of consequences sprang. It was that killing which had determined him on leaving the mountains for a time. That departure sent him into the life of Anne Sumpter. And Anne Sumpter led directly to the break with Smiley’s daughter which in turn had worked back to put him in peril from Smiley himself. And to get even with Smiley he had now definitely enlisted against himself the enmity of the first man he had ever met whom he had definitely respected—that man was Bob Lake.


    He was in fact, though he would not admit it, not a little afraid of Lake. Not that he would have feared a test of physical strength or a gun play man to man, but there were qualities in Lake that he did not understand, and whatever men do not understand they fear and hate. With all his soul Rankin hated Bob Lake.


    He drew up the bay on a hilltop and looked back at Everett, a sprawling, shapeless shadow. By this time they knew that he was a horse thief. By this time the posse had started after him. He shook his fist into the night at them and spat in his contempt. In a way, there was a sort of fierce pleasure in knowing that from this time forth the hand of every man would be against him, his hand against every man.


    Murderer and horse thief! There was a fine ending for Al Rankin, son of Judge Rankin. But he would fool them. For how long? Coldly there stepped into his mind the memory of other men, cool, confident, clever, experienced, who had from time to time passed outside the law. One by one they always fell. One by one their brief careers of wild living had ended with a wild or a wretched death. Some confederate enraged or bribed to betray them—but he, Al Rankin, would have no confederates. Other thoughts came to him.


    “Curse resolutions,” he said softly to himself. “I’ll play the game the way it comes to me, and the boys that get me will pay a full price.” And then he went on.


    Another thought came to him and made him spur on the horse. For the first time in many hours he had recalled his wife. Again he cursed into the night—cursed Bill White and dead Hugh Smiley and his daughter and the interloper. Bob Lake. This was their work, he decided. He hardly knew Anne Sumpter—that name came to him more readily than the new one. He had sought her out because, when he went into her home town, she had been the attraction. He had wanted her because it seemed that everyone else wanted her. To his self-centered point of view she would have been desirable for this reason alone. And, indeed, he had not stopped to learn more about her. He had instantly concentrated upon learning how to win her. He had stepped into her home. He had studied her environment. He had quickly learned that she loved the West for its rough freedom, and he had exaggerated all these qualities in himself for her sake. It had from the first been a great game. He enjoyed it because he felt that he was deceiving her with consummate skill. Not once had he allowed his real self to come to the surface until that moment when he was saying good bye to her on the train to follow Bill White. Then for a moment the ugly inner self cropped up to the surface, and the sudden whitening of her face had been the result of his speech.


    But bah, he concluded at this point in his reflections. I’ll fool her again. I’ll fool her all her life. She ain’t got the brains to see through me. I’ll have her thinking I’m a martyr before she’s two days older.


    It was very necessary that he should educate her to this belief in him now that he was a wanderer. She must be his base of supplies. She must be ready to send him succor of money and supplies from time to time. She must be the rock on which he was to build his safety and happiness. And again he cursed. It was surely an irony of fate that compelled him to accept a woman as a partner—he who had never had partners of any description.


    Now, in the very beginning of his duel with the law, he found himself without any of the essentials. He had not a sign of a weapon except his pocket knife. He had very little money. It was necessary at once to strike to his base of supplies and get both money and weapons. As a matter of fact, it was the direction which he would choose. His cleverness was known. Ordinarily Bill White would have guarded the home of a man he wanted in the hope that the criminal would head toward it for refuge. But dealing with Al Rankin, the canny sheriff would probably never try such simple methods. He would attempt something complicated—some smart deduction—and Al Rankin would baffle him by doing the simple thing.


    He decided to strike from the south toward the home town, making a wide detour and traveling in a loose semicircle so as to keep within a region of easy trails. In this manner he came down into that region where the deep and narrow gorge, which began near Greytown, spread out into a wider valley with tillable ground in patches here and there. It was near to his home in a matter of miles, but he had never been in that exact region before. The lowlands of the farmers were not exciting enough to attract Al Rankin. He was glad of this fact now, because it gave him a chance to harbor safely without much fear of being recognized. The first thing he did, when he reached that valley, was to head straight for a crossroads hotel and put up his horse for the night.


    It was very bold, but he counted on two things. First that the news of his crimes and a description of him might not have been spread as yet. Second that he would never be expected and looked for so close to his home. It would be generally surmised that he would strike out for distant regions.


    All went as smoothly as he could have wished. There were not, apparently, more than four or five men staying in the hotel that night, and he saw not a single face that was even remotely familiar. He put up his horse in security, ate his dinner with the five men before him, and then went up to his room.


    But the scheme had not been as simple as it seemed. The moment he was alone in his room he began to worry, for he realized that he had stepped out of his natural character. Ordinarily he would not have favored these yokels with a single word more than orders for food. But this night he knew that he had been exceedingly affable, making himself laugh at their jests, even venturing a few stale jokes, and putting himself out to be agreeable. Was it not possible that he had been so unnatural that they would suspect something? Might they not be putting their heads together downstairs this very moment?


    He heard a loud burst of laughter downstairs, and his skin prickled. What if that laughter was at his expense? His pulse quickened. With soft steps he stole about his room and took stock of his surroundings. There was fortunately one easy exit that he could use in case of need. There was a shed beside the hotel, and the roof of it joined the side of the main building a couple of feet below his window. It would be easy in a pinch to slip out the window and down this roof, and then drop lightly to the ground.


    Having noted this, he breathed more easily, and, returning to the door, he examined the lock. It was a stout affair, and there was besides a strong bolt on the inside. This he shot home and felt fairly assured against a surprise attack. But he dared not take off his boots, when he lay down on the bed. For the first time the meaning of the phrase “dying in one’s boots” came home to him with all its force.


    In the meantime, how should he sleep? Finding himself fast approaching a stage of hysterical excitement, he shrugged his shoulders, turned on his side, calmly assured himself that he was frightening his mind with silly fancies, and closed his eyes, determined to find sleep until the dawn. Then one day’s march would bring him home. The closing of his eyes automatically induced drowsiness, and he was on the verge of falling fast asleep, when he heard a soft tapping at the door.


    It brought him off the bed and onto his feet in the middle of the floor with one soundless bound. What could it mean? He slipped to the door.


    “Who’s there?”


    “A friend. Let me in, Al.”


    “What news?”


    “Danger, Al … and hurry.”


    
      Rankin’s escape

    

    Were they attempting to lure him out with this stale pretext? He decided to take the gambler’s chance which he loved above all things. The moment he had drawn the bolt he leaped back and landed noiselessly far to the side where an enemy would never look for him on first entering. On one point he was certain. If there were the glint of a gun in the hand of the man who entered, he would fling the open, heavy pocket knife that he now held in his hand. That was a dainty little art which he had picked up in odd moments from an Italian friend.


    But, when the door was pushed open, a big man strode in and at once closed the door behind him again and secured the lock and the bolt. There was no glimmer of a gun in the darkness.


    “Where are you, Al?”


    “Who are you?” asked Al Rankin.


    “A friend.”


    “What name?”


    “One you won’t want to hear. But first, to show you I’m here in good faith, take this gun.”


    Something in the quality of the whisper that he heard brought a wild surmise to the outlaw, but he dismissed it at once as an absurdity. Then in the darkness he made out the butt of a weapon extended toward him. He clutched it eagerly; it was dearer to him than the touch of the hand of any friend had ever been. It meant safety. It meant, at least, a glorious fighting chance against odds. At once his heart stopped thundering. He felt that he was himself again.


    “I’m going to light the lamp,” said the stranger, feeling his way toward the bedside table and taking off the chimney with a soft chink of glass. “When you see my face, think twice before you jump.”


    A sulphur match spurted blue flame between his fingers, the wick of the lamp was lighted, and, as the chimney was replaced, the room brightened. Al Rankin found himself looking into the eyes of Bob Lake. Only the warning that had been given him before—and, in addition, the fact that Lake stood with his arms folded, his hands far from his holster—kept the outlaw from a gun play.


    “You,” he exclaimed softly. “You … Lake!”


    “I’m here,” said Lake dryly.


    “You’ve come for an accounting, eh?” asked Rankin fiercely. “You can have it, Lake, on foot or in the saddle. With fists or guns or knives. I’m ready for you.”


    “You’re a kind of man-eater, ain’t you?” Lake sneeringly retorted. “But I ain’t here for trouble. Besides, you got enough on your hands.”


    “Trouble?”


    Lake pointed significantly at the floor.


    “Those blockheads downstairs?” Rankin in spite of his mocking tone changed color.


    “Those blockheads know who you are,” said Lake.


    “The mischief!” He set his teeth over the next part of his exclamation. “I had the idea of it,” he muttered. “I should have jumped, when the hunch first hit me.”


    “You should have,” assented Lake calmly. “There’s a reward out.”


    “A reward!” Rankin felt his skin prickle.


    “Who offered it?” he said huskily.


    “The gent whose horse you stole. Sid Gordon.”


    “How much?”


    “Three thousand.”


    Al Rankin cursed as the perspiration streamed out on his forehead. He knew what three thousand dollars as a reward meant. In that hard-working community, where a man would labor all month for wretched “found” and fifty dollars a month, how many hard riders and sure shots would turn out on a trail that ended with three thousand dollars—sixty months’ savings—a fortune to most of the men he knew. The country would be alive with those who pursued him. His hand closed hard on the handle of the revolver.


    “They heard of the reward? But how did they locate me? They don’t know my face down this way.”


    “There’s a description of you and of your horse. Bill White wired it all over the country and the amount of the reward. Maybe they figured the way I did … that you’d come back home this way.”


    “They knew I’d come home?”


    “The first guess was that you would, the second that you’d be too clever to make that move … but there was a third guess that you’d count on them figuring you for the foxy move. I made that third guess, and they’s a pile of men around here that’s smarter than I am.”


    “They told you downstairs that I’m here?”


    “It’s all they’re talking about. They wanted me to join in with ’em. I told ’em I didn’t give a hang about rewards. What I wanted was sleep. So I came up to my room. Then I sneaked out to yours.”


    “How many are there? Have they sent out for help?”


    “No, they don’t want to split the reward up too much. They figure they’re strong enough. There’s the landlord and five others. Two of ’em are pretty handy in a fight, two ain’t much, and one is yaller. I could tell it by the twitching of his hands.”


    “Six to one, ain’t that enough?”


    “Sure. But six to two ain’t so bad.”


    “Six to two?”


    Rankin crossed the room with a long light step. He had never walked like that before. He had never talked like this before. But now loud sounds had become abhorrent to him. They prevented him from listening to what was going on outside the room. They kept him from marking and interpreting every creak, every rustle of the wind in the old building.


    “Now, Lake,” he demanded in that new, soft voice, “who in blazes are you, and what’s behind all this? Who are you? Where do you come from? How do you figure in on me and what I do? What made you save me at Everett? What’s brought you down here, pretending to play in on my side? Can you tell me? Do you think I don’t know that you’re trying to trick me so’s you can turn me over to those skunks downstairs? Out with it!”


    “I’ll out with it,” answered Bob Lake. “It’s the girl, Al. Not you, you dirty, sneakin’ coyote. Not you, you treacherous, man-killing, life-stealin’ hound! But it’s the girl. Keep your hand away from your gun. You’re a fast man with a gun, Al. Maybe faster’n I am. But I’d kill you. There ain’t any shadow of a doubt in my head. I’d kill you, if it come to a pinch. And why I don’t kill you is because the girl loves you. I ain’t going to have her face hauntin’ me. If keepin’ you safe is going to make her happy, safe you shall be, if I can make you.”


    “Fairy stuff,” said Rankin, but he stepped back. There had been a conviction in that steady, low-pitched voice that was still thrilling him. “Now what’s your plan?”


    “A dead simple one. First we switch bandannas. Yours is blue and white … fool colors. Mine is red. Then gimme your sombrero for this Stetson. We’re about the same size. They won’t look close, and they won’t see much by this light.”


    He tore off the big bandanna as he spoke and tossed it to Rankin, and then he took Rankin’s and knotted it about his throat.


    “You go right downstairs, Al, hummin’ to yourself, and don’t speak to nobody. Head for the stables. They’ll think that you’re going for somethin’ you forgot in your saddlebags … somethin’ I forgot, I mean. When you get in the stables, saddle my horse. It’s the big gray, and it’s a sound horse, if there ever was one. Then saddle your own horse … Gordon’s bay. Take that horse out behind the barn and leave him there. Will he stand with the reins throwed over his head?”


    “Sure he will.”


    “Then leave him there like that. After you’ve done that come out the front of the barn with my horse, climb on him, and lope off up the road, up the valley. You can break through, and before morning you’ll be at your home. Keep off the main trail. They’ll be watching there for you, but they won’t watch at your house. Now, get out!”


    “Lake,” began Rankin, “after what I’ve done to you, this … .”


    “Don’t talk,” cut in Bob Lake. “When I hear you talk, Rankin, it sort of riles me. I ain’t doin’ this for you. I’d be glad to see you planted full of holes or swingin’ from a tree. That’s where your happy home had ought to be. Get out. I’m sick of your face.”


    “All them kind things,” murmured Al Rankin, “I’ll remember. Someday I’ll pay in full. S’long.”


    Without another word he adjusted the Stetson on his head and slipped softly out of the room. His first steps were soundless, but then Lake heard his heel striking heavily and caught the burden of a tune the outlaw was humming. It was very good acting, but would someone downstairs see his face and halt him? Bob Lake waited breathlessly. Any moment there might be the report of a revolver. But the moments passed. There was the clatter of a back door swinging shut, and then, peering out the window, he saw a shadowy figure move toward the barn through the starlight. It was outlined distinctly against the whitewashed wall of the barn and then was swallowed in the blackness of the open doorway. The first step had been successfully taken.


    Next he studied the shrubbery opposite the window. He had heard them say that this was the point at which Rankin, if alarmed, might attempt to break out, and two of them—the landlord and another—were posted yonder among the trees, keeping a vigilant watch on that window.


    Yet through that window he must attempt to escape. For it was two-thirds of his plan to make them think that he was Rankin and to draw their pursuit after him. That would give the outlaw a clear break up the valley and toward his house. It would give him a chance to see his wife for the second time since their marriage, equip himself with plenty of funds, supply her with the location to which she should send him further relief, and, in short, give Al Rankin a flying start in his career of outlawry. Later, no doubt, the Rankin estate could buy off Gordon and the heirs of Hugh Smiley, and the prosecution would be dropped. Then Rankin could return and, accepting a short term in prison, could make a fresh start in life.


    All of this was perfectly plain, but the difficult thing was to make that escape from the window. To attempt to pass down through the house would be madness. At this point in his thoughts he saw Rankin bring the gray out of the barn and climb into the saddle. Someone spoke to him from the hotel, and he returned a loud and cheery answer. There was no doubt that the fellow had plenty of nerve. But what if he had again betrayed his benefactor? In that case, even supposing Lake ran the gamut and reached the back of the barn in safety, it would only mean that he would be run down later on by odds of six to one. The thought made him cringe closer to the wall.


    In the meantime, the tattoo of the departing horse sounded fainter and fainter in the distance and finally died out altogether. Then very softly Lake pushed up the window to its full height. Fortunately, there was no protesting squeak. He passed his legs through the window and sat on the sill, making ready for his start. They would not see him against the black square of the window; not until he began running would they note him.


    He waited. The longer he delayed the farther away Rankin was riding, and the closer he drew to his goal. The longer he delayed the more this keen cold of the mountain air would be numbing the arms and fingers of the watchers who sat as sentinels yonder in the dark. That same cold was eating into him, and finally, for fear it should numb his own muscles, he determined to make the break for safety. It was no longer a game. If he were found in the clothes of Rankin, even though he were discovered not to be the wanted man, his shrift on earth would be short. What was the punishment for assisting an outlaw? If he were caught, it would be by a bullet that would ask and answer all its own questions.


    He slipped completely out of the window and rose and lowered himself until his leg muscles were unlimbered. Then, crouching low so as to make a less important mark against the gray of the house, he started running, aiming his flight at the lower and farthest corner of the roof of the shed. The first step betrayed him. He had not counted on that and had hoped to cover most of the distance to the edge of the roof before he was noted by the watchers, but with the first fall of his foot the dry shingles crashed and crackled beneath him with a sound almost as loud as the report of a gun.


    His alarm was answered by a yell from the shrubbery. Two bits of fire flashed like great fireflies, and at the same instant two deep reports came barking through the night. There was an ugly, whining whisper beside him. He knew that sound, and by its nearness he knew that expert marksmen were shooting.


    He raced on with the smashing of the shingles beneath him, the yells of the sentinels beyond, and now a rapid fire of shots. Rifle shots, he supposed, by the depth of the tone. Yet he reached the corner of the roof before something swept across his forehead like the cut of a red-hot knife, moving at an incredible speed. There was no pain, but a stunning shock that cast him off his balance, and he floundered forward into thin air.


    Only by luck he landed on sprawling hands and knees instead of on his feet. And that fall gave him a new lease on life. The marksmen had seen the fall, and now, ceasing fire, they ran toward him with yells of triumph.


    He was up on his feet and racing away again like the wind. He saw them drop to their knees, heard their cursing, and once more the sing of bullets whipped around him. But this time the surprise had unsteadied them, and they shot wildly.


    A moment later he had turned the corner of the barn, and one breathing space of security was left to him. But the horse? Had Al Rankin done as he was bidden, or had the selfish devil gone off without a single thought of the man he left behind him? That heart-breaking question was answered an instant later. Whipping around the farther corner of the barn, he saw the form of a tall horse, glimmering under the stars, and on his back he recognized the bunched outlines of a saddle.


    He reached that saddle with a single leap, and, sweeping up the hanging reins, a second later he was rejoicing in the first spring of the horse as the spurs touched his flanks. That very first leap spoke volumes to Lake as to the animal’s running power. A fence shot up before them out of the night. Before he had well noted it, the horse rose and took it splendidly, the lurch of the jump hurling Lake far back in the saddle.


    Yells and bullets came from the direction of the barn, but they were random shots. He shouted his defiance back at them and fired his revolver foolishly in the air. For they must know his direction. They must know that he was fleeing not up the valley toward the Rankin house, but across it toward the higher mountains. For that would give Al still further respite and make him certainly safe.


    New sounds began behind him. He swung low in the saddle and listened away from the hoofbeats of his own horse. It was a steady drumming. The pursuit had already begun.


    
      ‘Wrong—all wrong!’

    

    Twenty-four hours perceptibly changed the outlook of Paul Sumpter. He had an eye of not inconsiderable shrewdness for men, but with him men and money were inextricably entangled. He had been a banker on a small scale all his life, and property to him had an almost human appeal. The broad face of a meadow with a furrow turning black behind the plowshare was to him like beauty in a woman. A dense stand of yellow wheat with the wind rattling through it was a perfect symphony.


    His opinion of Al Rankin began to change insensibly before he had been in the house a full hour. In the first place, it seemed a shame that the owner of such a property should be so evil. And that thought fathered the next, which was that the young fellow might not be entirely evil, and this in turn gave rise to the idea that there might be explanations. He had begun by insisting that Anne return with him to his home. He ended by blushing, when he remembered the folly of his advice.


    Let it not be thought that the heart of Paul Sumpter was no larger than his money bags. He was a generous man. But he had thought in terms of dollars for so long that, like many a rich man, an oil painting could be actually beautiful to him because fifty thousand dollars had been paid for it and the pedigree of a Thoroughbred became an entrancing study because its appeal to the bank account was so intimate and real.


    He would have been the first to denounce such an attitude, but unconsciously he had come to feel that poverty was a sin. Naturally wealth became a virtue. He was very humble about himself, because his own affairs in money were very moderate.


    In a word Paul Sumpter, having denounced Al Rankin and all that appertained to him, looked out the window and beheld the noble pine trees marching up the mountains—timber to build a whole city—and the violence of his rage abated. He turned from the window, and his heel, that was intended to crash against the floor, was muffled in its fall by a rug of exquisite depth. Sinking thoughtfully into a chair, its softness embraced him and wooed him to stay, while his fingers strayed idly over the delicacy of the velvet upholstery. When he sat at the table that night opposite his daughter—how far she was removed by the noble length of that table—it seemed to him that her beauty acquired a new luster from the beauty of the silver and the shimmer of the glass. From the luxurious depths of a chair, a little later, he expanded his hands toward the blaze of a great fire and accepted with sleepy pleasure a long and black and thick cigar that his daughter brought him in a fragrant humidor. He noted the white turn of her wrist as she lighted that cigar for him.


    “By heaven, Anne, dear,” he said, “you were cut out for the wife of a rich man. And what’s more,” he added, drawing strongly on the cigar, and then pausing to let the smoke waft toward the ceiling, “what’s more, you’ve found him. You waited, and you found him.”


    Wrinkles of amused understanding came at the corners of her eyes. She knew him and understood his frailties. Sometimes it seems that a woman loves a man actually on account of his faults. Saints are usually loved by posterity alone. Paul Sumpter was by no means a saint, and Anne, knowing it, gained her power over him by never letting him see that she understood. Nothing is so ruinous to domestic peace as that. When a family man feels that his native mystery has vanished, he cringes behind his newspaper.


    “I suppose I have,” she said, and went back to her chair so that she could indulge herself in a smile while her back was turned. Her face was perfectly grave, when he saw it again.


    “Just now,” went on Paul Sumpter, “things look a little blue. But we’ll have them out of that. Oh, yes, we’ll straighten affairs. There are ways.”


    She remembered his mingled indignation, despair, and rage earlier in the day. And again the wrinkles of mirth came around her eyes. Her father did not see; he was watching the cigar smoke mount in fat, blue-brown wreaths.


    “What ways, Dad?”


    “Ways of money with men. Al has followed a foolish … er … impulse … and has broken the law. What’s the law? Men! What do men listen to? Money! Who has the money? Al has it. There you are.”


    He smiled beneficently on her and waited for admiration. And he received it. It was always her habit to slip in the little verbal pat on the back whenever she could.


    “It sounds wonderful, Dad, but is it possible?”


    “Of course, it’s possible. What’s against him? The Smiley family … that’s all. Aren’t they poor as rats? Five thousand would make them swear their souls away and bring them weeping with joy to Al Rankin. Then there’s Gordon, you say? Tush! I go to him and give him some straight talk … ‘Boy made a few mistakes, but he’s good at heart. Wants a new start. Just married. Ready to settle down. I’ll answer for him. Besides, here’s the value of your horse plus the reward you offered.’ I guess that would hold Mister Gordon, whoever he is. Suppose the case comes to trial? No evidence … no weeping relatives of Smiley to appear. A yokel of a district attorney against a real man of the law such as I could get. Why, girl, don’t you see how it will come out?”


    “But there’s one other … the only living eyewitness … Bob Lake.”


    “He didn’t see the shot fired,” said her father. “If he wants to talk, can’t he be bought off as well as the others? Tut, he knows which side his bread is buttered on. What other reason has he for working for Al now?”


    “Oh,” sighed the girl. “You think he’s like the rest?”


    “Why not?”


    “I wonder.”


    “But there’s no use worrying about him. He’s already with us.”


    “You don’t think I’ll have to leave here and go home, Dad?”


    He flushed a little. “I was excited when I said that. Hadn’t a chance to look over the ground of the case. Needlessly excited, my dear, that’s all. Now, don’t worry. If Al can only be kept out of danger until we have this thing straightened out … .”


    “He will be kept out of danger.”


    “You’re so sure?”


    “Bob Lake will see to it.”


    “Yes! Remarkable fellow! I’ll see to it that he’s rewarded.”


    “How?”


    “With money, my dear. How else?”


    “Do you really think that money would do for him?” Anne asked her father.


    “How else, then? Do you think he’s working for us for nothing?”


    “I don’t know,” replied the girl. “I don’t know.”


    For it had started a train of thoughts that had run through her brain too often of late. What would be the result for Bob Lake? At the idea of a money reward she shivered. Of course, she would have to prevent such an offer to him. Before she had finished that thought, there was a swish of a door swung swiftly open, and she looked up into the face of her husband.


    There followed without a word spoken an instant of hurried movements. Her father ran tiptoe to one door and closed and locked it; she did the same for another; and Al Rankin tended to the one through which he had entered.


    She came back slowly, a little timidly, waiting for him with a smile and with gentle eyes. He had not a glance for her.


    “First,” he said, “money! I need the coin.”


    “Certainly, my boy. How much?”


    Paul Sumpter had drawn out his fat wallet. It was snatched from his hand and pocketed by the outlaw. Sumpter stared blankly at his own open hand.


    “That’ll do for a while,” said Al Rankin. “I’ll tell you where to send more. Now a gun!”


    “You have one in the holster.”


    “I need two. One might jam on me, and then where’d I be? I need two!”


    “Al,” asked Sumpter, “you’re not going to fight?”


    “What do you think? Lie down and let them grab me? Not me! This is a game, and I’m going to play it.” He threw his clenched fist above his head and laughed in silent exultation. “What’s happened?” he continued, firing the question at them like a shot. “What’s been doing around here? And where are the servants? That rat-eyed Charley … where’s he?”


    All vestiges of a smile had been brushed from the face of Anne Rankin, and all softness was faded from her eyes, and they were now hard and steady. Al passed close to her as he went around the table, and she shrank back, but this he did not note.


    “Nothing has happened. They haven’t been near the house, but I know they’re watching the approaches. How in the world did you get through?”


    “Night before last. It was a squeeze, but I made it. What’s that?” He whirled, his teeth showing under a lifted upper lip. There was a far-away sound of a door closing. “Try … try the hall. Look out!” he commanded.


    The command was directed to Anne, but she did not stir. Her father covered the embarrassing part of that moment by going himself to obey the order. He unlocked the door, peered out, and turned back into the room, forgetting to lock the door.


    “Someone must have gone out. There’s not a soul or a sound in the hall.”


    “All right.”


    Anne raised her head. “You’ve met Bob Lake?” She pointed to his bandanna and the Stetson hat that he wore crushed onto the back of his head.


    “You’re sharp-eyed, ain’t you?” he asked. “Been looking pretty close at this Lake fellow, and he at you? The idiot! Well, don’t forget that I’m watching you both.”


    There was no avoiding or explaining away the pointed ugliness of his voice. It brought a stifled exclamation from Paul Sumpter. But the girl smiled in an odd manner, and she met his eyes with a steadiness which in another than his wedded wife might have seemed contempt. He turned, fumbled in a cabinet, and brought out a second revolver, looked to its mechanism, and then laid it on the table.


    “You met Bob Lake,” she went on. “What happened?”


    “Him?” He tossed up his head and favored her with a wolfish grin. “The skunk tried to play the crook with me.”


    “The fiend,” said Sumpter softly.


    “The fiend he is,” asserted Al Rankin calmly. “But I paid him his dues. He ran onto me in a crossroads hotel … found me in my room. Then he went down and warned the people that I was there and came back to me.”


    Anne had sunk in a chair where she sat very erect, her fingers clutching the arms until the knuckles whitened.


    “The dirty dog,” breathed Paul Sumpter. “Anne, I knew there was something behind that cur’s actions. I’ll have him skinned alive for this and run out of the country, if there’s a law in it.”


    “There ain’t any law for gents like him,” said Rankin. “He’s too smooth to get caught.”


    “Go on,” said Anne, strangely without emotion. “Tell us what happened after that?”


    “After that? Well, when he come back to the room, I gave him a look. The hound smiled too much to please me. I waited a minute. Then I asked him point-black what he was up to. What d’you think he did?”


    “What?” asked Paul Sumpter.


    “Went for his gun!”


    From the corner of his eye he became aware that Anne was smiling a mirthless smile, and the sight disturbed him a trifle.


    “Great Cæsar!” said Sumpter. “And what did you do?”


    “Didn’t waste a bullet on him. I knocked the skunk head over heels.”


    “Good. I’d have given a thousand to see you do it.”


    “Then I tied and gagged him and took his hat and bandanna, and with that I managed to get away. The others thought it was his outfit and let me pass … there wasn’t much light. And that’s all there is to Mister Bob Lake.”


    “I knew it!” said Sumpter, striking his fist into his open palm. “Something in the face of that fellow that I distrusted the first time I saw him.”


    “You think pretty good … backwards,” replied Al Rankin. “Point is I got clean away from him.”


    “Wrong,” said a soft voice behind him. “All wrong, Al.”


    He whirled. The door into the hall had been opened silently, and Bob Lake stood in the arch. His revolver was at his hip, pointing at Rankin.


    
      ‘Plumb hollow inside’

    

    Instinctively Rankin made one impulsive clutch for his revolver, but an imperative jerk to the side of Lake’s weapon discouraged him.


    “Don’t do it, Al,” said Lake. “I told you before I’d had a hunch that I’d blow your head off one of these days, and now I got an idea that the time has come.”


    “Sumpter!” implored Rankin.


    “Stay where you are, you thick-headed fool,” said Bob Lake. “And you, girl, stay where you are. I’m watching all three of you. You’re wrong … the whole bunch of you.”


    Anne was on her feet.


    “It shows that playing square don’t count and don’t pay. I’m a fool to bother with you, but first I’m going to get the truth out of this hound, and then I’m going to wash my hands of the whole gang of you.” He stretched back to the door, and with his left hand, feeling behind him, he turned the lock. “These walls are tolerable thick,” he said, “and I don’t think that a rumpus here would get much notice in the house. Rankin, you and me has got to have it out here. Understand?”


    Paul Sumpter had backed up step by step against the wall as though an invisible hand shoved him, and, even when his shoulders struck the wall, he still wriggled as though he hoped to work his way through it.


    “Now,” said Bob Lake, “I want that gun you got there, Al. I want it bad. No, don’t hurry. Move slow, Al, move slow. Pull back that hand of yours like you was liftin’ a hundred pounds instead of a gun. Then bring the gun out careful … mighty careful … because, if I got to complain, this gat of mine’ll do my talkin’ for me. That’s right. Now take it by the barrel. There you are. No flips, Al. Nothin’ fancy. Just shove that gun of yours onto the table. And now we’re nearly ready.”


    Al Rankin was trembling like a man with ague, and he raved at the others. “Sumpter … Anne … are you tongue-tied? Give a yell. Get somebody in here.”


    “There ain’t going to be any noise,” stated Bob Lake. “There ain’t going to be a whisper. You figure on that, Sumpter. You figure on that, ma’am.”


    She made a little motion toward him, but once more he failed to see, and certainly he failed to understand.


    “Now,” he continued, “since I’ve started in preaching, I’m going to finish the sermon. I’m going to tell you what’s wrong with you, Al. You’re like a kid that needs a thrashing. When a kid don’t get the whip once in a while, he goes wrong. He gets wild. He turns bad, but maybe he ain’t quite as bad as he thinks. One taste of the whip would straighten him out and bring him to time. Well, Al, that’s the trouble with you. You need the whip. And I’m it. I’m the whip!” Then he shoved his gun back into his holster. There was a slow gravity about this that was more impressive than any burst of violent action.


    “I’m going to lick you, Al,” went on the cowpuncher slowly. “I think you’re a better man than I am with a gun. But what are guns for? Cowards. Cowards, Al, like yourself. Yaller hounds, like yourself, gents that practice till they’re perfect and then go out and pick a fight. Fight? No, it ain’t a fight, it’s a murder, when a gent like you picks on an ordinary ’puncher. Fists are what we were meant to fight with, and fists it’s going to be today. I know you’re a fast one with your hands, Al, but what I’m going to trust is the muscle that come out of labor. You see you’re a gentleman, Al, by all accounts. I’m a cowpuncher, plain and simple. And I’m goin’ to bulldog you the way I’d bulldog a yearlin’ … if I can. Now step up and put up your hands. Unless … you’ll tell this lady what was the truth of the last time I met you?”


    The alarm had been gradually fading from the face of Al Rankin. As Bob Lake said, Al was fast with his hands. Careful boxing instruction had trained him, and he knew how to use his great strength to the greatest advantage. Now he smiled with savage satisfaction.


    “Why, you fool,” he said, “I’ll bust you in two! Tell ’em the truth? I’ve already told ’em the truth.”


    On the heels of that speech he leaped in with a left arm that shot out with the precision of a piston and thudded squarely on the jaw of Bob Lake. The weight of the blow carried him before it and drove him back until his shoulders were against the wall, but Al Rankin, instead of following, made for the table where his gun lay. To his astonishment the girl intercepted him like a flash. She snatched up the heavy weapon and leveled it at him, her eyes on fire with anger and excitement.


    “A fair fight, Al Rankin. That’s all he asked from you, and he’ll have it.”


    The beast came up in the face of Rankin as he glared at her. He would have sprung in to wrest away the gun, but a merciless coldness in her bearing told him she meant what she said.


    “You’ve swung over to him, eh? I’ll attend to you later on. You … .”


    He had to whirl before he had finished the sentence and meet the rush of Bob Lake. For the first blow had stung the cowpuncher rather than dazed him, and he came in now furiously, a terrifying figure. The bandage around his forehead was thickly stained. The jar of the first blow had opened the shallow wound where the rifle bullet had skinned across the flesh of his brow, and now a thin trickle went down his face.


    Al Rankin, wheeling, smashed out with both hands, and both hands struck the mark. The weight of the punches held up Lake, but in he came again. A lightning side-step made him charge into thin air, and, before he could change direction, a heavy blow behind the ear knocked him sprawling.


    He was badly dazed by the fall, and Al Rankin whining with beastly satisfaction caught up a heavy stool and swung it around his head. That blow would have ended the fight and Bob Lake, but the shrill voice of the girl cut in on Rankin.


    “Drop it, or I’ll shoot you, Al. Drop it and fight fair, or I swear I’ll shoot!”


    He aimed a curse at her, cast the stool away, and sprang in on Bob Lake, who was rising slowly to his feet. He came in rashly. Sure of his man he paid no attention to his own guard, and the result was that Lake, lunging low with the full power of his big body behind the blow, drove his fist fairly into the ribs of the other. The impact sounded heavily through the room, and Paul Sumpter groaned in sympathy.


    Al Rankin was not too much hurt to side-step, but this time Lake did not rush blindly. Instead, he followed his man slowly with a bulldog steadiness, and he dealt out bone-breaking blows with either hand, swinging full-arm punches, four out of five of which were blocked by the skill of Al Rankin, but the fifth blow went home with cruel effect.


    He was taking terrible punishment in the meantime. The cutting, darting fists of Rankin battered his face and played a tattoo on his body, but still Lake came in like a tide with a resistless force.


    There was dead silence in the room except for the impacts of the blows and the panting of the fighters. Paul Sumpter cowered against the wall in terror, but the girl stood erect, swaying a little, following the battle with a fierce interest as though she gloried in it. And the revolver was never lowered in her hand.


    There was a short, half-stifled cry from Al Rankin. He had smashed both fists fairly into the face of Bob Lake, and yet he had failed to stop the rush of the latter. The sneering contempt and confidence with which Rankin began the battle had changed to a wild-eyed fear. His own strength was failing him, but the strength of Lake, built on the ranges, remained. It grew with the taste of battle, apparently. If ever he came to close quarters, the end would be near.


    Al Rankin sensed it, and he used every trick he knew to keep away. If it had been the open, he might have succeeded through his lightness of foot, but the walls of the room confined him. Finally, he leaped aside from a swinging blow, and, as he leaped, his shoulder struck the wall. He sprang back, and his shoulders struck against the corner. He was fairly trapped, and now Bob Lake came lunging, head down, arms circling, and caught his enemy under the armpits.


    The minute those bear arms circled him the last strength left the body of Rankin. He remembered a fight he had once seen—a fight that he had egged on. It had been like this—bulldog against wolf. And finally, when the bulldog cornered his man, the ending had been horrible to see—a hurricane of short blows that battered the body and face of the wolf to a shapeless pulp. No quarter, either. Al Rankin gave up.


    At the very point where Bob Lake had expected the crucial test, he found a form of putty in his embrace, and then the harsh scream of terror from Rankin’s lips—“Help!”


    He jerked his hand over the shoulder of the man and crushed his hand against the lips. The wild, horrible eyes stared at him—the plea and the terror of a cornered beast. Bob Lake shook himself free with a snort of disgust. Rankin, that support suddenly removed, was cowering against the wall.


    “I knew it,” said Lake. “I knew it. Plumb hollow inside … a bluff. A yaller quitter. Look at him!”


    He stood back so that the others could see the better, and Al Rankin crouched and shuddered. His eyes flashed here and there, seeking escape and finding none—finding disgust even on the face of Paul Sumpter, his gaze reverted to Lake.


    “He … he’ll kill me,” said Rankin. “Anne … Sumpter … take him off.”


    “If she asks me,” said Bob Lake slowly. “Otherwise, I’m just beginning on you, Al. Down on your knees and beg her to call me off.”


    To the horror of them all, Al Rankin dropped to his knees. “Anne … say a word … .”


    She covered her face. “Bob Lake,” she whispered.


    And Bob Lake drew back. “It’s the end for you, Al,” he said with a certain amount of pity in his voice. “It’s the complete end for you. You’ve been showed up, and your color is yaller … like a dog’s. This is just the beginning of what’s coming. The next gent that meets up with you, you’ll buckle to. You’ll be afraid. You can’t help it. You’ll be scared that he’ll call your bluff the way I’ve called it. You’ll take water going down the line. You ain’t going to be hung because you ain’t worth the price of a rope. Get up, Rankin, and git out of the house and never come back.”


    


    It was long after the divorce; it was long after Anne Sumpter Rankin had become Anne Lake. Bob Lake was a little less lean of face, a little less brown of hand. But happiness had kept the eyes of Anne like the eyes of a girl. They had gone to New York to celebrate the end of a prosperous season. Stepping out of a taxicab one night, they encountered a beggar, unshaven, thin-shouldered, thrusting his lank, white hand before them.


    Anne Lake dropped a little shower of silver into it. She would have paused, for something in the beggar interested her, but her husband drew her on.


    “But do you know,” she said, “that I thought I recognized that face?”


    “Maybe you did,” said Bob Lake. “Maybe it was something you saw in a bad dream. Nothing more’n that.”

  

  
    
      Sheriff Larrabee's prisoner

    

    
      “Sheriff Larrabee's prisoner” was originally published in 1921 under the pen name Martin Dexter in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      No hang-out

    

    The rain had been falling steadily, with a northwester to drive it aslant. Now the wind leaped suddenly at Jack Montagne, and, as if its former pace had been maintained only to lure him into a false security, it now drove the rain in level volleys that crashed against his slicker and stung his face. Even his weather-hardened hands resented the fury of the storm. The blast stopped the trot of his pony that remained for the moment leaning into the storm. Presently it again gathered headway, urged on by the tickling spur of the rider. When the anger of the wind and rain had spent itself, Montagne screened his eyes and peered anxiously up the valley.


    It was then he made out the two lights—one a mere yellow ray which, passing through the mist of rain, was split into a thousand shivering portions as Montagne squinted at it, and the other merely a dim red blur. They were welcome sights to the rider on this black night, and yet he hesitated before going straight toward them.


    Eventually he decided that the news about him could not have preceded him to this desolate valley, and he touched the pony with the spurs again. This time the weary beast broke into a lope, cupping the muddy water on the trail in the hollows of his forehoofs, and sending it up in spurts and showers to drench the rider. But against such physical discomforts Jack Montagne was proof. When the possessions of a man have shrunk to his bridle and saddle and horse and the old gun, sagging at his hip, when, moreover, fear and dread ride at his side, the elements are negligible factors. In truth, the storm fitted in with the mood of Montagne, and his temper rose in fierce bursts of revolt against the world, just as the wind occasionally struck at him with redoubled force, and like the night his mind was filled with a steady, black gloom.


    The red light on his right now grew rapidly. The rain streaked down against it, and above the light he made out the outlines of a tree. Someone was sitting by a campfire to the lee of a tree, and that was his only shelter against this furious storm. There was no other conclusion to come to, and Montagne shook his head in wonder. Perhaps the fellow had not seen that light down the road, that light which evidently came from a house. It was partly with a kindly determination to tell the camper that there was a better shelter in sight, and partly with the hope of learning a little about this valley in which he found himself, that Montagne turned to the right and came squarely upon the fire.


    It was a miserable and uncertain blaze, fizzing and hissing constantly, as drops of water filtered down from the boughs of the tree above. And yet the broad trunk made a rather good shelter, for the steady wind kept driving the rain at an angle, and the man, whose back was against the tree, was in no danger of getting wet by the direct fall of water. Only the drops, that trickled through the foliage above, came splashing about him. He had been stirring weakly at the fire, and it was not until the pony came within a yard of the blaze, snorting in disgust as the smoke filled its nostrils, that the camper lifted to the view of Montagne a white, rat-like face, out of which little bright black eyes glittered.


    “Get your own fire, bo,” said the camper, without waiting to learn definitely the purpose of the new arrival. “I ain’t got any more’n enough room for myself, and I ain’t going to let you in. Get on your way and hustle your own fire?”


    He enforced this suggestion with an ugly lifting of his upper lip, very much after the manner of a terrier guarding a bone. But Jack Montagne did not immediately answer. He waited until his observations had taken in all the details of the battered hat, the coat of nameless age and patches, the shoes through the ends of which the toes were thrusting, and the whole atmosphere of unclean suspicion that dwelt about the tramp like a garment.


    “You dirty rat,” said Jack Montagne, when he broke silence. “I ought to twist your neck into two pieces!”


    “What?” demanded the tramp, starting, as he shaded his eyes with his hands and peered half viciously and half curiously up through the darkness, as if he wished with all his heart to attack the man who had insulted him, but must first make sure that such an attack would be an expedient proceeding.


    That which he saw was apparently extremely discouraging, for he settled back against the tree and changed his open defiance to a sullen scowl.


    “But,” went on Jack Montagne, smiling in spite of himself at this change of front, “I’m going to do you a good turn, instead of kicking you away from that fire and out into the mud. I’m going to tell you that there is a house down the road about a mile. You don’t have to stay here. You can go down there and sleep in the barn, anyway.”


    “Can I?” asked the tramp. “All right, you go and try it. That’s all I got to say … you go and try it!” He wrapped his arms about him, shivering, as the wind grew fresher out of the north, and he grinned in mockery at the rider.


    “Did you try it?” asked the rider, with a sudden sternness that was not, however, directed at the tramp. “Did you try it and get turned out into a night like this?”


    “Maybe,” replied the tramp.


    The rider set his teeth in one of those convulsions of anger which seemed to be characteristic; and the tramp, peering at him by the dim firelight, shrank from what he saw.


    “But are there no other houses around here?” asked Montagne.


    “Find out for yourself,” said the tramp. He had been emboldened by the generous indignation of the night rider, as if this were proof that the larger man would not take advantage of his superior size, or the revolver that was faintly outlined under the skirt of his slicker. “Find out for yourself … that’s what I had to do.”


    Jack Montagne considered that lean, pointed face with a thoughtful contempt.


    “No,” he decided at length, “I won’t look any farther. I’ll go to that house yonder, and I’ll get supper and a bed there, whether they want to give it to me or not. If they’d turn even a dog out into this sort of weather, they don’t deserve no consideration, and I ain’t going to give it to ’em. If you want to come along with me, I’ll see that they put you up, too.”


    But the tramp merely laughed. “I ain’t a fool,” he declared. “I ain’t going to walk that far for nothing. Besides, I’m doing fine right here.”


    “S’long, then,” said Montagne.


    The tramp returned no answer, but he followed the stranger with a bright glance of his little eyes, as Montagne swerved out into the storm again.


    Through the crashing of the rain Jack kept steadily for the house. Presently he saw the light in the window grow brighter, and he made out the shadowy form of a big ranch house, one of those long and ragged roof lines that attest many additions built onto the original and central structure. Turn a stranger away from such a place, where there must be room to put up twenty extra men? His anger grew with every stride of his pony; when at length he drew rein, his jaw was set.


    It was the rear of the house he had approached, and the light came from a projecting wing that was evidently the kitchen. As Montagne swung out of the saddle, he stepped from the blast of the storm into the quiet shelter of the building. Pausing at the door, he heard two voices, both raised—one the harsh voice of a woman, and one a man’s voice.


    “If he don’t get the money out of that chest,” said the man, “where does he get it? Anyway, I’m going to find out if … .”


    “Shut up!” exclaimed the woman. “Let me tell you … .” Here she lowered her voice until it became unintelligible to Montagne, and he rapped heavily on the door.


    The voices ceased, then there was a shuffling of feet, the turning of the doorknob, as someone called out to him: “Who’s there?”


    It was the same growling voice of the man whom he had heard speaking inside the kitchen.


    “A stranger, partner,” said Montagne pleasantly, “held up in this rain, and I’d like to get a place to sleep and a bite to eat.”


    “This ain’t no hang-out for bums,” answered the other fiercely. “Get out and stay out!”


    And the door was slammed in the face of Montagne. But in that moment he flung himself forward, leaning low, his shoulder and its cushion of hardened muscle presented for the shock, after the fashion of a football player. The door had been slammed, but the latch had not yet clicked home, and the lunging body of Montagne knocked the door wide. The burly fellow was sent spinning across the floor of the kitchen and crashed into the wall, and Montagne, crouched low and staggering, entered.


    When he straightened himself, he saw the man of the house scrambling to his feet, uttering a profusion of terrific curses. Then the big-shouldered, loose-jointed fellow sprang to the wall and caught a shotgun off the nails where it was supported. He did not, however, level the gun at Montagne. Something in the face of the stranger arrested the motion. His close-set, bulging eyes dwelt in a sort of daze on the newcomer, and Montagne thought he had never seen features so animal-like, save in the woman. She also had reached for the nearest weapon, sweeping up a great butcher knife in her work-reddened hand, but, like her son—the relationship was proclaimed in their faces—her motion to strike was arrested.


    For they saw in the newcomer a man well over middle height, so strong and sinewy that even the loose-flapping folds of the slicker could not entirely disguise his power. More than this, he was in a tremendous passion which his silence made more terrible than a profusion of curses. In relaxation he must have been a handsome man, but now his features expressed nothing but consuming rage. His brows were black above his glaring eyes, his nostrils quivered, his mouth was a straight, white-edged line, and the tendons of his neck stood forth. Moreover, point was given to his anger by the fact that his right hand was under his slicker. Beyond a doubt it was grasping the butt of a revolver.


    
      The hosts of the house

    

    The son had no cunning with which to adapt himself to this terrible stranger; the woman possessed more adroitness. She cast at her son one flaming glance and shook her head; clearly she admonished him to give over the thought of violent resistance to violence. Then she slipped the knife back onto the table and turned to Montagne, with complaints instead of fury.


    “What sort of a business is this?” she demanded. “Busting down doors and breaking in on honest folk? Is that a way to act, I say? Is that a way?” She put a whine into her voice, to be sure, but her eyes were still sparkling with rage, although she told her son, with a curse at his stupidity, to put down the shotgun. “I ain’t going to have no murder on your head,” she declared, “not even if the law wouldn’t lay no hand on you for defending your own house and home! Now, you, what d’you want?”


    The anger had been gradually departing from Jack Montagne. Like most men liable to fits of murderous temper, his rage passed away almost as swiftly as it had come over him, but his face was still ominous as he replied to the woman’s demands.


    “I’ve heard about you folks,” he said, “turning people out into this sort of a storm, but I didn’t believe it. Now I’m going to talk straight … I ain’t got a cent, but I’m going to get a dry place to sleep, and I’m going to get a place for my hoss and feed for it in the barn … I’m going to get supper for myself. You lay to that. I say I ain’t got a cent on me now, but, when I come back, I’ll pay you every cent it’s worth, and then double. You can trust that. I never been known to break a promise … but, whether you trust me or not, I’m going to get what I said I’d get. Now, listen, I’m going to take my hoss out to the barn, yonder, and find feed for him. Then I’m coming back here, and I expect to find supper started for me. Understand? I’ve fed a hundred gents in my day and never took nothing for it. Now I’m going to get a little part of it back.”


    So saying, he stepped backward into the night and slammed the door behind him. No sooner had it closed than the son slipped to it and laid the great bolt softly in place. Then he turned with a grin of triumph to his mother. “We’ll lock him out, confound him,” he said.


    “Think you can hold out one like him?” asked the woman. “Not if you were ten times the man you are, Gus. It would have taken your father, aye, or a better one than your father, to handle this one.”


    “I dunno,” replied Gus. “I can do my share, if I got a chance and ain’t took by surprise.”


    “I know. If you got a chance to sneak up on somebody, and get a gun trained on ’em, you’re brave enough. But don’t try to sneak up on the gent that just come in here. Know why?”


    “Why?” asked her son, blinking.


    She slipped a little closer to him and glanced aside at the door through which Montagne had just disappeared, as if fearful that he might return at that instant and overhear.


    “Because he’s a killer,” she whispered. “I know that kind. You see the way he rocked a little from side to side, he was so mad? You seen the way he went white, and the veins sprang out purple on his forehead? You seen the way his eyes went jumping everywhere? That’s because he was a killer. He had his hand on his gun, and he wouldn’t have thought nothing of blowing off both our heads. Oh, I know the likes of him, and I know ’em well! He’s a bad one, Gus, and you can lay to that! Don’t try no fancy work on him.”


    The pale, brutish eyes of Gus opened wide, as he drank in this information. Then the woman went to the door, removed the bolt again, and shook her fist in a consuming burst of rage. “Why should he have come on this night of all nights?” she snarlingly demanded.


    “We’ll just have to put it off,” said the son.


    “You fool!” replied his amiable mother. “Why was I cursed by having a coward and an idiot for a son? But you’re like your father before you … no sense … like a swine … just made for eating and drinking and sleeping and grunting in your sleep. Bah!”


    The son replied to this outburst of affection with a wicked glint of his eyes and a twitching of his loose upper lip, but, apparently, he had had too much experience of the virago’s tongue to invite a fresh outburst.


    “How can we put it off? Ain’t we got to have the money by tomorrow?” she went on as savagely as before. “You think you can put off Cusick? No, not that leech! He’d foreclose in a minute. His mouth is watering at the idea of getting the ranch, anyway. And now this killer comes and … .”


    “Shut up,” muttered the son, as an idea flashed across his brutish face. “Maybe this ain’t the worst that could have happened … this having the stranger with us tonight. Maybe we could make him … .”


    His mother checked him with a raised hand, and the next moment the door opened, and Jack Montagne entered the room again. This time he came rather carelessly, even whistling, as if he were now an old acquaintance. He settled himself in a chair, leaned back against the wall, and twitched the holster at his right hip so that the butt of the gun fell into a convenient position. He regarded the pair with quiet interest. They gave him a glance in return and then busied themselves in laying out a supper of cold ham and cold fried potatoes and lukewarm coffee, left over from their own evening meal.


    Without a word they served him; without a word he drew up his chair and began to eat. As has been said before, he was a good-looking fellow, except when his face was contorted by rage. He had an ominously sudden way of glancing from side to side, and the muscles of the jaw were strongly developed, as in one who habitually kept his teeth set. In actual years Montagne could not have been more than twenty-seven or eight, but hard experience, of one kind or another, had touched his hair with a streak of gray over the temples. He was a man of many expressions. Looking down, he often seemed middle-aged and weary; looking up, he seemed years younger; when he smiled, he was suddenly a boy, filled with geniality.


    “And now,” he said, as he approached the conclusion of that cheerless meal, “where do I sleep?”


    “In the barn,” said the woman savagely. “I guess hay is good enough for you!”


    “Sure,” agreed Jack Montagne. “Only you were so kind of generous about making me accept things ever since I landed here, that I thought maybe you’d want me to sleep in a nice comfortable bed in the house.”


    He grinned, as he spoke, but Gus said: “And so we do. There’s a spare bed in the room right next to mine, and … .”


    “D’you think I’ll have him in the house?” asked the woman.


    But her son winked at her, and, regarding her steadily, he said: “Shut up and let me talk. Ain’t I the man about this house? I say he’s going to sleep inside!”


    He had raised his voice to a shout, and his mother submitted to him with suspicious suddenness. At the same moment a slow, feeble step was heard descending the stairs, a step that hesitated like the movement of extreme old age.


    “You’ve got the old devil up with your yelling,” said the woman. “Now he’ll make us all dance for it.”


    The next moment a bent old man came into the doorway. If the woman and her boy were of bearish temper and bearish conformation, the old fellow who now came before the view of Jack Montagne was certainly of the wolf breed. His eagle nose, his grimly compressed lips, his forward-jutting chin, and, above all, the cold, keen eyes, under the bushy, white brows, told of a predatory soul. Years had bowed him, but there was something so significant about him that the hawk-like figure seemed to tower above them all. It was rather as if he had stooped to come through the doorway than as if the weight of time had stooped him. He carried a long cane, gathered up toward his breast, in a hand that was a blue claw, entirely unfleshed.


    He stamped this cane upon the floor. Age had stiffened his neck, but his eyes, for that reason, roved the more keenly. “I told you before,” he said, “that I ain’t going to have noise in the evening … evening is my time for reading … evening is my time for quiet. I ain’t going to have noise. I heard a racket once before tonight, and now you’re shouting. It’s got to stop. D’you hear? It’s got to stop!” He whipped up his cane suddenly and shook it in malevolent rage at Gus. “You lout! You fool!” he exclaimed. “It’s you that makes life a torture around here. Now, mind you, no more noise!”


    To the surprise of Montagne this fierce reproof was received in a mild silence. Both the woman and her son lowered their eyes to the floor, and then Gus looked up in apology.


    “I’m sure sorry,” he said. “I got to arguing and … .”


    “That’s the trouble with fools,” said the terrible old man. “They always talk too much. Who’s this?” He picked out Jack Montagne with a gesture of his cane.


    “A stranger,” said the woman, “that we never seen before. But we can’t turn folks away on nights like this. We got to show some sort of kindness, even if we ain’t rich folks, and even if we don’t get paid.”


    She said this with a sort of cringing humility, glancing sadly toward the ceiling, as if bewailing the ingratitude of a hard world.


    But the old man merely grunted, and then grinned at her. “You’ll get a reward in heaven for all your kindness,” he told her. “You sure will get a reward there. Who are you?” This last was directed at Montagne.


    “I’m Jack,” said Montagne.


    “Jack, eh?” said the old fellow. “Jack the Baker, Jack the Butcher, Jack the Ropemaker, Jack the Killer … which one are you?” And, as he concluded the list of fanciful appellations, his narrow chin thrust out, and his keen eyes probed and stabbed at the eyes of Jack Montagne.


    In spite of himself Montagne felt a chill running through his veins. The old man knew too much about human nature, and all his knowledge seemed to be of evil.


    “I don’t like him,” went on the old man. “Send him away. I’d have nightmares all night, if I knew that man was sleeping here, under the same roof with me. I don’t like him … he’s too hungry. Them that have nothing want everything. And him … you ain’t got a cent in your pocket!”


    As he said this, he advanced a long step, a light and stealthy step, and thrust his cane almost in the face of Jack. The latter half rose from his chair, alarmed and filled with an almost superstitious fear. The old man began to laugh mirthlessly, his eyes snapping. Then he stamped his cane on the floor, as he stepped back.


    “I know you,” he went on, nodding to himself, “I know you all … starvelings, buzzards. Bah! You’ll find no meat on my bones to fatten you … not you. Out with you, Jack the Beggar, Jack the Knave, Jack the Killer. Out with you and sleep in the barn! I’ll not have you under the same roof with me, I say. I prophesy you won’t come to no good end!”


    Jack Montagne slowly recovered his poise in the face of this malignant attack. He settled back again in his chair and smiled in the wicked face of the old man. “I’ll stay here,” he said, “old bones … I’ll stay here and be comfortable. It ain’t none too warm outside.”


    “You won’t leave, won’t you?” demanded the hostile old ogre. “You can’t throw him out, can you?” he asked of Gus. Then he answered his own question: “Nope, it’d take ten like you to handle one like him. But, if I was forty years younger, I’d … well, no matter. Forty years are forty years and can’t be changed.”


    “Mister Benton,” broke in the woman, “I’m terribly sorry, I sure am. I do what I can to make you comfortable, but, when gents come and force their way in on me … .”


    “I thought you took him in out of kindness?” The irritable old man fairly snapped his question. “Don’t talk, Missus Zellar … don’t talk. I see through you, and I don’t see no good!” He turned on Gus. “By the way, seen young Walters lately?”


    “Seen him this mornin’, Mister Benton.”


    “You did, eh? And what’s he say?”


    “He’s doing fine. Says he’ll have his interest money ready for you next week. He could pay it now.”


    The old fellow nodded his head slowly back and forth, half closing his eyes. “I knowed Walters would be made by the money I loaned him … I knowed that. I always know.”


    “And right here, Mister Benton,” said the woman, “I could have used that money fine. Me and Gus could have improved the ranch no end and give you a better rate of interest than Walters does.”


    “Don’t talk,” declared the octogenarian. “Don’t talk. I see through you … like you had a window over where your heart is.”


    He turned and stalked toward the door. His back was visibly pinched and withered under his coat. From that rear view he seemed suddenly weak, but, when he turned on them again at the door, all thought of his feebleness left Jack Montagne. The withered lips of Mr. Benton continued to writhe, but he uttered no sound. Presently his halting step went up the stairs again and disappeared through a doorway beyond.


    When he was gone, there was a sigh emitted by all three. For a moment, exchanging glances, they seemed to be of one mind. Truly they were all, in differing ways, grim people, but compared with this terrible old man they were weaklings.


    “That bed I told you about,” said Gus suddenly, “I’ll show you where the room is, if you like.”


    Jack Montagne nodded, rose, and followed his guide up the stairs, noting the empty bareness of the house. Dissolute spending, which had impoverished the ranch, had gutted the house, it seemed. The very hall seemed to beg for new voices and cheerier footfalls—certainly less stealthy ones.


    When they came to the room, Gus deposited the lamp on the table beside the bed and left without a word. Jack Montagne sat down and buried his face in his hands. He had come to another halting place in his downward progress through life. Had the old man been right? Was he, indeed, bound for damnation?


    He shrugged away that fierce prophecy. In the meantime, the fact was that he needed money, needed it terribly, must have it, and the old fellow, beyond doubt, possessed what he wanted. Had he not heard the two in the kitchen speak of money and a chest? All was as clear as day. The old usurer kept a store of coin in his room and loaned it out about the countryside.


    
      Larrabee listens

    

    The sheriff, Henry Larrabee, jerked up his head and listened.


    “That phone call is for me,” he said instantly, as the first ring ended. Two long and three short was the sheriff’s ring on that country line, and the ring was ground out on a little crank, without summoning the assistance of a central. This first long ring was made in what might have been called a breathless fashion, the crank turning so swiftly in the middle of the motion that it produced only a rattle, not a true ring.


    “Not for you! Not on a night like this!” exclaimed his wife, as the good woman lifted her head and listened to the crashing of the rain against the roof.


    A second long ring had begun. “It’s for me, right enough,” said the sheriff, and rose to his feet.


    His daughter, Mary, rose, also, staring with excitement. “Oh, Dad, what could be happening?”


    “On a night like this … anything. There it goes.”


    The second long ring had ended, and there followed three short rings in swift succession. The sheriff ran to the phone with great strides. “Hello!” he called.


    “Sheriff Larrabee,” said a woman’s voice, “come quick, for there’s been a murder here.”


    “Who are you?”


    “Missus Zellar … murder … ah!”


    The last word was a half scream, and there was the sound of the telephone receiver dropping with a jerk.


    “You devil!” the sheriff heard a man’s voice shouting.


    Larrabee smashed up his own receiver. “Jud!” he thundered. “Chris!”


    His two sons answered with shouts from the upper part of the house.


    “Come down to me, quick! We got riding to do!”


    “Henry,” breathed his wife, stammering with fear, as she ran to him. “What is it? Where?”


    “Nothing,” he answered sternly. “Don’t hang onto me. I got work … that’s all. When I’m gone, call the Gloster house and get the Gloster boys to ride toward the Zellar place, as fast as they can saddle and get under way. I’ll meet ’em on the road. That’s all. Don’t ask questions. Just do what I say.”


    Catching up his hat, he plunged from the house, the front door banging heavily behind him at the same time that the thunder of his sons’ feet began on the stairs above. Within five minutes they were in the saddle and racing out onto the muddy road. For they kept their horses in a shed near the house, ready for quick saddling at any hour of the day or night. Going up the first steep hill, they could talk.


    “I knew,” said Jud, “that they’d be trouble some day in the Zellar house. What’s up?”


    “I dunno,” answered the father. “Just heard a woman talking, and woman talk don’t mean much usually. But it sure sounded like trouble was busted loose. Come on, lads!”


    They had reached the crest of the hill, and now they lurched down into the valley at a reckless gallop, the horses sliding and slipping over the mud. Turning down the valley road, they presently came in view of a fire beneath a tree, and the sheriff headed straight for it. He swung out of the saddle in front of the tramp whom Jack Montagne had seen earlier in the night. The tramp straightened up—he had been dozing, with his head almost dropped into the flame of the fire—and blinked at the new arrivals. The stern hand of the sheriff helped him to his feet, and he stifled his yawn.


    “Who’re you?” asked the sheriff.


    “Slim,” said the tramp. “Some call me Mississippi Slim.”


    “What else?”


    “Disremember being called any other name.”


    “You come with me, Mississippi Slim. Jud, take him along and follow me to the Zellar place. This is the kind that know things, this Slim. Chris, come on with me. We got to ride hard.”


    “What can you get out of Slim?” asked Chris, as the two spurred on through the mud.


    “Never can tell. But, if you ever step into my boots, boy, and get my job, you want to pick up them that look like Slim. If there’s trouble around, they’re ’most always down-wind from it, and they know all about what’s going on. They smell it before they see it, and they see it before us ordinary folks dream it.”


    He concluded with a brief admonition. “If Gus Zellar is mixed up in this killing, or whatever it is, that we’re moving toward, and we come across him armed, don’t waste no time arguing. If he shows fight, shoot … and shoot to kill. Handle him the way you’d handle a dog. He ain’t no better, much.”


    He had no chance to say more, for now they came to the house, where lights were burning in half of the windows. The sheriff’s son was for a careful approach. The sheriff, however, scoffed at such an idea, and, advancing to the kitchen door, he cast it open and stepped into the presence of Gus Zellar and his mother.


    There was no need to fear Gus Zellar. He was a white-faced, trembling wreck of a man, shrinking against the wall. His mother was ten times more formidable. Her eyes were gleaming, her hands clenched, and her whole attitude that of one ready to fight a great battle.


    “You sure come slow,” she said to Larrabee. “Come upstairs, and you’ll find it.”


    There was something so ominous in that last syllable that even the sheriff, time-hardened by contact with crime and criminals, was a trifle shocked. As she took up the lamp, he swung in behind her, first ordering Gus Zellar to follow close to his mother. The order threw Gus into a sudden panic.


    “But what’ve I got to do with it?” he asked tremulously. “I didn’t do it! I swear I didn’t do it, Sheriff!”


    “I’m not saying you did,” said the sheriff, disgusted by such cringing. “But you step along. I want to keep you under my eye.”


    Gus skulked into line, glancing fearfully behind, as if anticipating a kick. They hurried up the stairs, the woman exclaiming eagerly: “You got to hurry, Sheriff. He left in a rush, and he’ll be riding like a fiend all night. Every minute counts, when you’re trailing a gent like him!”


    “Like who?” asked the sheriff.


    “I’ll tell you about him after you see what he’s done.”


    They had hurried up to the floor of the second story of the house, and now they went straight behind Mrs. Zellar into the room, directly opposite the head of the stairs. They passed through a broken door. It had been splintered exactly in the center, and both halves were still attached—the one by its hinges and the other by the lock. Mrs. Zellar placed the lamp on the table near the center of the room.


    “There!” she exclaimed dramatically, stepping back. “Nothing ain’t been touched. There you are!”


    They looked past her and saw, within the bright circle cast by the lamp, the figure of old Mr. Benton, lying on his back. Both hands were caught up to his breast, and he lay in a crimson pool that had run from a great wound in his head.


    The sheriff’s son gasped, turned sick, and caught at the wall for support. But the sheriff himself showed not the slightest emotion. He merely leaned over the body, saying: “Never knowed he was that tall … never saw the old codger straightened out before.”


    “Now you’ve seen,” said Mrs. Zellar shrilly, “and now go get him!”


    “How long ago did he leave?”


    “Only forty minutes by the clock. I been watching for you to come and watching the clock and thinking you’d never come. But he can’t get far through the mud.”


    “Forty minutes?” asked the sheriff, and he suddenly lost all eagerness. “Well, let’s hear about this. Get over here, will you?”


    The last words were a savage roar, and they jerked Gus away from the door, toward which he had been sneaking. He stood back against the wall, shuddering, and his eyes twitched nervously from face to face.


    “They ain’t no call to talk to Gus like that,” said Mrs. Zellar. “He didn’t do nothing.”


    “Perhaps not,” said the sheriff, and, maintaining his aggravating calm, he produced a cut of chewing tobacco and worked off a comfortable bite between his front teeth.


    “Say, Dad,” broke in his son, “you ain’t going to stand around while he gets away?”


    “You talk less and listen more,” said his father sagely. “And you cotton onto this … before you start following a trail, find out where it leads. Now, Missus Zellar, what happened?”


    “He came here and made us …,” began the woman.


    “Who’s he?”


    “Wouldn’t give no name … that kind never do. Just said he was Jack. But Mister Benton knew right off, the minute he laid eyes on him, that Jack was no good, and he said so right to his face. Well, Jack come and knocked open our kitchen door and asked for a meal and a bed. I didn’t like the looks of him, but, when I told him there wasn’t nothing for him here, he pulled a gun and started ordering us around. Ain’t that right, Gus?”


    “Every single word,” said the truthful Gus, rolling his eyes.


    “Leave Gus out and talk to me.”


    “Afterward, Mister Benton come down, like he mostly always does, to say a word or two to us before he goes to bed, him knowing that we’re about the only friends he has in the world.”


    The sheriff was now walking around the room, carelessly examining every corner of it. Mrs. Zellar followed him a pace or two in every direction he took, raising her voice, when he was far away, lowering it slightly, when he was close.


    “He seen Jack, as I was saying, and Jack seen him. And while Benton was talking, Jack found out that the old man kept a pile of money in his chest in his room.”


    “You knew that, did you?” asked the sheriff, his back turned.


    “Does it mean anything … my knowing it?” asked Mrs. Zellar.


    “Go on.”


    “Finally, after Mister Benton left, and Jack got through eating … he ate like he hadn’t had food for a couple of days … Jack went up to bed, and he wouldn’t be suited with nothing but Gus’s own room, right next to Mister Benton’s room.


    “Gus come downstairs afterward. ‘I don’t like the looks of him,’ says Gus. ‘Nor his ways,’ says I.


    “ ‘I’m going to sit up a while,’ says Gus, ‘till Jack turns out his light.’


    “So we done it. We turned down the lamp in the kitchen, so it didn’t make no light, just a glooming through the room. Then we waited and waited. All at once we heard a scream. Quick as a flash, Gus jumps to his feet.


    “ ‘I been waiting for just that,’ he said, and starts running up the stairs, with me after him.”


    “Are you sure he went first?” asked the sheriff.


    “Sure he did. Ain’t he the man of the house?”


    “Go on,” said Larrabee dryly.


    “Gus tried the door, and it was locked. He took a run and broke the door open … you see … and there he found Mister Benton lying, poor soul, with the chest open and the papers and everything all ruffled up, just the way you see. Nothing ain’t been touched … not a thing is touched, Sheriff, since we first seen it.”


    The chest in the corner of the room, indeed, was open, and a confusion of papers tumbled in it and on the floor around it.


    “And then the door of Jack’s room opens, and out he comes, rubbing his eyes like he’d just waked up, as though he could have slept through all that noise.


    “ ‘What’s all the racket about?’ he says. Well he knew, the murderer. Look here!”


    She led the way to the window. Below it was the roof of the verandah that wound around the side of the house. Opposite was another window.


    “That window yonder opens into Jack’s room, where he was supposed to sleep … the liar. What he done was to slip out of that window of his room and walk right across the roof and open this window and come in. He had first throttled the old man. You see?”


    She advanced to the body and, leaning about it, pointed to some discolorations on the throat. There was something hideous in this eagerness, something unnatural for her sex. She was giving the scent of Jack Montagne to the bloodhounds.


    “But the old boy died hard,” went on Mrs. Zellar, stepping back again. “He wasn’t dead, when Jack finished the throttling. He come to life, got his breath, and let out the screech that I heard down below and near stopped my heart beating.”


    The sheriff, in the meantime, went to the window, leading onto the roof, and tried it. It opened frictionlessly and without sound under the lift of his hand. He turned, nodding, and marked the last of Mrs. Zellar’s words with more apparent interest.


    “And, when he screeched, Jack, who was getting the money out of the chest, turned around and hit him over the head with a chunk of wood from the fireplace. There it is.”


    By the open hearth of the fireplace there was a pile of cut wood, each piece well over two feet in length. But one of these pieces lay in the middle of the floor, an ugly stain splotched about its sharp edge.


    “You sure he got the money?” asked the sheriff.


    “There ain’t a cent in the chest!” she exclaimed. “Look for yourself, the way I done.”


    “I thought you didn’t touch anything?” he asked sharply.


    “Are you going to lay the stealing on me?”


    “What did Jack do then?” asked the sheriff.


    “When he seen the body, he tried to act surprised, but me and Gus drew back and looked at him. He tried to talk the thing off, but we just kept on looking. Pretty soon he run out of the room. Next thing we knew, he was jumping downstairs. He didn’t hit more’n twice, all the way to the bottom. Outdoors he went, and the next minute he was tearing down the road on his hoss … riding west.”


    “Thanks,” said the sheriff. “What did he look like?”


    “Good looking, but mean. About five feet eleven … dark, straight-looking eyes, dark hair … about thirty years old, or less … gray around the temples. Rides a gray hoss. Gus went out and seen it in the barn, after Jack went to bed … or after he was in his room. That’s all I can think about, except that he looked like a killer. Mister Benton said so, right to his face.”


    “Hmm,” said the sheriff, and raised his eyebrows. “Wait a minute,” he added. “Here come the boys.”


    
      Larrabee wins his bet

    

    He went to the door and called down. There was a sound of horses snorting in the rainfall outside, and presently a cluster of five men climbed the stairs in answer to the call. The three Gloster boys came first. They had answered with all speed the summons from the house of the sheriff. Behind them came Mississippi Slim with his guard.


    The sheriff greeted the Gloster boys with a word of thanks for their promptness. “We got a bad ride ahead of us,” he said. “This is the work the gent we’re after done.” He pointed to the body of Benton. “And the man that done it has taken the west road. We’ll start right away. Chris, you stay here and keep everybody out of this room. Wait a minute.”


    He turned and eyed Mississippi Slim. The latter was moving stealthily about the room, with his head thrust forward and bent low. He was oddly like a sniffing dog.


    “Slim,” called the sheriff.


    Slim whirled, as if at the sound of a shot. He had been leaning over the chest full of papers.


    “You had your fire near the road. See anybody passing tonight?”


    Slim raised one finger.


    “What was he like?”


    “Bad looking … on a gray hoss.”


    “Know anything about him?”


    “Nope.”


    “Did he say anything?”


    “Nothing much.”


    “Talk out, Slim. What did he say?”


    “Asked me why I didn’t come down here and get a hand-out and a bed. I said it couldn’t be done, because the lady didn’t waste no time on gents that was wandering on the road looking for work.”


    Here Mrs. Zellar snorted her contempt.


    “But this gent on the gray hoss allowed that he’d get a hand-out and a bunk. Said he’d see if he couldn’t get treated right.”


    “Did he come on to this house, then?”


    “I dunno.”


    “You didn’t follow him?”


    “Follow him? Let my fire go out?” Slim shook his head in wonder at such a thought.


    The sheriff turned on Gus. “That door was locked when you came up?”


    “Yep, it sure was, and I busted it in,” he said defiantly. “Ask Ma if I didn’t.”


    “Where’s the key?”


    “I dunno. I didn’t look for it.”


    “Look on the floor,” said the sheriff, himself joining the search. “Whether that door was locked from the inside or the outside makes a pile of difference.”


    The floor of the hall and the floor of the room revealed no key. The sheriff desisted from the search and gave his final directions. “You stay here, Chris, and you hold Slim.”


    “Why?” asked Slim. “What I got to do with all this killing?”


    “You’re a material witness. You’ll get chuck and a free bunk. Ain’t that good enough for you? We got good enough bunks to suit anybody in the jail.”


    “Jail!” Slim exclaimed. His rat eyes jerked from face to face and then became fixed on the floor, while a violent shiver ran through his meager body, but he said no more.


    “And get in touch with the coroner … tell him to get his men down here, first thing,” went on the sheriff to Chris. “We’ll hit the trail, boys!”


    “Now that he’s clean gone,” put in Mrs. Zellar malevolently.


    The sheriff turned on her with a mild and curious glance, but the effect of it was to make her wince and change color. Then the men passed on out of the room.


    The Gloster boys, Pete and Bob and Jerry, were first in the saddle, with Jud Larrabee and his father following after, but, as the former started down the road to the west, the sheriff called him back.


    “Where you going?” he asked.


    “Why, follow the trail, I guess.”


    “You think he went that way?”


    “Why not?”


    “If he’s got any sense at all, he knows that Missus Zellar seen the way he started, and the first thing he’ll do’ll be to switch off.”


    “Which way, then?”


    “What d’you see?” asked the sheriff. “Look around through the rain. What d’you see?”


    The storm had fallen away to a faint misting, but still it blanketed the landscape. Indeed, nothing could have been visible, had it not been for the high-riding moon that was itself unseen, but served to outline the rain clouds in varying shades of deep gray and black.


    “Don’t see nothing,” said the sheriff’s son, “except the mountains, yonder. I can just make them out.”


    “Then,” said the sheriff complacently, “that’s where he’s gone, and we’ll go the same way. Chris!”


    His other son came a pace closer.


    “Start using that telephone,” said his father. “Get Boonetown and tell the central there to spread the description of Jack around. Get old Miller in Boonetown, too, and tell him to get to work, talking. That’s the best thing he does, anyway! Good bye, boy!”


    Once under way he made up for his seeming inactivity in the house of the Zellars. He was a heavier weight than the younger men, and his horse, an old buckskin campaigner, was inferior in speed to the mounts of the rest, and yet, before they had gone half a mile, the sheriff was in the lead, pushing his horse along with such skill that it seemed he could sense through the dark the obstacles that came in his way. Where the others floundered six times, the wise-footed buckskin slipped once.


    The first excitement wore off with the posse, too, but the sheriff seemed to be spurred on by a steady and unflagging interest that kept his head high and his eyes straining on through the dark. The gray of dawn, which found them in the foothills, following trails that began to wind with the contours of the land, discovered the sheriff as agile of eye as ever and cheerfully examining the hills and the trees as they passed along.


    The others awakened, also, as the day began. A freshening north wind chopped the sheeted storm clouds into thin drifts that served to shut the sun out, but allowed most of its light to sift through. In this invigorating air the sleepless quintet kept on until presently the sheriff raised his hand.


    “Now,” he said, “I figure it’s about time for us to look about.”


    His followers had been very prone to beat up every thicket along the way, and they were quite disgusted by the careless methods of their guide and leader. To their minds a thousand men might have hidden along the way and laughed as the posse went by on a wild-goose chase. The sheriff had chosen to stop on the top of a bare hill, with a bare country all around him. Why waste time here?


    They conveyed their ideas bluntly and immodestly. The more so since the sheriff scratched the stubble on his chin, a far-away look in his eyes, while they talked and seemed to be almost persuaded at every other word. What he said at length was: “Are you hungry, boys?”


    “Sure,” was the chorus.


    “So’s Jack,” said the sheriff.


    His followers glanced at one another in disgust, and Jud Larrabee flushed with shame. Certainly the old man was growing old and simple. He glared defiantly at the Gloster boys. But it certainly was a very foolish remark—this reference to the appetite of Jack. What had that to do with a manhunt—the appetite of the hunted?


    “He’s hungry,” said the leader, “and most like he’s smelled the bacon going up in smoke, yonder.” There were three or four streaks of smoke in view, very dimly perceptible against the gray of the sky. “Nothing like the sight of smoke to make a gent uncommon hungry,” went on the sheriff.


    “Let’s start on,” urged his son uncomfortably. “We can talk on the way.”


    “On the way to what?” asked his father gently. “Let’s make that out, first.”


    “That’s what I’d like to know,” burst out Jud. “Looks to me like we’re all wrong. Who’d ride this way … clean out into the open … if he was hunting shelter?”


    “Maybe he wouldn’t,” said the sheriff. “It’s just my guess. But, if you don’t do no guessing, you don’t catch no men at the end of the trail. I figure Jack pictures us riding hard along the west trail. He’s come up here to the hills. He’s got a lot of hours ahead of us, he’s thinking. So he comes over the hill, here, with a raging, tearing hunger, and he can’t help stopping to eat. Now, first thing is … where’d he go to eat?”


    “There’s the biggest smoke, yonder,” said Jud, very miserable, but striving to seem as if he took his father seriously. All the time he was wretchedly conscious of the smiles of the Gloster boys.


    “That’s the biggest smoke,” admitted the sheriff, “and that’s the one he wouldn’t go to. That little house over the hill would be the place that a gent would run for, unless he was professional and had done murders before.”


    “Ain’t that just what he is?” asked Pete Gloster. “Ain’t that what Benton called him at sight?”


    “A murderer? Nope, he called Jack a killer. They’s a pile of difference. Jack’s an amateur.”


    “What?”


    “Sure. He turned his trick before he made sure the other folks was in bed. He took a room in the house, when he could have pretended he had to keep on his way, and so he could have ridden off and come back and done the job with nobody knowing. Nope, Jack’s an amateur. Killers don’t pick out old men. Jack needed money and needed it bad. He started to get it. He choked the old man, not with no pleasure, but because it had to be done. And then, when the old boy screeched, he picked up a piece of wood and batted him over the head. That was plain clumsy.”


    “Why?”


    “A professional wouldn’t have trusted to choking. He’d have used a touch of the knife. Nothing like a knife for neat, silent work, and dead men don’t come back to life and start hollering. So I think Jack’s an amateur … for that and other reasons. And, being an amateur, I’ll just lay you boys even that he’s in that little old house over the hills yonder … or has been there.”


    “I’ll take you for twenty,” said Jerry Gloster instantly.


    “And me,” chimed in Pete and Bob. Then the cavalcade started forward at a gallop toward the house.


    They dipped over the hill and came upon a wretched little cottage leaning up the slope. A woman came to the door at their call, wiping her hands on her apron.


    “ ’Morning!” called the sheriff. “We’re trying to catch up with our pal. That gent on the gray hoss that was here a while back. Which way did he go?”


    “Right on over the hill, there,” she answered, pointing. “Funny he didn’t say nothing about the rest of you coming along, though.”


    “We got a surprise party for him, in a way of speaking,” said the sheriff. “How long ago did he start?”


    “About half an hour.”


    “Thanks.”


    With a glance the sheriff gathered up his posse, and they started on. The silence behind Henry Larrabee was a tremendous thing. It set him smiling, as he rode to the top of that hill to which the woman had pointed. There he drew rein again. Below, lower hills tumbled this way and that, but the landscape was empty of all signs of a rider.


    “By the way,” said the sheriff, “that bet we made a while back … I forgot that I don’t bet that way.”


    “I sure ain’t going to be let off that easy,” said Pete Gloster generously. “I was getting to think that I knowed more’n you, Sheriff, and I’m getting off cheap at twenty dollars’ worth. Besides, why won’t you bet?”


    “It don’t pay, somehow,” said the sheriff, “to win money out of the life of another man, even if he’s a murderer.”


    
      Left in the rain

    

    There was no chance for further argument or comment on the sheriffs ideas. Not half a mile away, climbing out of a hollow and slowly mounting the hillside beyond, they saw a rider passing on a gray horse. Without a word, even of exultation, the posse lurched down the hillside. It was like the sudden breaking of a storm, this coming on the trail of the fugitive, after the meeting with the woman in the house. To his young companions the quiet-mannered sheriff seemed suddenly a prophet, a man of mysterious foreknowledge.


    It was unquestionably the man they wanted. No sooner had he sighted the riders on the far slope than he leaned far forward over the saddle and urged his weary horse to fresh efforts, scurrying rapidly up the hill.


    Tired his horse must be, but he had come the distance from the Zellar house at a far slower gait than the sheriff, and, accordingly, his mount had greater reserves of energy. He shot out of sight over the crest, and, when the sheriff and his men reached the same point, they saw Jack Montagne halfway up the farther slope. In spite of their frantic spurring he had gained on them, and he was still gaining.


    “He’ll run us into the ground,” said the sheriff. “I’ll see if I can’t tag him.” Then he whipped the long rifle out of its case, tucked the butt into the hollow of his shoulder, and fired. The fugitive and his horse were flattened to the slope beyond, as if a great weight, falling from above, had crushed them. While the sheriff calmly tucked his gun back into the case, his posse rushed forward with a yell. They had their man.


    Still, it seemed that Jack Montagne would flee blindly, pitting his speed of foot against the speed of galloping horses. Yet there was nothing to which he could flee. The hills were pitilessly bare, and there was not a tree—only scatterings of rocks, here and there. Yet he raced to the top of the hill and disappeared beyond it. A moment later the object of his flight appeared. He had run for the rocks of the summit in order to use them as a fort, and now he opened fire with the rifle which he had taken from the saddle when his horse fell.


    Suddenly the sheriff drew rein with an oath, and the oath caused his companions to pull up their own mounts, for the sheriff was not a profane man. “Look!” said the sheriff, as the echo of the first shot died away. “He’s put his hoss out of misery, instead of trying to pot us.”


    The gray horse had straightened out on the slope and now no longer struggled. While the horsemen stared, the rifle spoke again, three times. Not three yards away from the sheriff’s horse the bullets thudded into the mud, and all three landed within the compass of a man’s arm.


    “He’s warning us back,” said the sheriff with another oath. “I told you he was an amateur murderer. If he can shoot like that, them three shots might have knocked three of us off our hosses. But he ain’t going to shoot to kill unless he has to. That’s his way of saying it.” Such seemed to be the only explanation. “That’s what I call politeness,” went on the sheriff, “but the law don’t make no allowances for such things. That gent yonder has done a murder, and he’s got to hang for it. Jud, skirt around to the right and get behind him. Pete, you go to the left. Bob and Jerry, ride back to the top of the hill and get down behind them rocks. I’m going to try a little politeness of my own.”


    His directions were swiftly followed. Jud Larrabee and Pete Gloster, riding left and right, scurried off for the positions that had been assigned them, thereby placing Jack Montagne in the center of a circle of foes. Three or four times, as they rode, the fugitive fired, but each time the bullet struck a few feet in front of the running horse.


    The sheriff turned straight to the right, disappeared for ten minutes, and came in view again at the top of a tall, steep-sided hill which overlooked the fortress of Montagne. Here the sheriff dismounted, ensconced himself on the crest, and placed himself flat on his stomach, with his rifle ready, his slicker keeping him out of the mud. From his position, only exposing the top of his head to the fugitive, he could look down on Jack and hold the latter at his mercy. And mercy the sheriff intended to show, if he could.


    He saw Jack Montagne in the center of a number of low-lying rocks, among which he stirred about, keeping a strict lookout on all sides. The sheriff drew out his glass and focused it carefully, until he could see the face of the man distinctly. What he saw was of sufficient interest to keep him motionless for some time. But he knew that appearances are not half the story. The man had committed murder, he kept telling himself over and over, and yet, in spite of himself, the sheriffs heart was weakening. The generosity which had induced the fellow to end the suffering of his wounded horse with his first shot, instead of directing that bullet against the charging posse, and the manner in which his rifle had been used merely to warn the sheriff and his men away, these things struck directly to the heart of Henry Larrabee. He had had many a gruesome experience with outlaws and killers, but never before had he trailed a murderer who would not shoot to kill. Moreover, the consummate marksmanship of the man appealed to him. It was hard to believe that such an artist could have been guilty of the foul crime in the Zellar house.


    But facts were facts. The sheriff, warned by the stinging impact of a drop of rain that he had not much time in which to work, gathered the butt of his gun closer and prepared to fire. Montagne was surrounded by rocks which would serve admirably to protect him from direct fire on the level, but there was none of sufficient height to protect him the angling fire of the sheriff in his commanding position. Moreover, Jack Montagne was hopelessly surrounded. Pete Gloster to the northeast, Bob and Jerry to the south—they lay in a loose circle around the central position. Sooner or later the fugitive would be starved into submission. There was only one chance for his escape, and that was in a driving rainstorm which might blot him out of sight and give him freedom to slip through. But the sheriff had a way of forestalling the storm that was now blowing again out of the north.


    He took careful aim and, with exquisite nicety that would have done justice to Montagne’s own skill with a gun, planted a shot on the rock just beyond the fugitive. That warning ought to be sufficient to make the fellow see that his position was commanded, and that he would have to come out and surrender, unless he wished to be shot as he lay there. Larrabee laid aside his rifle and took up the glass minutely to observe the results of the shot.


    He saw that Montagne had sprung up and was busying himself in a strange fashion, tugging at another deep-buried rock just before him. The sheriff gazed and wondered what this might mean until, with a supreme wrench, he saw the stone torn from its bed. Then he understood. With a shout of vexation he dropped the glass and snatched up the rifle again. But it was too late. Before he could draw the bead the second rock had been placed on the first—a Herculean feat of strength—and now the two stones made a perfectly safe shelter against the bullets of the sheriff, even in his commanding position.


    Larrabee ground his teeth. After all, he had been a fool not to kill this man on the first sight. Now he looked anxiously to the north, but what he saw was greatly reassuring. The storm clouds were piling high, but along the horizon a rift had appeared. Rain was falling steadily, and heavier rain was coming, but it was obviously only a clearing-off shower, and the heart of it would pass over in a few moments.


    Nearer and nearer came the sheet of rain, blotting out the whole north and consuming hill after hill in obscurity, as it swept along. Now he could no longer see the hill where Jud lay, and suddenly the storm struck his own position. In thirty seconds he could not see ten yards before him or behind, so terrific was the downpour.


    Unquestionably Jack would attempt to break through the circle, but, before he traveled a quarter of a mile, the storm would have passed, and he would be in clear view and rifle range, point-blank.


    Sweeping his slicker about him and sheltering the rifle under it, the sheriff waited, probing the heart of the downpour, in case the fellow should attempt to slip past, close beside him. But that was not likely. He would run down through one of the hollows between the hills and never risk meeting with the members of the posse.


    Still the rain continued, unabating. In the sheriff’s anxiety it seemed to him impossible that so much water could ever have been drawn up into the atmosphere. But still it poured down, moment after precious moment, although at last he saw a gradual brightening to the north, and the hill where Jud lay came into view again like a ghost.


    It was at this moment that his horse snorted, and the sheriff turned with an appeasing word to see the figure of a man rushing straight on him from behind. There was no time to handle a rifle. As the man drew out of the dense rain, a set, savage face came into view. Larrabee went for his revolver.


    It stuck in the holster. The rain had got into the leather, so that it was glued for a moment to the gun, and, when the weapon came into his hand, the other was upon him. The sheriff dodged and fired, but, as his finger curled around the trigger, a long arm darted forth, a fist gleamed before him, and the blow landed flush on the point of his jaw. It did not knock him down, but it paralyzed both brain and body. As he staggered back, the revolver fell from his nerveless hand, and the next instant he was swept to the muddy ground in the embrace of bear-like arms.


    What followed was done with lightning speed and precision. In the space of half a dozen breaths the sheriff found himself trussed securely, hand and foot, gagged and lying on his back, with the merciless rain whipping down into his face. The fugitive gave him hardly a glance, but caught up the fallen sombrero, flung it over the face of his victim to shelter him from the torrent, and, with this final and almost insulting act of grace, he was gone.


    The splashing of the departing hoofs came back to Larrabee. His destined victim was galloping off on his own horse! That tale would be caught up and told and retold by a hundred tongues. In his anguish Sheriff Larrabee wished that he had died before this day ever came to him. Death was the final meed of every man, but shame should come to cowards only.


    The rain diminished now, as if, like a traitor, it only wished to endure until Jack Montagne had used its shelter to escape. A moment later the brightness of the sun was about him. But when would they find him and set him free? How long before they rode again on the trail of that hard-fisted, slippery devil? How long?


    
      All aboard!

    

    Two days later the joyless eyes of Jack Montagne looked down from the side of a foothill upon a streak of black, hurrying across the valley, with a trailing cloud of white drawn out above it. Montagne drew a great breath of relief. He looked back instinctively toward the mountains, rolling huge and sullen above him, as if he expected them to put forth an arm and catch him back.


    After all the perils, he had escaped and come to easy-striking distance of the railroad, and the railroad meant freedom. In a few days it could carry him away to the ends of the country, where the names of Zellar and Benton were never dreamed of. He visualized himself in a far-off city, reading an obscure notice in an obscure paper about the futile hunt for Jack Montagne, wanted for murder. For by this time they had surely hunted back to the town of his origin, and there they had learned that other and shameful story, and his name with it.


    He bowed his head at the thought of it. Then he shrugged back his shoulders and started his pony down the mountainside and toward the rambling collection of houses in the distance.


    Two miles from the outskirts he came to a pleasant meadow, where a brook tumbled brightly in the sunshine. Here he dismounted, took off the saddle and bridle, and waved the horse away to freedom. The invitation was accepted with a snort and a flirt of the heels. For a moment, Montagne watched with a sigh, and then turned back to take up his trail.


    He so timed his approach that he reached the vicinity of the town at dusk and then skirted about it to the railroad. Of course, it would not do to linger near the station, but that would not be necessary. Hardly a mile away the tracks started a stiff grade, where a freight train would have to labor slowly—so slowly that a man, agile of foot and sure of hand, could certainly take it with ease.


    To this point he went, and, selecting a shelter between two bushes that would shelter him from the too-active eye of some brakie, as the train approached, he sat down to wait. The moon rose during his vigil, before he heard a far-off humming on the tracks, and then made out a train stopping at the town and starting again. That it was a freight train he had not the slightest doubt, as soon as he heard the redoubled labor of the engine as it reached the grade. Montagne rose, stretched himself, and, finding all his muscles playing smoothly in spite of the long period of inactivity, crouched again between the bushes and watched the train roar nearer.


    The sound grew louder. The humming of the rails was now a heavy vibration. The rush of the exhaust was like the deafening noise of a great waterfall. With his brain reeling from the uproar, the blow fell that had been so long avoided. There was a sharp command from behind, and he wheeled to look into the muzzles of three revolvers held by grim-faced men.


    It is said that remembered dreams are those which occur during the very act of waking. The mind, unencumbered by the slow processes of the senses that burden it during waking moments, plunges through enough events to fill a lifetime, all crammed into a second or two of actual time. So it was with Jack Montagne, as he faced the leveled guns and calculated the chances. There was not a line on a single face that he overlooked. Had there been a single symptom of weakness in a single face he would have taken the suicidal chance rather than submit. But there was no weakness. Every eye told him the same story: a readiness to kill on the slightest provocation on his part. So he pushed his hands above his head. To those who held him up it seemed that the gesture of surrender was made instantly!


    “Suffering cows!” exclaimed Jack Montagne to the sheriff, recognizing his antagonist whom he had met during the rainstorm. “Is it possible that you’ve trailed me here?”


    “Trailed?” asked the sheriff gently. “Not a bit. I just did a little guessing that you’d come over the mountains in this direction, and, if you did, you’d be sure to head for this town, and, if you headed for this town, you’d be sure to strike for this grade to nab a freight. All simple as daylight. Go through him, Jud.”


    The last was addressed to his son, who now adroitly went through the pockets of Jack. The revolver, the pocketknife, tobacco and brown papers, and a square of sulphur matches was the total of the effects of Jack Montagne.


    “He’s cached the money, somewheres,” said Jud. “Ain’t any sign of it.”


    “Sure he’s cached it,” said the sheriff. “Any fool would do that, considering how much there is of it. Where’d you put it, Jack?” He added casually: “Of course, anything you say to us may be used against you.”


    “I know,” said Montagne, “so I won’t say anything about the money.” And he smiled at the sheriff with what might have been resignation or mockery.


    Larrabee considered that smile with the most intimate attention. “Bring down your hands,” he said, “but bring ’em down behind you, then keep moving slow.”


    “Afraid I got another gun tucked up my sleeve?” asked Montagne.


    “I’m afraid of you every minute,” replied the sheriff with astounding frankness. “I might as well tell you, so’s you’ll know that I’m on the watch for you, every minute. Come to think of it, we’ll handcuff your hands in front of you. Here you go.”


    As Montagne obediently offered his wrists, the manacles were snapped over them. “A nice, new pair,” observed Montagne calmly, looking down at them.


    His quiet manner shocked the younger men of the posse, but the sheriff seemed more and more interested in his victim.


    “What’d you do with my hoss?” he asked. “I suppose you knew we’d sent descriptions of the hoss all over, together with descriptions of you. Did you drill her through the head and let her tumble down a ravine, some place?”


    “I let the hoss run loose,” said Montagne, “just above town, yonder.”


    “I take that kind of you,” said the sheriff gently. “I take that mighty kind. All right, boys, jump on your hosses, and we’ll start. Climb on this one, Jack.”


    Montagne hesitated. “You going to walk, Sheriff?”


    “I can do it better’n you. Ain’t handy to walk when you can’t swing your hands.”


    It was strange to hear these politely diplomatic moves between the two. Presently Montagne was seated on the horse, and they started back for the town, with the sheriff walking a little behind the captive. Suddenly he drew up beside his prisoner.


    “Jack,” he said, in a purely conversational tone, “why did you do it?”


    “Do what?” asked Montagne out of a dream.


    “The old boy … old Benton … ? Why did you finish him?”


    “You’re a pretty good guesser,” answered Montagne without emotion. “Suppose you try to figure this puzzle out.”


    So the matter was allowed to rest. They took a midnight train out, and in the dawn they arrived at the sheriff’s county seat, where Montagne was escorted to the jail. He preserved his careless demeanor throughout, even when the front door of the jail slammed heavily behind him.


    When they reached the door of the cell designated for Jack, the sheriff drew forth his bunch of keys. “Just hold onto your patience for a while,” he said to Jack. “Take me a while to find the right key.”


    “You don’t need one,” answered Montagne. “Here you are.” And, folding his hands small, he slipped them deftly out of the handcuffs. The sheriff watched with intense interest.


    “You could have done that any time and made a play to get loose,” he observed. “Why didn’t you, Jack? I know you got plenty of nerve for a break.”


    “Because I’ve made my play and finished it. I’m beat, Sheriff, and that’s all there is to it.” Then he walked calmly into the barred enclosure.


    
      Public opinion

    

    Boonetown, the county seat, was so small that the uninitiated were apt to call it a village, but it was not too small to be without that mysterious and uncontrollable voice, usually called public opinion. Public opinion on this occasion was wakening from a long, long sleep.


    For some years public opinion had expressed itself only at elections and similar unimportant and formal functions. But, when the news arrived that the murderer of old Benton was in town and in jail, the man whom the district attorney had arraigned beforehand with terrible eloquence in the little Boonetown newspaper, public opinion wakened with a start, yawned forth a growl from some four hundred throats, and stretched its thousand arms to find something on which to vent its rage.


    For public opinion is a blind beast, even when it wakens. The maladministration of officials, the legal cruelties of business oppression, and business betrayals are very apt never to reach the sleepy ear of the creature. But it may suddenly start up to yell itself hoarse with applause, because a politician gives birth to a neat phrase. Then it falls asleep with a grunt and a smile, when the lucky fellow bows his thanks and dips his fingers in the public purse.


    This great, stupid beast, public opinion, having long slumbered in Boonetown, now roused itself with a roar and called for a victim. And on this occasion there was some justification for noise. The district attorney had called attention to the brutality of the crime—to the youth of the murderer—to the white-haired feebleness of the murdered man. Finally, the district attorney had declared his intention of suppressing such crimes, of ending the reign of violence in that violent county, of bringing in a golden age of peace, by hanging this red-handed devil, called Jack, from the highest gallows. A good beginning, he pointed out, was nine-tenths of a good ending; and a good example was the better part of a good beginning. The broken neck of Jack was to furnish the good example that would, thereafter, make crime hang its head and slink away from the precincts favored by the presence of the district attorney.


    It may be gathered that he was a very young man to hold such a very old office. Fitzpatrick Lavigne was one of those who love the practice of criminal law; and he loved the prosecuting end of it, because, he said, that end was morally cleaner. In reality his love for the attorney’s office was like the love of the barbarian for the sword—Fitzpatrick Lavigne liked to kill. His summing up to a jury was delivered with both violence and relish; he expanded his naturally meager inches; he became huge and dominated a courtroom, while he was whipping a victim toward death. He never recommended mercy to a judge on any occasion.


    In appearance he was small, rather plump, with clear, red cheeks, a childishly smooth brow, and eyes of sparkling brightness. He was a favorite among ladies, young and old; among men he was highly prized for his contagious good cheer and his thrilling anecdotes, generally about his own experiences—because, as he was fond of saying, a man generally talks best about himself. He was about twenty-seven years old, but he seemed five full years short of that age, and his youthful appearance was a tremendous advantage to him. When, with fiery indignation, he assailed a criminal in the court, the jury felt that so young a man, with so smooth a brow, must be filled with legal inspiration to use such violent words. He spoke with a sort of indignant virtue that was wholly convincing. He could make twelve honest men sway and stiffen with him. And, when he turned and shook his extended forefinger at the accused, twelve pairs of eyes would generally turn and glare in the same direction. No one would understand, no one could be expected to understand that this Apollo-faced man was consumed with a fanatical zeal to sacrifice a fellow creature on the altar of justice.


    Fitzpatrick Lavigne knelt at only one shrine—this was his percentage of convictions. He worshipped that god, and he prayed to it. He dreamed of a time when his picture would appear in some metropolitan newspaper, setting forth the record of that brilliant young lawyer, Fitzpatrick Lavigne.


    But Boonetown did not act, as Lavigne’s legal experience in other parts of the country had led him to suppose it would act. No, it rose up and seized guns and rushed to the jail and demanded that the murderer of old men should straightway be handed over to it, to be torn limb from limb.


    From a window of the hotel the young district attorney stared thoughtfully down upon this troubled sea before the jail. What oil could he throw upon the waters? Not that he cared for the life of Jack Montagne, but Jack represented a sure conviction. If the mob rent him limb from limb, a scalp, that should hang at Fitzpatrick’s belt, would be gone. He went down and waded through the mob to the jail.


    Cries accompanied him: “Give the skunk to us, Fitz! We’ll teach him manners! Feed him out the window to us, Fitz. We’ll teach him!”


    Fitzpatrick Lavigne reached the door of the jail. Two pale-faced men, with double-barreled shotguns, guarded the prison, but they were not the force which held the mob at bay. That force the district attorney found in the office, a large quid of tobacco bulging his cheek, his heels cocked up on the desk. The sheriff rolled dull, contented eyes toward his visitor.


    “Hello, Lavigne,” he said. “Kind of noisy, ain’t they?”


    Lavigne despised the sheriff, and the sheriff knew it. The sheriff despised Lavigne, and Lavigne knew it. Consequently they were extremely amiable on all occasions.


    “But,” said Lavigne, consternation in his face, “aren’t you going to do anything?”


    “About what?”


    Fitzpatrick saw visions of the murderer torn from the jail, a conviction hopelessly lost. It was like a conspiracy, and the sheriff would not raise a hand.


    “About the mob,” declared Fitzpatrick. “Are you going to let them take him?”


    “Take nothing,” replied the sheriff. “They know me, son. If you don’t like the noise, go out and quiet ’em. You started all this with your talk in the paper about ‘white-haired innocence’ and ‘youthful brutality.’ ”


    “Well,” said Lavigne, “I only told the truth!”


    “Did you? Ever know Benton?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Well, sir, he was exactly a devil. He didn’t have one corner of a good deed tucked away in his make-up. You can lay to that! But there’s your mob, Lavigne. What are you going to do with it?”


    “You’re not afraid they’ll get him, then?” asked Lavigne, immensely relieved.


    The sheriff laughed softly. “Sooner than see them get him, I’d arm the prisoner, son.”


    “But what could you two … ?”


    “Wait till you see him, Lavigne. He’s a man. With him at my back … well, there ain’t any use talking about it, because the crowd ain’t going to bust any doors down. They’ll just holler out there and have a good time. If I get an earache, I’ll just go out and clear the street. Otherwise, it don’t amount to nothing.”


    Lavigne walked to one side, pondering. As the sheriff had said, he had raised the crowd. What should he now do with it? An idea leaped into that young and surprisingly fertile brain. First he seized two officers of the law, such as he usually liked to have with him on similar occasions. They were both broad and correspondingly small of forehead and brain. With them he went to the cell of the prisoner. He waited outside, until his two worthies had secured the arms of the prisoner with handcuffs. Then the district attorney led the way to a back room of the jail, a small room fenced in with almost soundproof walls. Here Jack Montagne was seated near the wall, with an officer on either side.


    “You heard that racket outside?” asked the district attorney, taking his stand with spread feet before the prisoner. “And you know what it means?”


    “They want me?” asked the prisoner, and yawned.


    The yawn startled Lavigne. “And,” he said ferociously, “they’ll probably get you, and you know what that means?”


    “Tolerable well.”


    “There’s no use in talking,” said Lavigne. “We can’t afford to have the jail attacked and risk the lives of law-abiding citizens to protect a worthless dog like you. There’s only one thing that’ll quiet that mob, and that’s to know that the law is going to finish you up in its own way and its own time. There’s only one way that the law can be absolutely sure of you, and that’s through a confession. You understand?”


    Montagne nodded.


    “Now,” said Lavigne, “I don’t mind telling you that you haven’t a chance, and you’re going to hang. Everything is against you. I could hang ten men on what I have against you. It’s only a matter of time and legal formalities which have to be gone through. So the best thing for you, all around, is to let me have a full confession. I can make things pretty miserable for you, my friend, if you hold out. But, if you talk out and tell the whole story, I’ll see that you live on the fat of the land … up to the last day.” He smiled generously on his prisoner and went on: “Besides, there’s no sense in this fool silence of yours. You won’t tell your name, except to call yourself Jack … you won’t give the name of the town you come from … and all this is really evidence against you. A man who is afraid to have the law know his past is a man the law handles without gloves. Will you talk, Jack?”


    “I’ll talk,” said Jack Montagne.


    The district attorney sighed with relief. In another minute he had spread out a pad on his knee, for shorthand was included in his accomplishments.


    “Start in,” he said, “where your story begins to be different from what Slim and the Zellars have sworn to.”


    On a previous occasion he had listed all the sworn facts to Jack in a vain effort to elicit a confession.


    
      Lavigne learns a lesson

    

    “Well,” said Jack Montagne, “that makes me begin at the beginning, or pretty close to that. Mind you, I don’t expect you to believe me, but I’m going to talk so’s you’ll stop bothering me.”


    “Start with when I got to the Zellar house … and make it brief. It runs like this … I didn’t have a cent. I had to get a place to sleep, and I wanted chuck and wanted it bad. Besides, I hated skunks that would have turned a gent out into a storm like that. So I made the Zellars give me chuck. While I was eating, the old man came in and called me a crook, or words to that effect, and right after that young Zellar took me up and showed me into a room.


    “I was so sleepy I didn’t take off my clothes. I hit that bed and was off in a flash. A scream woke me up. I jumped out of my room and found a light shining under the door of Benton’s room. I smashed that door, when I found it was locked, because, inside that room, I heard a scampering of feet. When I ran in, there was nobody there, but old Benton was lying dead. The chest was open, and the papers were ruffled a good deal.


    “I went downstairs and called Missus Zellar and her kid. They came up and looked. Then, while I was talking to the kid, Missus Zellar sneaked out. I went after her in a minute, and I heard her telephoning the sheriff, so I knew her plan was to send Larrabee after me.


    “I was alone. I knew that both the woman and Gus would swear their lives away to stick me for the murder, because that was their only way of taking suspicion off their own shoulders, where it belongs. What was my word against both of theirs? I didn’t wait … I grabbed my hoss and started. The sheriff followed. You know the rest.”


    As he concluded, Fitzpatrick Lavigne smashed the pad to the floor. “That’s your confession, is it?”


    “Yes.”


    “By heaven, I’ve a mind to let that mob in! Listen to ’em.”


    Outside, the crowd set up a fresh clamor, surging toward the jail. For half an hour the good men of Boonetown had been shouting to keep their anger alive, shouting to find a leader.


    “I hear ’em,” said the prisoner, “and I’d a pile rather face them than face you and your crowd in the courtroom.”


    The lip of the district attorney curled. He cast one glance at his henchmen, and they rose instantly to the occasion.


    “You skunk,” said the red-headed man at Jack’s right. “Take this to teach you manners!” And he smashed his fist into Montagne’s face. The impact toppled man and chair. He was jerked to his feet, and the district attorney, first making sure that the prisoner was securely pinioned on both sides, stepped close and shook his fist under the nose of Montagne.


    “There’s more of the same stuff coming for you,” he said, “unless you stop lying and tell the truth. Are you ready to talk?”


    It was only the beginning of the third degree; it was only the beginning of that process which Fitzpatrick Lavigne loved above all else. In the meantime, he watched, fascinated, the progress of a crimson stain rolling down from the mouth of Jack Montagne.


    The stain was doubly red, because Montagne had suddenly become deathly white. At sight of that badge of fear, the heart of the district attorney leaped with pleasure.


    “I’ve told you the truth,” he said, “and I ain’t going to lie even to give you the pleasure of hanging me. But … don’t have one of these gents hit me again.”


    In reply Fitzpatrick Lavigne smiled slowly, as a connoisseur smiles when he inhales the bouquet of a favorite vintage. He raised one finger, and this time the black-haired man, at Montagne’s left, acted. His burly fist drove home with a sickening impact. Jack went down, his head striking the wall. He rolled forward on the floor and lay quiet.


    “Pick him up,” said Fitzpatrick Lavigne. “I’ll teach the dog to threaten me. You heard him threaten me, Dick?”


    Dick grinned and, reaching down, jerked Montagne up with one exertion of his burly arms. But it was like lifting a wildcat. Montagne came to his feet, the handcuffs dangling from one wrist. The sheriff very foolishly had neglected to warn his assistants about the great flexibility of those slender hands of Jack, and now his hands were free.


    He swung the manacles into the face of Dick, and the black-haired man dropped without a cry. Then Jack spun on his heel and smashed his right hand into the face of the redhead and sent that worthy crashing back against the wall.


    The district attorney leaped for the door, but, between glancing over his shoulder in terror to see how long it might be before the danger assailed him from the rear and the shaking of his hand, he could not fit the key into the lock of the door.


    The redhead was battling with noble vigor and calling wildly on Dick to come to his aid, but his voice was choked and stifled in a rain of blows. He got to his revolver only to have it kicked out of his hand.


    It exploded, as it fell on the far side of the room, and the explosion drew a fresh shriek of amazing power from the district attorney. At the same instant the red-headed fellow was backed to the wall, and the whipping fists of Jack Montagne, driven with uncanny speed and terrible power, smashed his face until he cringed down, moaning for quarter.


    Then Jack Montagne turned on the district attorney. The latter, with one last, despairing effort, strove to get the key from the lock. The key merely stuttered against the door, and Fitzpatrick Lavigne fled to a corner. Here he crouched, shielding his face with both arms. “No, no!” he exclaimed. “Don’t! I’ll see that you go free. I’ll get you out. You … you … but don’t come near me!”


    At that moment a hand turned the knob of the door from without, and the prisoner worked his free hand deftly into the manacle, the palm doubling to half its ordinary compass. The sheriff opened the door to find Jack Montagne leaning carelessly against the wall on the far side of the room, his hands in irons. Dick lay with his face down, unstirring, and the red-headed man was just beginning to straighten up, while the district attorney peered in terror between his arms, as if through the bars of a cage.


    “Kill him! Kill the devil!” Fitzpatrick Lavigne yelled. “He’s tried to murder me! He’s tried to murder us! He got those handcuffs off and … .”


    “What,” demanded the sheriff sternly, “have you been doing with him in here?”


    “What my office compels me to do … trying to get a confession out of him. And the devil … .”


    “How,” said the sheriff, “did he get his lip cut?”


    “He attacked us,” began Lavigne.


    “He attacked the three of you … two of you with guns … and him with none? He started this game, did he?”


    The sneer of the sheriff suddenly made it impossible for the glib tongue of the district attorney to wind itself around a plausible lie. He could only moan: “I’ll make him suffer for this … . I’ll make him sorry for the day he was born!”


    “Look here,” said the sheriff, staring mildly at the district attorney, “I guess I didn’t see you kneeling over there in the corner and begging Jack not to hit you? I guess I didn’t see nothing like that. If I did, I’d try to forget it, but listen to me, Mister Hang-’em-quick Lavigne … if you lay a hand on him again, I’ll have to do a pile of remembering. What’s more, I’ll have you and your two thugs laughed out of town for yaller-livered skunks … which you are. District attorney? Bah! You ain’t worthy of licking the boots of Jack. Maybe he’s done a killing, here and there, but he’s been a man, according to my lights. That’s more’n you and the two of ’em there can say. Now get out, and don’t come sneaking back to raise trouble here. I’m running this jail, and I’ll keep on running it!”


    The two slipped without a word through the door. Dick was jerked to his feet, kicked into semi-consciousness, and pushed after them. Then the sheriff, turning his back on the terrible man-killer, asked him to follow. And Jack did follow very meekly back to his cell, where the manacles were gravely unlocked and removed. There the sheriff spoke to him for the first time.


    “I’m sure sorry,” he said, “that you got your lip all cut up.”


    He proceeded to the front door of the jail, took from one of the white-faced guards a double-barreled shotgun and, with this terrible weapon under his arm, stepped out in full view of the milling crowd. He waited until the hoarse roar subsided. In that roar they were demanding Jack, the murderer of old men.


    “Gents,” said the sheriff, “I’m plumb tired out today, and I’m trying to get a nap. You folks bother me a lot. Matter of fact, I got to have sleep, and you’re disturbing the peace. So … get off this street … pronto!”


    Up went the shotgun, and the sheriff looked about him. It seemed to every man in the mob that Larrabee’s keen eyes were glaring at him, as at a ringleader, and then the gaping mouth of the gun pointed down at him. The crowd wavered, split in the center, rolled away on both sides, and vanished. The sheriff spat upon the steps and reëntered the jail.


    
      Unforeseen succor

    

    The late October day dawned with a warm, steady breeze out of the south. The air was soft as the air of latter May, and the sun as kindly warm and bright. Mary Larrabee, in honor of the tender, blue sky above her, put on a dress so white that it dazzled, so crisp that it rustled with every step like an autumn wind among the gay leaves. And, while she smiled at her pretty face in the mirror, she knotted at her breast a red ribbon to match the red feather that flowed along the side of her white hat. Then she went forth like some ancient warrior to battle, conscious of invincible armor.


    Her own neat little buggy, with her own span of bright-eyed bays dancing before it, waited in front of the house; they whirled her off down the road so fast that the heart of her mother came into her throat. She would have called a warning after her girl, but in her heart was a sublime conviction that no living creature could possibly have the will or the power to injure Mary Larrabee.


    As for Mary herself, in those rounded young arms of hers there was ample power to keep the bays in hand, or, if they wished to dash off at too reckless and bounding a trot, she could soothe and control them with her voice. For she had owned them since the day they were foaled, and she had raised them to know and to love her whistle, her voice, and her hand. She could have brought them back to a more sedate gait, but there was no love of sedateness in Mary Larrabee. That clear tan on her face and on her small, strong hands told of many a wild drive and many a wilder gallop through all weathers and over all manner of roads. And across the bridge of her tip-tilted nose there was still a suggestion of the mottling of freckles that had been so prominent during her girlhood.


    Sedate? She only waited until she had turned the corner of the hill, and then she let her dainty-footed mares go. And they went like the wind, while she laughed them on to greater efforts. She darted around sharp curves on two wheels, and with a shout she roared across shaking bridges. She flashed through Boonetown, joyously conscious of drawing eyes after her on either side of the one real street. When she stopped before the jail, the bays were dripping and entirely willing to pause, but still, as she tied the hitching strap to the rack, they pricked their ears and tried to reach her hands with their foamy muzzles.


    She ran lightly up the steps of the jail and whisked through the dark hall and carried into her father’s office a rustle like the wind of the honest outdoors, a brightness like the kind sunshine.


    Sheriff Larrabee, as usual, had his heels perched on top of his spur-scarred desk, and he turned his slow-moving eye upon her. Since she had grown up to pretty, young womanhood he had made a point of making no fuss over her, as a sort of antidote to the atmosphere of admiration through which she moved. But today she bore such a radiance about her that a very Diogenes might have dropped his lantern and his cynicism into his tub and stood forth to answer her smile.


    So the sheriff asked: “How come? Going to get married?”


    She merely laughed at him, as he ran his eye over the whiteness of the frock. He worshipped every turn of her head, every rise and fall of her voice; all the profound kindliness of his heart poured forth around her—in silence. Mary understood.


    “I’ve come to see the insides of this old jail,” she declared.


    “I’ll call Bud,” said the sheriff, yawning. “He’ll show you around the place. How come? Want to take up my business after I quit?”


    “I might,” she answered. “I hit nine out of ten with my twenty-two, yesterday. I beat Jud, and he hasn’t hardly spoken to me since.”


    “Hmm,” said the sheriff. “I’ll call Bud.”


    “But I don’t want you to call Bud.”


    “All right, go around by yourself.”


    “You know what I really want. I want to see this terrible man … Jack?”


    “You do?”


    “Of course.”


    “Want to see what a real, honest-to-goodness murderer looks like, eh? Well, I guess Jack will be glad to see you and have you stand around and look him over like a wolf in a cage. That’ll be a pretty fine party for Jack, right enough.”


    She sat forward in her chair, regarding his grave face intently. “Isn’t he worse than a wolf, a man that’s done a murder?” she asked. “Does he deserve to be treated kindly?”


    “How d’you know he killed Benton?”


    “Why, everybody knows it!”


    “Then everybody knows more’n I do! And I’ll tell you this … he’s going to be treated like a white man, right up to the time that twelve men say he’s done a murder. After that, while he’s waiting to be hung, he’s going to be treated like a white man again. If a girl or a boy of mine … .” He broke off in his tirade, staring ominously at her.


    Mary Larrabee sat back in her chair, nodding. “You like him, don’t you?” she asked. “Why?”


    “He’s a man,” said the sheriff. “He had your brothers and me under his gun once, and he didn’t shoot to kill, but just to warn off. Keep that idea in your head, Mary.”


    She grew pale at the thought.


    “You still want to see him?”


    “I want to see him and thank him,” she said eagerly. “Why, Dad, how could such a man be a murderer?” She did not quail before the grim accusation which the world had placed against Montagne. Suddenly she was asking: “Has he a ghost of a chance of proving himself innocent?”


    “I dunno,” replied the sheriff, “but he don’t seem to care. He’s stopped hoping, what with the crowd yowling to get at him, and that little sneak, Lavigne, badgering him. Jack don’t seem to care whether he lives or dies. When a gent stops being interested in life, he’s about through.”


    She bowed her head. In the Boonetown paper she had read every word of the damning evidence against Montagne. Now she ran over it, bit by bit. Truly it seemed a perfect case against the stranger, unless her father’s prejudice in favor of Jack might be based on good grounds.


    “Will you introduce me to him?” she asked gently.


    “Sure,” said the sheriff. “If you’re going to meet him like that, I’ll take you in.”


    He led the way to the rear of the jail, to the cell of Montagne, where the latter was rolling a cigarette with careless skill.


    “This is my daughter, Mary,” said the sheriff. “I’ve been telling her how you played white, when we were giving you a run, and she thinks she’s got something to thank you about. I’m going back in front, Mary.”


    As the sheriff sauntered away, he saw Jack Montagne rise and nod to the girl. He heard him say: “No call for thanking me … matter of fact, I took the sheriff quite a bit out of his way.” And he grinned as he spoke.


    “There’s nerve,” muttered the sheriff. “Enough for ten ordinary men.”


    But Mary Larrabee was unable to answer that careless speech for a moment. She stared steadily into the lean, brown face of the man, the straight-looking eyes, remembering what her father had said: He’s a man. That, after all, summed it up. And, when the prisoner merely nodded to her, she suddenly stepped close to the bars and stretched her hand through them.


    “I do want to thank you,” said Mary Larrabee, “and I want to say how sorry I am that you’re in trouble.”


    His carelessness disappeared. He straightened, flushing to the roots of his hair, and, advancing slowly, took her hand. “Mighty good of you to come in to say that,” he said huskily.


    She waved that idea away. “First of all,” she said, still probing him and finding nothing sneaking or elusive about his return glance, “I want to know what you’re doing to protect yourself?”


    “Nothing,” he answered, “because nothing can be done.”


    “Because you have no money?”


    “That’s partly it.”


    “Dad would help you, I know,” said the girl, “but, as the sheriff, he can’t very well do that. However, I can, and I have money. I know the lawyers in town, too … and I can get one to work for you.”


    He shook his head. “I’ve always been dead set against taking charity,” he replied.


    “Will you tell me only one thing?” she pleaded. “Will you simply tell me that you didn’t do this horrible, impossible thing?”


    He watched her for a moment, with a singular hunger, but at length he shook his head with decision. “It’s no use,” he said, “because there’s nothing that can help me, and I’ve made up my mind not to speak again.”


    “That’s a final decision?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Then,” she answered, “I’ll tell you that I’m perfectly convinced that you didn’t do it. I know you didn’t do it, and … and I’m going to prove to the world that you didn’t.”


    The flush grew darker and darker on his face, as his eyes expanded. “It’s plumb easy to see,” said Jack Montagne, “that you’re your father’s daughter. He’s the squarest shooter I ever met, and you sure take after him. Why, if you were a man … .”


    He paused, but she urged him on with: “Well?”


    “You’d be the sort I’d tie to, the sort I’d want to have around in a pinch. But the way it stands … well, there’s just one good thing you can do, and that’s to forget all about me.”


    He was so calm about it that the tears rushed to her eyes. To hide them she turned abruptly away, waved her hand to him, and ran out to find her father. The latter was walking up and down outside the jail, scuffing up the sand and studying it absent-mindedly.


    “I’ve made up my mind to fight for him,” said the girl, on fire with enthusiasm. “There must be some way.”


    “Most like,” said her father carelessly. “Most like there is. Never can tell when something will turn up.”


    Up and down they walked, past the side of the long, low building. She knocked her shoe against a bright bit of metal and stooped and picked up an old house key. She pocketed it automatically, as some people do in such cases.


    “How,” asked the girl, summing up the case with energy, “can twelve men with good sense look at Jack and think he could commit a crime?”


    “Hmm,” replied her father. “It’s pretty rare to get twelve men together and get good sense out of ’em … and it ain’t hard for that little snake, Lavigne, to hypnotize an average jury. No, Mary, you sure got no hope … not against Lavigne. He’s a man-killer, but he uses the law to do his killing.”


    She stamped in her anger. “How many other men is he going to hang?” she asked furiously. “How many other men are in the jail there, waiting until that little rat has time to come out and worry the lives out of them?”


    Her father smiled a little at this vigorous denunciation. “We’re having dull times,” he said. “Only one other gent in the jail, and that’s the hobo, Mississippi Slim.”


    At this the girl stopped short. “Where’s Mississippi?”


    “In the jail.”


    “I know … I know, but what cell?”


    “Got an idea?”


    “I don’t know, but, for heaven’s sake, tell me. What’s his cell?”


    “Right yonder.” He pointed to a grating a few paces away. “He may be hearing us now.”


    “Oh,” exclaimed Mary Larrabee, “it’s turning my brain upside down. Is there a chance?”


    “Of what?”


    “Nothing,” said Mary, and she bolted for her buggy in front of the jail, running with the speed and the grace of a boy.


    
      The key to the door

    

    She whisked out of Boonetown, as she had whisked into it, the bays sweeping the light rig along at a terrific clip. Presently she turned onto a dim country road, made by the wear of travel, but never graded. Straight out of it she drove until she came to a sight of the house of the Zellars. She drew back her horses to a slower gait and finally pulled up behind the house. Instantly her eye met a reminder of the crime—two parts of a door, split cleanly down the center, were leaning against the wall near the kitchen window. This was the door that both young Zellar and Jack Montagne claimed to have broken through, in an effort to get at the room of the dead man.


    She tied off her horses and, turning away, found Mrs. Zellar, in the act of wiping a milk tin, standing at the door of the house.


    The big, ugly face of the woman stirred a reluctant smile of welcome. “Mary Larrabee!” she exclaimed. “How long since you come this way? Pretty nigh onto three years, I guess.”


    “I’ve heard so much about this murder,” said Mary, as she shook hands, “that I wanted to see the place. May I, Missus Zellar?”


    “A terrible thing,” replied Mrs. Zellar. “The shock it give me … I ain’t over yet. Gus was hit pretty hard, too. You want to see the room?”


    “If you please.”


    “Come right up,” she started to lead the way. “A terrible thing,” she repeated. “And me and Gus sure was fond of old Mister Benton. I know some folks didn’t like him much. He had his ways, but all old folks do. We were used to him and knew how to make allowances. Yes, we were fond of old Benton. They’s an empty feeling around the house, now he’s gone.”


    Mary Larrabee shivered with disgust. One glimpse of Benton’s face would be sure warrant that no human being could ever find a spark of affection to waste on the old fellow. They stood at the door of the room.


    “There’s the place,” said the woman. “There’s where he laid, with his head turned a little to one side. Do you see the mark? Soap and hot water … nothing does any good to take that stain out. I’ve worked till my arms ached, and still it won’t come out. Poor Mister Benton. I hope they hang that Jack as high as the moon!”


    “You really think he did it?”


    “Think? Child alive, don’t I know? Didn’t I hear him talk? Didn’t I see the way he looked, when he heard that the poor old man had money in his room? Right then I says to Gus … ‘There’s no good in this man, Gus, there’s no good in him.’ And it sure turned out that there wasn’t any.”


    “Well,” replied Mary Larrabee solemnly, “may the guilty man hang.”


    She turned away, sick from what she had seen, and went slowly down the stairs. Down those stairs Jack had fled, according to his story. Up those stairs old Benton had dragged himself for the last time, on that terrible night. Every detail of that night of storm and horror came back to her.


    In the open air she drew a great breath of relief, and, approaching the broken door, she drew out the key, that she had picked up beside the jail, and tried it hastily. The lock turned smoothly under the pressure and turned back again. Mary Larrabee drew it forth and dropped the key back into her pocket, her heart racing with excitement.


    “How come?” asked Mrs. Zellar, following with aggressive curiosity.


    “I forgot to say,” said the girl glibly enough, “that my father asked me to bring back the lock of the door to Benton’s room. Will you let me saw it out?”


    Mrs. Zellar fixed her big, startling eyes upon the face of Mary Larrabee, frowning. Evidently she was not at all pleased.


    “It don’t sound like your father, sending you around on jobs like this,” she declared. “It don’t sound the least bit like him.”


    “He knew I was coming out here, anyway,” explained Mary.


    “Hmm,” said Mrs. Zellar gloomily. “You want the lock, but why d’you want it?”


    “I never could make any sense out of these legal matters,” said Mary, managing to smile in the face of that dark suspicion, “but that’s what Dad asked me to bring. Of course, if you don’t want to part with it, I’ll simply go back and have him. … .”


    “It ain’t that,” protested Mrs. Zellar, “but it’d be more regular, if the sheriff was to send out a written order for it, or a request for it, being that he wants it for evidence.”


    “I suppose it would,” said the girl, “but I’ve already done what he told me to, by asking you for it.”


    She made as if to turn away, but Mrs. Zellar, in a quandary, called her back. “I don’t want to hinder the law none,” she said. “If this’ll help to hang Jack, why, take it and welcome to it. I’m sure I ain’t got any purpose in keeping things back. I ain’t got anything to hide from your father … or any other sheriff.”


    “Of course not,” said Mary. “Then I’ll take the lock back, if you’ll let me have a saw.”


    Mrs. Zellar was gone a long time in the house, apparently hunting for the saw, but Mary heard the voice of mother and son in heated argument. At length, Mrs. Zellar came out with the saw and, gloomier than ever, proceeded to cut out the lock and hand it to Mary. “I hope it brings bad luck to Jack Whatever’s-his-name. I hope this lock is the thing that hangs him,” she said savagely.


    Mary untethered the horse and climbed back into her buggy. “Why do you hate Jack so much?” she asked, when she had turned the buggy around.


    “Why? Because he’s a crook,” said Mrs. Zellar fiercely. “And because he done a murder under my roof and robbed me!”


    “Robbed you?” asked Mary Larrabee.


    “Sure he did. Wouldn’t Mister Benton, if he’d died natural, have left me something in his will? Of course, he would have. Who robbed me of it, then? Why, this Jack, this devil did! Ain’t that clear as day?”


    Mary shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, “but, if Jack is a murderer, I don’t know where we can find men we can trust.”


    “Wait a minute,” said Mrs. Zellar suddenly, starting for the heads of the horses. “Wait a minute! Hold on, Mary Larrabee! I’ve changed my mind about … .”


    But a sharp cut of the buggy whip sent the bays sprinting away. “I can’t wait,” called Mary in explanation. “I have to hurry back!”


    Then she dashed past the big woman and out onto the road. Mrs. Zellar followed a step or two, then paused with her arms akimbo, and stared after the flying little equipage. At length, she turned sullenly back toward the house.


    “There’s a devil in these young girls,” she confided to her son a little later. “And I’d give a lot to know what she’s up to, the little vixen.”


    


    The first thing that Mary did could have been seen from the house. She halted her team beside the tree, where the tramp was known to have kept his fire on that night of nights. The site of the fire she examined carefully and then swung the team back onto the road. The bays were in a foam, when she brought them back into Boonetown and drew up before the carpenter shop. She found the proprietor in the very act of starting for the country.


    “Old Missus Purvis just phoned in,” he said. “If your dad has some business for me, Mary, I guess it’ll have to wait. Missus Purvis is plumb rushed. That’s the way it goes with old folks. They want everything done so fast you’d think they was afraid death would come along before it was done.”


    “But Mister Hands,” said the girl, “this is a matter of life and death.”


    “Hmm,” said the carpenter, and pulled his glasses down on his nose, so that he could peer at her over them. “Life and death?”


    She placed the lock on the workbench. “Is that a common lock, Mister Hands?”


    He examined it, took up a bundle of keys, and tried some, one by one. Presently the lock was turned under his manipulation. “Common enough lock, all right,” he said. “I got twenty old keys, right here, that could turn it.”


    Mary Larrabee uttered an exclamation of despair. “But,” she protested, “I want to prove that this key belongs to that lock. And now you’ve spoiled everything for me!”


    She drew forth the key and handed it to him. “Lemme see,” muttered the carpenter, who was locksmith as well. “Lemme see, now. Maybe it does belong, but what difference does that make? I can fix you up with other keys for it.”


    “Other keys? No, no! Mister Hands, you must prove that this key belongs to this lock.”


    “Well, maybe I could. You see where the bit of this key is worn off a little? That comes from being used in a lock that has a rough place in it. I can find out in a minute.”


    He set to work with a screw driver, taking the lock apart, examined it carefully, and then straightened with a grunt of satisfaction. “Look for yourself,” he said. “Don’t need no microscope for this. See this place, sticking out in the lock? That’s what’s worn away the key. Must have took a tolerable lot of use to do it, but there ain’t any doubt. See how it fits into the worn place?”


    “Mister Hands,” asked the girl, “how can I thank you for showing me? You’ve saved him!”


    “Saved who?”


    But lock and key were snatched from the carpenter’s hand, and she was gone, whirling through the door.


    
      The whole story

    

    At the jail she swept her father into the storm of her enthusiasm. Key and lock were placed in his great brown hands.


    “You see,” she explained, “that key has to belong to the lock!”


    “Well, Mary,” he admitted, “it sure looks like it. And what d’you make of it?”


    “It must have been brought from the Zellar house?”


    “That’s nacheral … no doubt about that.”


    “And who could have brought it?”


    “Jack, I suppose.”


    “Oh, Dad, don’t you see that his cell is on the other side of the jail? How could he have thrown it there?”


    “Eh?”


    “It’s the tramp, Dad. He’s the one who threw it out the window to get rid of the only clue that connected him with the murder. Isn’t that clear?”


    Her father shook his head, frowning. “Don’t sound like a strong argument, girl.”


    “But how could that key have come there?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Did you search Slim when you picked him up?”


    “Why should I search him? He wasn’t near the house.”


    “Then he might have had the key on him, when he was brought to the jail?”


    “I suppose so.”


    “How long would it take to walk from the tree where he had his fire to the house? Not more than ten minutes, do you think?”


    “Not more’n that, I guess, if a gent stepped out lively.”


    “Dad, he’s the murderer!”


    “But, if he got rid of the key by throwing it out the window, he didn’t get rid of the money that was taken from Benton’s chest.”


    She pondered a moment. “Will you take a drive with me out to Slim’s fire?”


    He nodded, and a moment later they were spinning down the road toward the Zellar place, once more.


    “He might have cached the money any place around this tree,” said the girl enthusiastically, as she dismounted from the buggy at the site of the fire.


    “That’s true,” said the sheriff, and he began an ardent search. But there was nothing to be found. In half a dozen places, where boughs joined the trunk, at a steep angle, he looked, but there was no sign of the money.


    “Or he might have dug a hole,” suggested the girl at length.


    They examined the ground around the tree, within a radius of a hundred feet, but there was no sign of earth having been broken.


    “Still,” said the girl, “it must be here. He wouldn’t wait to hide it any other place, because he’d be in such a hurry to get back to his fire. Isn’t that logical? Before the murder he was seen drowsing by the fire … after the murder he was back at his fire again. That is his alibi.”


    “You got all the terms down pat,” said her father. “And it sounds reasonable, too. But what next?”


    “What about the fire itself?”


    “Buried paper money in a fire?” Larrabee was chuckling.


    “See where he scraped that fire to one side. He first had the fire going on the left, then he moved it to the right, where it is now … scraping the whole bed of coals. Well, is it reasonable that a man would move his fire, once it’s going? Isn’t the hot bed of coals the most important part of a campfire, Dad?”


    “That’s gospel, Mary.”


    “Then, perhaps, he moved that fire to cover something.”


    The sheriff said not a word, but simply kicked away the ashes and the charred remains of the fire. He thrust his hand down into the half-baked earth below it, tearing it away in clods, until at last he uttered a cry, worked a moment longer, and then stood up, holding a handful of dirty greenbacks!


    But Mary Larrabee, staring, saw two visions pass before her eyes—and money had no part to play in either. She saw Mississippi Slim, hanging with a rope knotted around his neck, and she saw Jack walking out of the jail, a free man. There in the hand of her father was the evidence that would accomplish both purposes.


    “The money and the key,” the sheriff was saying. “Well, it sounds pretty good, but we can’t be sure. The thing to do, Mary, is to get a confession out of Slim, if we can. That’s the way to clear Jack. Otherwise, even if he gets off, his name won’t be plumb cleared. Once a gent is accused of a bad crime, his name is black the rest of his life. I’ll have to call in the snake, Lavigne, to help. My, won’t he grind his teeth when he finds out what I’ve learned?”


    On the way back to Boonetown he detailed briefly the scene between Jack and the district attorney, which he had interrupted, and the mad fervor of the attorney’s desire to hang the prisoner. She had the pleasure, an hour later, of seeing the district attorney swallow the bitter pill and admit that he had been wrong. But in five minutes he had regained some of his happiness. One trail was lost, but another had been opened. No matter what man died, a death was a death. Indeed, with marvelous elasticity of spirits, he was rubbing his hands and walking up and down his office in a fine heat of inspiration, rehearsing the evidence bit by bit. At length he said: “It’s clear as day! He did it, but a good lawyer could get him off, probably. Somebody else might have buried that money under the tree … somebody else might have tossed the key into the sand. The confession is what we need, and the confession is what I’m going to get. Come along!”


    Never in her life could the girl forget the scene that followed. She and her father accompanied the district attorney back to the jail and into the cell of Mississippi Slim, where the latter was walking busily up and down, “getting my exercise for the road,” he told them.


    The attorney took out his pad at once. “Now, Slim,” he said, “I want to go over one part of your evidence.”


    “Many times as you want, chief,” said Mississippi glibly.


    “It was about what time when you first saw Jack?”


    “I dunno. Ten or after, maybe.”


    “He disappeared down the road toward the house?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good! Now, when you asked for food at the Zellar place earlier in the evening, what did you do when you were turned from the door?”


    “Went up the road.”


    “You didn’t stay about for a while?”


    “No.”


    “Didn’t try to get into the house, maybe, and walk off with something to get even with them for turning you out?”


    The district attorney chuckled, and Slim laughed loudly.


    “I wish I had,” he said.


    “Did you ever see this?” asked Lavigne, with a sudden and harsh change of voice, and he produced the key in the flat of his hand.


    There was an even more startling change in the rat-sharp face of Slim, as he settled back on his bunk and sneered at them. “Playing tricks, eh?” he asked. “I’ll do no more talking … not until I got a lawyer here.”


    “All right,” said the district attorney, “but I suppose you’re willing to hear a little story?”


    “Talk your head off,” said Slim fiercely, “but don’t ask me no questions.”


    “It begins,” said Lavigne, “with the moment Jack rode on toward the house. You looked after him … you began to wonder if he might not have better luck than you did. Particularly, you wondered what would happen when that big fellow tried to force the Zellars to give him a hand out. Eh?


    “Well, you got so curious that after a time you decided it was worth getting a soaking to see the party. So you got up and followed … you came to the kitchen door and saw him go inside … you listened for a while outside the window until you were sure that he was being fed.


    “And, the moment you knew that, you were wild with anger! You wanted to do something to injure those people. So you sneaked around the house, looking for a place to get in, eh?”


    The face of Slim was grave with boredom. There was no other expression in it.


    “Finally,” went on the district attorney, “you found you could shinny up one of the verandah posts and get onto the roof. By the time you got up there, the old man, Benton, was just coming back into the room, and he settled down in a chair near the window. Only for a moment, though. After a time he went over to his chest and opened it. You saw him take out some money and make sure of it … you saw him lock the chest and saw the pocket into which he dropped the key. Is that right?”


    Slim merely yawned.


    “Then,” said Lavigne, “the old man came back to his chair and sat down to read. A minute later you began to work … you tried the window behind his chair. It came up without making a sound. Inch by inch you lifted it, pressing very softly for fear of a squeak. And all the time the old man kept right on reading, eh?”


    “This is sure a fool story,” declared Slim. “Maybe you think anybody would believe it?”


    “You got the window up, at last,” insisted Lavigne, “and then you slipped your hands in and settled them around the throat of Benton. He hardly made a struggle. At least, whatever struggle he made was not loud enough to be heard above the roar of the rain on the roof. So you slipped in, when Benton stopped wiggling, and you gave him a look.


    “His face was purple … he wasn’t breathing. His eyes were popping out of his head, and he looked dead as a door-nail. You locked the door. Then you fished out the key from his pocket and took out that money.


    “But, while you were stuffing it into a pocket, you heard a shriek behind you … the old fellow was only partly stifled. You saw him getting up out of the chair and staggering toward you to fight for his money. You had to act quick. You had to get rid of him and get back to your fire. You caught up a piece of firewood, hit him over the head, and, without waiting to see how it ended, you jumped through the window, ran over the verandah roof, jumped off, and made it back to your fire, and … .”


    There was a sound of gasping breath. Slim had risen from his bunk with staring eyes. “Where were you hid in that room?” he asked. “Say, how did you see it?”


    


    The Boonetown paper gave much credit to the district attorney for the cleverness with which he had fastened the meshes upon the real criminal and freed an innocent man. It gave a long write-up to Fitzpatrick Lavigne, while the part which Mary Larrabee had played disappeared in a single paragraph. Lavigne, as usual, took all the credit to himself.


    But Mary Larrabee cared not a whit about reporters and papers. She was too preoccupied that evening in hearing from Jack his name and the history of his past. She was interested to the point of tears, while he told of his life before that wild night of storm and murder; how he had lived with his sister and brother-in-law, how, to raise much-needed money, his brother-in-law had made a practice of changing brands on the cattle that he caught off the range; how exposure had threatened; and how he, the man without a family, had taken the blame on his own wide shoulders and slipped away out of the country, penniless and despairing, but determined to give his sister’s family a fighting chance to live in honor.


    For the first time and the last she heard all this with misty eyes, and it was never again referred to. Nor were any of the events of the Benton murder ever mentioned in the house. But, when she was Mrs. Jack Montagne, Mary kept in a secret place, to be looked at on holy days, the little worn key that had saved the life of one man and sent another to his death.

  

  
    
      Bulldog

    

    
      “Bulldog” was originally published in 1924 in Collier's. It was reprinted as “Blondy” in 1999 in the book More Tales of the Wild West.

    
  

  
    Zinn looked down upon him from a height. Every day of the year during which he swung his sledgehammer to break rocks for the state roads, he had told himself that one good purpose was served: his muscles grew harder, the fat dropped from his waist and shoulders, the iron square of his chin thrust out as in his youth, and, when he came back to town, he would use that strength to wreak upon the constable his old hate. For manifestly Tom Frejus was his archenemy. When he first came to Sioux Crossing and fought the three men in Joe Riley's saloon—oh, famous and happy night!—Constable Frejus gave him a warning. When he fought the Gandil brothers and beat them both senseless, Frejus arrested him. When his old horse, Fidgety, balked in the back lot and Zinn tore a rail from the fence in lieu of a club, Tom Frejus arrested him for cruelty to dumb beasts. This was a crowning torment, for, as Zinn told the judge, he'd bought that old skate with good money and he had a right to do what he wanted with it. But the judge, as always, agreed with Tom Frejus. These incidents were only items in a long list that culminated when Zinn drank deep of bootleg whiskey and then beat up the constable himself. The constable, at the trial, pleaded for clemency on account, he said, of Zinn's wife and three children; but Zinn knew, of course, that Frejus wanted him back only that the old persecution might begin. On this day, therefore, the ex-convict, in pure excess of rage, smiled down on the constable.


    "Keep out of my way, Frejus," he said, "and you'll keep a whole skin. But some day I'll get you alone, and then I'll bust you in two … like this!"


    He made an eloquent gesture, then he strode off up the street. As the sawmill had just closed, a crowd of returning workers swarmed on the sidewalks, and Zinn took off his cap so that they could see his cropped head. In his heart of hearts he hoped that someone would jibe, but the crowd split away before him and passed with cautiously averted eyes. Most of them were big, rough fellows, and their fear was pleasant balm for his savage heart. He went on with his hands a little tensed to feel the strength of his arms.


    The dusk was closing early on this autumn day with a chill whirl of snowflakes borne on a wind that had been iced in crossing the heads of the white mountains, but Zinn did not feel the cold. He looked up to the black ranks of the pine forest that climbed the sides of Sandoval Mountain, scattering toward the top and pausing where the sheeted masses of snow began. Life was like that—a struggle, an eternal fight, but never a victory on the mountaintop, which all the world could see and admire. When the judge sentenced him, he said: "If you lived in the days of armor, you might have been a hero, Zinn … but in these times you are a waster and an enemy of society." He had grasped dimly at the meaning of this. Through his life he had always aimed at something that would set him apart from and above his fellows; now, at the age of forty, he felt in his hands an undiminished authority of might, but still those hands had not given him the victory. If he beat and routed four men in a huge conflict, society, instead of applauding, raised the club of the law and struck him down. It had always done so, but, although the majority voted against him, his tigerish spirit groped after and clung to this truth: to be strong is to be glorious!


    He reached the hilltop and looked down to his home in the hollow. A vague wonder and sorrow came upon him to find that all had been held together in spite of his absence. There was even a new coat of paint upon the woodshed, and a hedge of young firs was growing neatly around the front yard. In fact, the homestead seemed to be prospering as though his strength were not needed. He digested this reflection with an oath and looked sullenly about him. On the corner a little white dog watched him with lowered ears and a tail curved under its belly.


    "Get out, cur!" snarled Zinn. He picked up a rock and threw it with such good aim that it missed the dog by a mere inch or two, but the puppy merely pricked its ears and straightened its tail.


    "It's silly with the cold," said Zinn to himself, chuckling. "This time I'll smear it."


    He pried from the roadway a stone of three or four pounds, took good aim, and hurled it as lightly as a pebble flies from the sling. Too late the white dog leaped to the side, for the flying missile caught it a glancing blow that tumbled it over and over. Zinn, muttering with pleasure, scooped up another stone, but, when he raised it this time, the stone fell from his hand, so great was his surprise. The white dog, with a line of red along its side where a ragged edge of the stone had torn the skin, had gained its feet and now was driving silently straight at the big man. Indeed, Zinn had barely time to aim a kick at the little brute, which it dodged as a rabbit turns from the jaw of the hound. Then two rows of small, sharp teeth pierced his trousers and sank into the flesh of his leg. He uttered a yell of surprise rather than pain. He kicked the swaying, tugging creature, but still it clung, working the puppy teeth deeper with intent devotion. He picked up a fallen stone and brought it down heavily with a blow that laid open the skull and brought a gush of blood, but, although the body of the little savage grew limp, the jaws were locked. He had to pry them apart with all his strength. Then he swung the loose, senseless body into the air by the hind legs.


    What stopped him he could not tell. Most of all it was the stabbing pain in his leg and the marvel that so small a dog could have dared so much. But at last he tucked it under his arm, regardless of the blood that trickled over his coat. He went down the hill, kicked open the front door, and threw down his burden. Mrs. Zinn was coming from the kitchen with a shrill cry that sounded more like fear than like a welcome to Zinn.


    "Peter! Peter!" she cried at him, clasping her hands together and staring.


    "Shut up your yapping," said Peter Zinn. "Shut up and take care of this pup. He's my kind of a dog."


    His three sons wedged into the doorway and gaped at him with round eyes and white faces.


    "Look here," he said, pointing to his bleeding leg, "that damned pup done that. That's the way I want you kids to grow up. Fight anything. Fight a buzz saw. You don't need to go to no school for lessons. You can foller after Blondy, there."


    So Blondy was christened; so he was given a home. Mrs. Zinn, who had been a trained nurse in her youth, nevertheless stood by with moans of sympathy while her husband took the necessary stitches in the head of Blondy.


    "Keep still, fool," said Mr. Zinn. "Look at Blondy. He ain't even whining. Pain don't hurt nothing. Pain is the making of a dog … or a man! Look at there … if he ain't licking my hand! He knows his master!"


    A horse kicked old Joe Harkness the next day, and Peter Zinn took charge of the blacksmith shop. He was greatly changed by his stay in the penitentiary, so that superficial observers in the town of Sioux Crossing declared that he had been reformed by punishment, inasmuch as he no longer blustered or hunted fights in the streets of the village. He attended to his work, and as everyone admitted that no farrier in the country could fit horseshoes better, or do a better job at welding, when Joe Harkness returned to his shop, he kept Zinn as a junior partner. Peter Zinn did not waste time or money on bootleg whiskey, but in spite of these and manifold virtues some of the very observant declared that there was more to be feared from the silent and settled ferocity of his manner than from the boisterous ways that had been his in other days. Constable Tom Frejus was among the latter. And it was noted that he practiced half an hour every day with his revolver in the back of his lot.


    Blondy, in the meantime, stepped into maturity in a few swift months. On his fore and hindquarters the big ropy muscles thrust out. His neck grew thicker and more arched, and in his dark brown eyes there appeared a wistful look of eagerness that never left him saving when Peter Zinn was near. The rest of the family he tolerated, but did not love. It was in vain that Mrs. Zinn, eager to please a husband whose transformation had filled her with wonder and awe, lavished attentions upon Blondy and fed him with dainties twice a day. It was in vain that the three boys petted and fondled and talked kindly to Blondy. He endured these demonstrations, but did not return them. When five o'clock came in the evening of the day, Blondy went out to the gate of the front yard and stood there like a white statue until a certain heavy step sounded on the wooden sidewalk up the hill. That noise changed Blondy into an ecstasy of impatience, and, when the big man came through the gate, Blondy raced and leaped about him with such a muffled whine of joy, coming from such depths of his heart, that his whole body trembled. At meals Blondy lay across the feet of the master. At night he curled into a warm circle at the foot of the bed.


    There was only one trouble with Blondy. When people asked—"What sort of dog is that?"—Peter Zinn could never answer anything except—"A hell of a good fighting dog … you can lay to that." It was a stranger who finally gave them information, a lumber merchant who had come to Sioux Crossing to buy timberland. He stopped Peter Zinn on the street and crouched on his heels to admire Blondy.


    "A real white one," he said. "As fine a bull terrier as I ever saw. What does he weigh?"


    "Fifty-five pounds," said Zinn.


    "I'll give you five dollars for every pound of him," said the stranger.


    Peter Zinn was silent.


    "Love him too much to part with him, eh?" asked the other, smiling up at the big blacksmith.


    "Love him?" snorted Zinn. "Love a dog! I ain't no fool."


    "Ah?" said the stranger. "Then what's your price?"


    Peter Zinn scratched his head, then he scowled, for when he tried to translate Blondy into terms of money, his wits failed him. "That's two hundred and seventy-five dollars," he said finally.


    "I'll make it three hundred, even. And, mind you, my friend, this dog is useless for show purposes. You've let him fight too much, and he's covered with scars. No trimming can make that right ear presentable. However, he's a grand dog, and he'd be worth something in the stud."


    Zinn hardly heard the last of this. He was considering that for three hundred dollars he could extend the blacksmith shop by one-half and get a full partnership with Harkness, or else he could buy that four-cylinder car that young Thompson wanted to sell. Yet even the showy grandeur of an automobile would hardly serve. He did not love Blondy. Love was an emotion that [he] scorned as beneath the dignity of a strong man. He had not married his wife because of love, but because he was tired of eating in restaurants and because other men had homes. The possession of an automobile would put the stamp upon his new prosperity, but could an automobile welcome him home at night or sleep at his feet?


    "I dunno," he said at last. "I guess I ain't selling."


    And he walked on. He did not feel more kindly toward Blondy after this. In fact, he never mentioned the circumstance, even in his home, but often, when he felt the warmth of Blondy at his feet, he was both baffled and relieved.


    In the meantime, Blondy had been making history in Sioux Crossing hardly less spectacular than that of Zinn. His idea of play was a battle; his conception of a perfect day embraced the killing of two or three dogs. Had he belonged to anyone other than Zinn, he would have been shot before his career was well started, but his owner was such a known man that guns were handled but not used when the white terror came near. It could be said in his behalf that he was not aggressive and, unless urged on, would not attack another. However, he was a most hearty and capable finisher of a fight if one were started.


    He first took the eye of the town through a fracas with Bill Curry's brindled bulldog, Mixer. Blondy was seven or eight pounds short of his magnificent maturity when he encountered Mixer and touched noses with him; the bulldog reached for Blondy's foreleg, snapped his teeth in the empty air, and the fun began. As Harkness afterward put it: "Mixer was like thunder, but Blondy was lightning on wheels." Blondy drifted around the heavier dog for five minutes as illusive as a phantom. Then he slid in, closed the long, pointed, fighting jaw on Mixer's gullet, and was only pried loose from a dead dog.


    After that the Great Dane that had been brought to town by Mr. Henry Justice, the mill owner, took the liberty of snarling at the white dog and had his throat torn out in consequence. When Mr. Justice applied to the law for redress, the judge told him frankly that he had seen the fight and that he would sooner hang a man than hang Blondy. The rest of the town was of the same opinion. They feared but respected the white slayer, and it was pointed out that although he battled like a champion against odds, yet when little Harry Garcia took Blondy by the tail and tried to tie a knot in it, the great terrier merely pushed the little boy away with his forepaws and then went on his way.


    However, there was trouble in the air, and Charlie Kitchen brought it to a head. In his excursions to the north he had chanced upon a pack of hounds used indiscriminately to hunt and kill anything that walked on four legs, from wolves to mountain lions and grizzly bears. The leader of that pack was a hundred- and-fifty-pound monster—a cross between a gigantic timber wolf and a wolfhound. Charlie could not borrow that dog, but the owner himself made the trip to Sioux Crossing and brought Gray King, as the dog was called, along with him. Up to that time Sioux Crossing felt that the dog would never be born that could live fifteen minutes against Blondy, but, when the northerner arrived with a large roll of money and his dog, the town looked at Gray King and pushed its money deeper into its pocket. For the King looked like a fighting demon, and, in fact, was one. Only Peter Zinn had the courage to bring out a hundred dollars and stake it on the result.


    They met in the vacant lot next to the post office where the fence was loaded with spectators, and in this ample arena it was admitted that the wolf dog would have plenty of room to display all of his agility. As a matter of fact, it was expected that he would slash the heart out of Blondy in ten seconds. Slash Blondy he did, for there is nothing canine in the world that can escape the lightning flash of a wolf's side rip. A wolf fights by charges and retreats, coming in to slash with its great teeth and try to knock down the foe with the blow of its shoulder. The Gray King cut Blondy twenty times, but they were only glancing knife- edge strokes. They took the blood, but not the heart from Blondy, who, in the meantime, was placed too low and solidly on the ground to be knocked down. At the end of twenty minutes, as the Gray King leaped in, Blondy side-stepped like a dancing boxer, then dipped in and up after a fashion that Sioux Crossing knew of old, and set that low, punishing jaw in the throat of the King. The latter rolled, writhed, and gnashed the air, but fate had him by the windpipe, and in thirty seconds he was helpless. Then Peter Zinn, as a special favor, took Blondy off.


    Afterward the big man from the north came to pay his bet, but Zinn, looking up from his task of dressing the terrier's wounds, flung the money back in the face of the stranger.


    "Dogs ain't the only things that fight in Sioux Crossing," he announced, and the stranger, pocketing his pride and his money at the same time, led his staggering dog away.


    From that time Blondy was one of the sights of the town—like Sandoval Mountain. He was pointed out constantly, and people said—"Good dog!"—from a distance, but only Tom Frejus appreciated the truth. He said: "What keeps Zinn from getting fight-hungry? Because he has a dog that does the fighting for him. Every time Blondy sinks his teeth in the hide of another dog, he helps to keep Zinn out of jail. But some day Zinn will bust through!"


    This was hardly a fair thing for the constable to say, but the nerves of honest Tom Frejus were wearing thin. He knew that sooner or later the blacksmith would attempt to execute his threat of breaking him in two, and the suspense lay heavily upon Tom. He was still practicing steadily with his guns; he was still as confident as ever of his own courage and skill; but, when he passed on the street the gloomy face of the blacksmith, a chill of weakness entered his blood.


    That dread, perhaps, had sharpened the perceptions of Frejus, for certainly he had looked into the truth, and, while Peter Zinn bided his time, the career of Blondy was a fierce comfort to him. The choicest morsel of enjoyment was delivered into his hands on a morning in September, the very day after Frejus had gained lasting fame by capturing the two Minster brothers, with enough robberies and murders to their credit to have hanged a dozen men.


    The Zinns took breakfast in the kitchen this Thursday, so that the warmth of the cook stove might fight the frost out of the air, and Oliver, the oldest boy, announced from the window that old Gripper, the constable's dog, had come into the backyard. The blacksmith rose to make sure. He saw Gripper, a big black-and-tan sheepdog, nosing the top of the garbage can, and a grin of infinite satisfaction came to the face of Peter Zinn. First, he cautioned the family to remain discreetly indoors. Then he stole out by the front way, came around to the rear of the tall fence that sealed his backyard, and closed and latched the gate. The trap was closed on Gripper, after which Zinn returned to the house and lifted Blondy to the kitchen window. The hair lifted along the back of Blondy's neck; a growl rumbled in the depths of his powerful body. Yonder was his domain, his own yard, of which he knew each inch—the smell of every weed and rock; yonder was the spot where he had killed the stray chicken last July; near it was the tall, rank nettle, so terrible to an over- inquisitive nose; and, behold, a strange dog pawing at the very place where, only yesterday, he had buried a stout bone with a rich store of marrow hidden within.


    "Oh, Peter, you ain't … ?" began Mrs. Zinn.


    Her husband silenced her with an ugly glance, then he opened the back door and tossed Blondy into the yard. The bull terrier landed lightly and running. He turned into a white streak that crashed against Gripper, turned the latter head over heels, and tumbled the shepherd into a corner. Blondy wheeled to finish the good work, but Gripper lay at his feet, abject upon his belly, with ears lowered, head pressed between his paws, wagging a conciliatory tail and whining a confession of shame, fear, and humility. Blondy leaped at him with a stiff-legged jump and snapped his teeth at the very side of one of those drooped ears, but Gripper only melted a little closer to the ground. For, a scant ten days before, he had seen that formidable warrior, the Chippings's greyhound, throttled by the white destroyer. What chance would he have with his worn old teeth? He whined a sad petition through them, and, closing his eyes, he offered up a prayer to the god that watches over all good dogs: Never, never again would he rummage around a strange backyard, if only this one sin were forgiven.


    The door of the house slammed open; a terrible voice was shouting: "Take him, Blondy! Kill him, Blondy!"


    Blondy, with a moan of battle joy, rushed in again. His teeth clipped over the neck of Gripper, but the dreadful jaws did not close. For, even in this extremity, Gripper only whined and wagged his tail the harder. Blondy danced back.


    "You damn quitter!" yelled Peter Zinn. "Tear him to bits! Take him, Blondy!"


    The tail of Blondy flipped from side to side to show that he had heard. He was shuddering with awful eagerness, but Gripper would not stir.


    "Coward! Coward! Coward!" snarled Blondy. "Get up and fight. Here I am … half turned away … offering you the first hold … if you only dare to take it!"


    Never was anything said more plainly in dog talk, saving the pitiful response of Gripper: "Here I lie … kill me if you will. I am an old, old man with worn-out teeth and a broken heart."


    Blondy stopped snarling and trembling. He came a bit nearer, and with his own touched the cold nose of Gripper. The old dog opened one eye.


    "Get up," said Blondy very plainly. "But if you dare to come near my buried bone again, I'll murder you, you old rip." And he lay down above that hidden treasure, wrinkling his eyes and lolling out his tongue, which, as all dogs know, is a sign that a little gambol and play will not be amiss.


    "Dad!" cried Oliver Zinn. "He won't touch Gripper. Is he sick?"


    "Come here!" thundered Zinn, and, when Blondy came, he kicked the dog across the kitchen and sent him crashing into the wall. "You yaller-hearted cur!" snarled Peter Zinn, and strode out of the house to go to work.


    His fury did not abate until he had delivered a shower of blows with a fourteen-pound sledge upon a bar of cold iron on his anvil, wielding the ponderous hammer with one capacious hand. After that he was able to try to think it out. It was very mysterious. For his own part, when he was enraged, it mattered not what crossed his path—old and young, weak and strong, they were grist for the mill of his hands and he ground them small, indeed. But Blondy, apparently, followed a different philosophy and would not harm those who were helpless.


    Then Peter Zinn looked down to the foot that had kicked Blondy across the room. He was tremendously unhappy. Just why, he could not tell, but he fumbled at the mystery all that day and the next. Every time he faced Blondy, the terrier seemed to have forgotten that brutal attack, but Peter Zinn was stabbed to the heart by a brand-new emotion—shame. And when he met Blondy at the gate on the second evening, something made him stoop and stroke the scarred head. It was the first caress. He looked up with a hasty pang of guilt and turned a dark red when he saw his wife watching from the window of the front bedroom. Yet, when he went to sleep that night, he felt that Blondy and he had been drawn closer together.


    The very next day the crisis came. He was finishing his lunch, when guns began to bark and rattle—reports with a metallic and clanging overtone which meant that rifles were in play, then a distant shouting rolled confusedly upon them. Peter Zinn called Blondy to his heels and went out to investigate.


    The first surmise that jumped into his mind had been correct. Jeff and Lew Minster had broken from jail, been headed off in their flight, and had taken refuge in the post office. There they held the crowd at bay, Jeff taking the front of the building and Lew the rear. Vacant lots surrounded the old frame shack since the general merchandise store burned down three years before, and the rifles of two expert shots commanded this no man's land. It would be night before they could close in on the building, but, when night came, the Minster boys would have an excellent chance of breaking away with darkness to cover them.


    "What'll happen?" asked Tony Jeffreys of the blacksmith as they sat at the corner of the hotel where they could survey the whole scene.


    "I dunno," said Peter Zinn, as he puffed at his pipe. "I guess it's up to the constable to show the town that he's a hero. There he is now!"


    The constable had suddenly dashed out of the door of Sam Donoghue's house, directly facing the post office, followed by four others, in the hope that he might take the defenders by surprise. But when men defend their lives, they are more watchful than wolves in the hungry winter of the mountains. A Winchester spoke from a window of the post office the moment the forlorn hope appeared. The first bullet knocked the hat from the head of Harry Daniels and stopped him in his tracks. The second shot went wide. The third knocked the feet from under the constable and flattened him in the road. This was more than enough. The remnant of the party took to its heels and regained shelter safely before the dust raised by his fall had ceased curling above the prostrate body of the constable.


    Tony Jeffreys had risen to his feet, repeating over and over an oath of his childhood—"Jiminy whiskers! Jiminy whiskers! They've killed poor Tom Frejus!"—but Peter Zinn, holding the tremblingly eager body of Blondy between his hands, jutted forth his head and grinned in a savage warmth of contentment.


    "He's overdue," was all he said.


    But Tom Frejus was not dead. His leg had been broken between the knee and hip, but he now reared himself upon both hands and looked about him. He had covered the greater part of the road in his charge. It would be easier to escape from fire by crawling close under the shelter of the wall of the post office than by trying to get back to Donoghue's house. Accordingly, he began to drag himself forward. He had not covered a yard when the Winchester cracked again, and Tom crumpled on his face with both arms flung around his head.


    Peter Zinn stood up with a gasp. Here was something quite different. The constable was beaten, broken, and he reminded Zinn of one thing only—old Gripper cowering against the fence with Blondy, towering above, ready to kill. Blondy had been merciful, but the heartless marksman behind the window was still intent on murder. His next bullet raised a white furrow of dust near Frejus. Then a wild voice, made thin and high by the extremity of fear and pain, cleft through the air and smote the heart of Peter Zinn: "Help! For God's sake, mercy!"


    Tom Frejus was crushed, indeed, and begging as Gripper had begged. A hundred voices were shouting with horror, but no man dared venture out in the face of that cool-witted marksman. Then Peter Zinn knew the thing that he had been born to do, for which he had been granted strength of hand and courage of heart. He threw his long arms out before him as though he were running to embrace a bodiless thing; a great wordless voice swelled in his breast and tore his throat; and he raced out toward the fallen constable.


    Some woman's voice was screaming: "Back! Go back, Peter! Oh, God, stop him! Stop him!"


    Minster had already marked his coming. The rifle cracked, and a blow on the side of his head knocked Peter Zinn into utter blackness. A searing pain and the hot flow of blood down his face brought back his senses. He leaped to his feet again, heard a yelp of joy as Blondy danced away before him, then he drove past the writhing body of Tom Frejus. The gun spoke again from the window; the red-hot torment stabbed him again, he knew not where. Then he reached the door of the building and gave his shoulder to it.


    It was a thing of paper that ripped open before him. He plunged through into the room beyond, where he saw the long, snarling face of the younger Minster in the shadow of a corner with the gleam of the leveled rifle barrel. He dodged as the gun spat fire, heard a brief and wicked humming beside his ear, then scooped up in one hand a heavy chair, and flung it at the gunman.


    Minster went down with his legs and arms sprawled in an odd position, and Peter Zinn gave him not so much as another glance for he knew that this part of his work was done.


    "Lew! Lew!" cried a voice from the back of the building. "What's happened? What's up? D'you want help?"


    "Aye!" shouted Peter Zinn. "He wants help. You damn' murderer, it's me … Peter Zinn! Peter Zinn!"


    He kicked open the door beyond and ran full into the face of a lightning flash. It withered the strength from his body. He slumped down on the floor with his loose shoulders resting against the wall. In a twilight dimness he saw big Jeff Minster standing in a thin swirl of smoke with the rifle muzzle twitching down and steadying for the finishing shot, but a white streak leaped through the doorway, over his shoulder, and flew at Minster.


    Before the sick eyes of Peter Zinn, the man and the dog whirled into a blur of darkness streaked with white. There passed two long, long seconds, thick with stampings, the wild curses of Jeff Minster, the deep and humming growl of Blondy. Moreover, out of the distance a great wave of voices was rising, sweeping toward the building.


    The eyes of Peter cleared. He saw Blondy fastened to the right leg of Jeff Minster above the knee. The rifle had fallen to the floor, and Jeff Minster, yelling with pain and rage, had caught out his hunting knife, had raised it. He stabbed. But still Blondy clung. "No, no!" screamed Peter Zinn.


    "Your damned dog first … then you," gasped Minster.


    The weakness struck Zinn again. His great head lolled back on his shoulders. "God," he moaned, "gimme strength! Don't let Blondy die!"


    And strength poured hot upon his body, a strength so great that he could reach his hand to the rifle on the floor, gather it to him, put his finger on the trigger, and raise the muzzle, slowly, slowly, as though it weighed a ton.


    The knife had fallen again. It was a half-crimson dog that still clung to the slayer. Feet beat, voices boomed like a waterfall in the next room. Then, as the knife rose again, Zinn pulled the trigger, blind to his target, and, as the thick darkness brushed across his brain, he saw something falling before him.


    He seemed, after a time, to be walking down an avenue of utter blackness. Then a thin star ray of light glistened before him. It widened. A door of radiance opened through which he stepped and found himself—lying between cool sheets with the binding grip of bandages holding him in many places and, wherever the bandages held, the deep, sickening ache of wounds. Dr. Burney leaned above him, squinting as though Peter Zinn were far away. Then Peter's big hand caught him.


    "Doc," he said, "what's happened? Gimme the worst of it."


    "If you lie quiet, my friend," said the doctor, "and husband your strength, and fight for yourself as bravely as you fought for Constable Frejus, you'll pull through well enough. You have to pull through, Zinn, because this town has a good deal to say that you ought to hear. Besides …."


    "Hell, man," said Peter Zinn, the savage, "I mean the dog. I mean Blondy … how … what I mean to say is …"


    Then a great foreknowledge came upon Peter Zinn. His own life having been spared, fate had taken another in exchange, and Blondy would never lie warm upon his feet again. He closed his eyes and whispered huskily: "Say yes or no, Doc. Quick!"


    But the doctor was in so little haste that he turned away and walked to the door, where he spoke in a low voice.


    "He's got to have help," said Peter Zinn to his own dark heart. "He's got to have help to tell me how a growed-up man killed a poor pup."


    Footsteps entered. "The real work I've been doing," said the doctor, "hasn't been with you. Look up, Zinn!"


    Peter Zinn looked up, and over the edge of the doctor's arm he saw a long, narrow white head, with a pair of brown-black eyes and a wistfully wrinkled forehead. Blondy, swathed in soft white linen, was laid upon the bed and crept up closer until the cold point of his nose, after his fashion, was hidden in the palm of the master's hand. Now big Peter beheld the doctor through a mist spangled with magnificent diamonds, and he saw that Burney found it necessary to turn his head away. He essayed speech, which twice failed, but at the third effort he managed to say in a voice strange to himself: "Take it by and large, Doc, it's a damn' good old world."

  

  
    
      His fight for a pardon

    

    
      “His fight for a pardon” was originally published in 1925 under the pen name George Owen Baxter in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      Leon makes a decision

    

    When I got down to see Molly O’Rourke, Sheriff Dick Lawton crossed my way with three of his hard-riding man-getters. Every man-jack of them was on a faster nag than my mule, but I kept Roanoke in the rough going, and Dick Lawton was foolish enough to follow right on my heels instead of throwing a fast man out on my course. For he knew what that course was. He had hunted me before, and it was a sort of unwritten law between us that, if I got into the mouth of the little valley where the O’Rourke house stood, I was free.


    That may sound specially generous on his side. But it wasn’t—altogether. Twice he had pushed his posse up that ravine after me, and it almost cost him his next election. Because that ravine twisted like a snake, back and forth, and it was set out with shrubs and trees as thick as a garden. I simply laid up in a comfortable shady spot, and, when the boys came rushing around the bend, I let them have it. So easy that I didn’t have to shoot close to a dangerous spot. I could pick my targets. However, I think that there were half a dozen had wounds in arms and legs. Also, I pulled too far to the left on one boy and drilled him through the body. So, as I say, the sheriff nearly lost his election after that because it was said that he had ridden his men into a man trap.


    So far as Dick Lawton was concerned, I knew that valley was forbidden as a hunting ground to him. And, of course, I could trust Dick as far as he could trust me—that is to say, to the absolute limit. Because, except when we were shooting at each other, we were the best friends in the world. I know that Dick never shot extra straight at me, and I know that I never shot straight at him. My guns simply wobbled off the mark when I caught him in the sights.


    Well, as I was saying, I kept old Roanoke in the rough where he could run four feet to the three of any horse that ever lived—for the simple reason that a mule’s hoofs and skin are a lot tougher than a horse’s. By the time I got across the valley, there was a clean furlong between me and Dick Lawton’s boys. So I took off my hat and said good bye to them with a wave that was nearly my last act in life. Because just as I put that hat back on my head, a .32-caliber Winchester slug drilled a clean little hole through the brim a quarter of an inch from my forehead.


    I’ve noticed that when a fellow stops to make a grandstand play of that sort, he generally gets into pretty hot trouble. I sent Roanoke into the brush with a dig of the spurs, but the minute I was out of sight, I knew that there was no trouble left.


    But I didn’t slow up Roanoke. I didn’t even stop to roll a cigarette, because I hadn’t seen Molly for three months. You see, it was right after the Sam Dugan murder which some fools hung on me. Of course, Lawton hadn’t the least idea in the world that I could have done such a rotten, treacherous thing. But they stirred up such a fuss that I didn’t dare to try to slip in to see Molly. Because everyone had known for years that I loved Molly and got down to see her once in a while, and, when things were pretty hot, they used to watch her house.


    So I slithered up the ravine until I got a chance to squint at the ridge, and there I found a little green flag, jerking up and down and in and out in the wind, on top of the O’Rourke house. I knew that was the work of Molly’s father. I think that every day of his life the old man went snooping through the woods to see if the land lay quiet. If it was, he tagged the house with that little green flag—green for Ireland, of course—and then, when someone was laying for me near the house, he would hang up a white flag.


    When I saw that green, I dug into Roanoke and sent that mule hopping straight to the house. As I hit the ground, I heard old man O’Rourke singing out inside the screen door of the porch: “Hey, Chet! Here’s Roanoke to put up, and sling a feed of barley into him. Hey, mother, come and look at that dog-gone mule! Hey, Molly, there’s that Roanoke mule wanderin’ around loose in the yard!”


    Chet O’Rourke came first, and his old mother at his shoulder, and then the old man came next. I grabbed all their hands. It was like stepping into a shower of happiness, I tell you, to get among people where the feel of their eyes was not like so many knives pointed at you. But I brushed through them pretty quick. I wanted Molly.


    “Hey, Molly!” yelped old O’Rourke. “Ain’t you comin’ to see Roanoke?”


    He laughed. I suppose that he was old enough to enjoy a foolish joke like that. I heard Molly sing out from the stairs beyond the front parlor. I reached the bottom of those stairs the same minute she did and caught her.


    She said: “Chester O’Rourke, will you take this man away from me?”


    I kicked the door shut in Chet’s face and sat Molly on the window sill where the honeysuckle showered down behind her like green water, if you follow my drift. It would have done you good to stand there where I was standing and see her smile until the dimple was drilled into one cheek. She began to smooth her dress and pat her hair.


    “My Lord,” I said, “I’m glad to see you.”


    “You’ve unironed me,” said Molly. “Just when I was all crisped up for the afternoon.”


    “Have they nailed the right man for the Dugan murder?” I asked. Because I was as keen about that as I was about Molly.


    “They’ve got the right man, and he’s confessed,” she said.


    I lowered myself into a chair and took a deep breath. “That’s fixed, then,” I said.


    “That’s fixed,” she agreed.


    “Why do you say it that way?” I asked.


    “How old are you, Leon?” she said.


    “I’m twenty-five.”


    “How old does that make me?” said Molly.


    “Twenty-three.”


    “That’s right, too. How long have you been asking me to marry you?” Molly asked.


    “Seven years,” I said.


    “Well, the next time you ask me, I’m going to do it.”


    “Law or no law?” I said.


    “Law or no law.”


    It made my head spin, of course, when I thought of marrying Molly and trying to make a home for her while a hundred or so cowpunchers and sheriffs and deputies, et cetera, were spending their vacation trying to grab me and the $20,000 that rested on top of my head as a reward. I moistened my lips and tried to speak. I couldn’t make a sound.


    “You know that I’ve done what I could,” I said finally.


    “I do. But now things are different.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “William Purchase Shay is the governor, now.”


    “What difference does that make?”


    “He’s a gentleman,” she said.


    “Well?”


    “I think he’d listen to reason.”


    “You want us to go see him?”


    “Just that.”


    “I see myself handing in my name at his office,” I said. “I guess he’s not too much of a gentleman to want to make twenty thousand dollars.”


    “Money has spoiled you, Leon,” said Molly.


    “Money? How come?”


    “You’re so used to thinking about how much you’ll be worth when somebody drills a rifle ball through you … that it’s turned your head.”


    “Are you talking serious?”


    “Dead serious,” she replied. “Besides, you’re not the only one that folks have to talk about now.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Jeffrey Dinsmore is the other man.”


    Of course, I had heard about Dinsmore. He was the Texas man whose father left him about a million dollars in cattle and real estate, besides having a talent for shooting straight and a habit of using that talent. Finally he killed a man where self-defense wouldn’t work, because it was proved that Dinsmore had been laying for him. The last heard, Dinsmore was drifting for the mountains.


    “Is Dinsmore in these parts?” I asked Molly.


    “He showed up in town last week and sat down in the restaurant … .”


    “Disguised?”


    “Yes, disguised with a gun that he put on the table in front of his plate. They didn’t ask any questions, but just served him as fast as they could.”


    “Nobody went to raise a crowd?”


    “The dishwasher did, and a crowd gathered at the front door and the back.”


    “What happened?”


    “Dinsmore finished eating and then put on his hat and walked out.”


    “Good Lord, what nerve! Did he bluff out the whole crowd?”


    “He did.”


    “What’s on him?”


    “Just the same that’s on you. Twenty thousand iron men.”


    “Twenty thousand dollars?” I repeated.


    “You look sort of sad, Leon.”


    You’ll think me a good deal of a fool, but I confess that I was staggered to find that there was another crook in the mountains worth as much to the law as I was. Between you and me, I was proud because I had that little fortune on my head.


    “Twenty thousand!” I said again.


    “Dead or alive,” Molly said with a queer, strained look on her face.


    “Why do you say it that way?” I said in a whisper.


    “Don’t you understand?”


    Then I did understand, and I stood up, feeling pretty sick. But I saw that she was right. Something had to be done.


    “I start for the governor today?” I stated.


    Molly simply hid her face in her hands, and I didn’t wait for her to break out crying.


    
      On the edge of the town

    

    I saw the rest of the family for an hour or so before Molly came in to us. She was as clear-eyed as ever, when she came, but there was something in her face that was a spur to me. I did not wait for the night. I judged that no pursuers would be lingering for me in the valley of this late day, so I slipped out of the house, finding Roanoke refreshed by his rest and a feed of grain. I went away, without leaving any farewells behind me.


    I cut across country, straight over the ridge of the eastern mountains. Just below timberline I camped that night—a cold, wet night—and I rode on gloomily the next morning until I was over the crest of the ridge and had a good view of the land that lay beneath me. It was a great, smooth-sweeping valley, most of it, the ground rolling now and then into little hills—but with hardly the shadow of a tree—and so on and on to piles of blue mountains which leaned against the farther horizon. They were a good hundred miles away. Between me and that range lay the city that I had to reach. You will agree with me that it was not a very pleasant undertaking. I had to get myself over seventy miles of open country to the capital of the state. Then I had to get seventy miles back into the mountains once more.


    However, there was nothing else for it. That day I went down to the edge of the trees and the foothills, and there I rested until the verge of dusk. When that time came, I sent Roanoke out into the open and heading straight away toward the big town. He could have made the distance before daylight, but there was no point in that. I sent Roanoke over sixty-five miles that night, however, and he was a tired mule when I dropped off his back on the lee side of a haystack. I could see the lights of the town five miles off. Not a big place, you will think, but there were 35,000 people there, and that made it just about five times as large as any city I had ever seen in my life. It was simply a metropolis to me.


    The dawn was only a moment away. So I walked away from the stack to a wreck of a shack in a hollow. There I turned in and slept solidly until afternoon.


    I was thirsty and tired and hungry when I wakened. Besides that, I had a jumpy heart and the strain of the work ahead of me was telling pretty fast. The worst part of the trip was wasting that afternoon and waiting for the night. The edge of the sun was barely down before I was streaking across open country, and there was still plenty of daylight when I cut down a bridle path near the edge of the town and met an old fellow coming up. He was riding bareback, and I shall never forget how his white beard was parted by the wind.


    He gave me a very cheerful—“Howd’ye,”—and I waved back to him.


    “Well, stranger,” said that old man, “where are you aimin’ for, if I might ask?”


    “Work,” I said.


    “Come right along with me.”


    “What kind?”


    He had one tooth in the right-hand corner of his upper gum. He fixed this in a wedge of chewing tobacco and worked a long time at it until he got it loose. All the while he was looking at me with popping pale-blue eyes. I never before had noticed how close an old man can be to a child.


    “Well, partner,” he said, “young fellers is picky and choosey. I used to be that way myself. But when I come to get a little age behind me, why, then I seen that it didn’t make so much difference what a man done. All kinds of work that ever I see gives you the same sort of an ache in the shoulders and an ache in the calves of your legs and in your back. Ain’t you noticed that?”


    I told him that I had.


    He said: “Same way about chuck. I used to be mighty finicky about grub. It don’t make no difference to me now. Once a mite of grub is swallered, what difference whether it was a mouthful of dry bread or a mouthful of ice cream? Can you tell me that?”


    I could see that he had branched out on his special kind of information. Most old men are that way. They got a couple of sets of ideas oiled up in their old noodles, and, whenever they get a chance, they’ll blaze away on them. If they’re interested in oil wells, you can start talking about lace and they’ll get over to oil wells just as easy as if you started with derricks. I saw that this was one of that brand. However, if he would talk, I saw that he might be of some sort of use to me.


    So I said: “I’ve been back country for a long time. I want to have a try working in town.”


    He shook his head, very sad at that. “Son,” he said, “I live only two mile out, but I have been to town only once this summer. And that time I come home with my feet all blistered up and my head aching from the glare of the pavements. I give the town up. If I was you, I’d give it up, too.”


    I said nothing, but I couldn’t help smiling. The old chap began to nod and smile, too. He was a fine fellow, no doubt of that.


    “Well,” he said, “you can’t expect folks to learn by their elders. If they did, people’d get wiser and wiser, instead of the other way. What you want to do in town?”


    “Drive an ice wagon, maybe. I don’t care. I never seen the town before.”


    “You don’t say?”


    “I guess that’s the capitol building?”


    “Yes, sir. There she is. That white dome. I guess you seen it in your schoolbooks when you was a kid? There she be. Look here, ain’t you been raised right around near here?”


    He had sagged a little closer to me while we were looking at the town, and now I caught him batting his bleary old eyes at me behind his glasses. I knew there was danger ahead.


    “No,” I said. “I’ve never been in the big town before.”


    “Oh, it ain’t so big. Me, I’ve been far as Saint Louis. Now, there’s a real city for you. It lays over this a mighty lot!”


    “I suppose it does. But it hasn’t many things finer than the capitol building, I guess.”


    “Well, I dunno. It’s got a lot of banks and things pretty grand with white stone posts around them. And it makes a heap of noise. You can hear it for miles. But you can’t hear nothin’ here … except the scrapin’ of a street car goin’ around a corner, maybe.”


    As he finished speaking, out of the distance came the scraping noise just as he had described it—like a rusty violin string, very thin and far. The old man laughed and clapped his hands.


    “Well,” I said, “I suppose there are other fine big houses there. The governor’s house must be mighty fine.”


    “Him? No, sir. William P. Shay ain’t the man to live big and grand. He’s livin’ in his ma’s old house out on Hooker Avenue right alongside the park … which has got so fashionable lately, what with the street car goin’ out that way, and the park right opposite with the benches to set on. I passed that way once, and I never forget the smell of the lilacs passin’ by Missus Shay’s house. It was sure a sweet thing.”


    “I suppose that they’re still there?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Other folks got ’em, too?”


    “Nary a one. Young feller, I can’t get out of my head that I’ve seen you sure, somewheres, sometime.”


    I knew very well where he’d seen me. It was in some roadside bulletin board or perhaps just a handbill nailed against a post, showing my face and with big letters under it. I knew very well where he had seen me. I decided that I had better go right on into town and get lodgings before it was too dark. But after I had gone a little way, I leaned down as if to fix a stirrup leather and I had a chance to glance back. Old white beard was already over the hill.


    I didn’t suspect that he had seen too much of me. But when a man has been a fugitive from the law with a price on his head for seven years, it makes him overlook no bets. I recalled, too, that I was riding a mule, and that in itself was enough to make any man suspicious. So I snapped back to the top of the hill, and, through the hollow beneath, I could see the old man scooting along. He looked back over his shoulder, just then, and, when he saw me, he doubled up like a jockey putting up a fast finish down the stretch and began to burn his whip into that old horse he was riding.


    I shouldn’t have done it, of course. But I couldn’t help wanting to make his fun worthwhile. So I fired a shot straight through the air.


    I heard his yell come quavering back to me, and after that the horse seemed to take as much interest in the running as its rider did. He hunched himself like a loafer wolf trying to shove himself between his front legs while he beats for cover. It was a mighty funny thing to watch. I laughed till I was crying. By that time the old man had disappeared in the night and the distance. Then I turned around and saw that I had a big job to do and to do fast, because as soon as that old fogy got to a house with a telephone in it, he would plaster the news all over town that Leon Porfilo, on his mule, was heading straight for them, ready to make trouble, and lots of it.


    How many scores of men and boys would clean up their old guns and start hunting for me, I could only guess. But right there I made up my mind that I couldn’t enter that town on a mule. I put old Roanoke away in a little hollow where there were trees enough to shelter him and a brook in the center to give him water and plenty of long, coarse grass among the trees for provender.


    Then I shoved my guns into my clothes and started hiking for the town. It was mighty risky, of course, because, if trouble started, I was a goner. But I decided that I’d be a lot less looked for on foot. You’ll wonder, perhaps, why I didn’t wait a few days under cover before I went in. But I knew that the next morning a hundred search parties would be out for me, unless I was already in jail.


    
      The journey through the town

    

    It was not so bad as I had expected. A city of that size, I thought, would be so filled with people that my only good refuge would be in the very density of the crowd, but, when I reached the outskirts, I found only unpaved streets and hardly anyone on the sidewalks saving the few workingmen who were hurrying home late to their suppers. And what a jumble of suppers! One acquires an acute nose in the mountains or on the desert, and I picked out at least fifty different articles of cookery before I had covered the first block.


    I started on the second with a confused impression of onions, garlic, frying steak, stew, boiled tomatoes, cabbage, bacon, coffee, tea, and too many other things to mention. Nasally speaking, that first block of the capital town was like the first crash of a symphony orchestra. I went on very much more at ease through block after block with almost no one in sight, until I came to broad paved streets where there was less dust flying in the air—and where the front yards were not simply hard-beaten dirt with a plant or two at the corners of the houses. For here there were houses set farther back. Some had hedges at the sidewalks, but all had gardens, and most of the way one could look over blocks and blocks of neatly cropped lawns, with flower borders near the houses, and flowering shrubs set out on the lawns. There were scores and scores of watering spouts whirling the spray into the air with a soft, delightful whispering. They all had a different note. Some of them rattled around slowly and methodically like so many dray wheels, throwing out a spray in which you could distinguish each ray of water all the way around. There were some singing and spinning and making a solid flash like the wheel of a bright-painted buggy when a horse is doing a mile in better than three minutes. Once in a while a breeze dipped out of the sky and stirred the heavy, hot air of the street, and blew little mists of the sprinklers to me and gave me quick scents of flowers. But always there was that wonderful odor of the ground drinking and drinking.


    I felt very happy, I’ll tell you. I felt very expansive and kindly to the whole human race. Now and then I’d see a man run down the steps of his house and go out in his shirt sleeves and take hold of the hose and curse softly when the spray hit him and then give the sprinkler a jerk that moved the little machine to another place. Like as not, he jerked the sprinkler straight toward him. Then he would duck for the sidewalk and stand there, wiping his face and hands with a handkerchief and stamping the water from his shoes and “phewing” and “damning” himself as though he were ashamed.


    But before they went back into the house, each man would stop a minute and look at the grass and the shrubs, each beaded with water and pearled with the light of the nearest street lamps—and then up to the trees—and then up to the stars—and then go slowly into the house, singing, most like, and stepping light. When those men lifted their heads and looked up into the sky, I knew that they saw heaven.


    When one young fellow ran out from his front door, I saw a girl come to the window and look after him, and hurry him with: “The soup will be stone cold, Archie.”


    I couldn’t help it. I stopped short and leaned a hand against a tree and watched him move the sprinkler. Then, humming under his breath, he ran for the house. There were springs under that boy’s toes, I tell you. From what I could see of the girl, I didn’t wonder. But at his front door, he turned and saw me still standing under the tree, watching, and aching, and groaning to myself: “Molly and me … when do we get our chance … when do we get our chance?”


    He called out: “Hey, you … what you want?”


    A mighty snappy voice—like the home dog growling at a stranger pup. He was being defensive.


    “Nothing,” I said.


    “Then hump yourself … move along!” he snapped.


    Perhaps you’ll think that I might have been angered by that. But I wasn’t. I was only pretty well sickened and saddened. If ever I were caught—and this night there was a grand chance that the law would take me—the dozen men in the jury box would be no better than the fellow—a clean-living fellow, with his heart in the right place—but snarling when he saw a strange dog near his house. Human nature—I knew it—and I didn’t blame him.


    “All right. I’ll move along,” I said.


    I only shifted one tree down and stopped again. You see, I wanted to watch that fellow go striding into his house and into that dining room and watch his wife smile at him. Sentimental bunk? I know that as well as you do, but when a man has lived alone for seven years with mountains, and above timberline most of the time—seven winters, you know—well, it makes him either a murderer or a softy. I hardly know which is worse. But I was not a murderer, no matter what the world might say of me.


    The householder had a glimpse of me again as he swung open his front door, and he came flaring back at me with the running stride of an athlete. I saw that he was big, and big in the right places. He was in front of me in another moment.


    “I’m going!” I said, and I turned and started shambling away.


    He caught me by the shoulder and whirled me around. “Look here!” he said. “I don’t like the looks of you … and the way you hang around … who are you?”


    I shrank back from him against a tree. “A poor bum, mister,” I replied. “I don’t want no trouble. But I was lookin’ through the window. It looked sort of home-like in there.”


    “You’re lying!” he argued. “By heaven, I’ll wager you’re some second-story crook. I’ve a mind. . . .” He put his hand on me again.


    You’ll admit that I’d taken a good deal from him. But it’s easy for a big man to take things from other people. I don’t know why that is. Little fellows always have a chip on their shoulders. But big fellows learn when they’re young that they’re always too big for the other boys. But still, I was a bit angry when this young husband began to force his case at my expense. There were two hundred and twenty pounds of me, but down to the very last pound of me I was hot.


    Just then the girl’s voice sang out: “Archie! Archie! What are you doing? … oh!” There was a little squeal at the end as she sighted me.


    “You see?” I said. “Let me go. I won’t trouble you any. And you’re scaring your wife to death, you fool!”


    “What? You impudent rat. . . .”


    He started a first-rate punch from the hip, but I caught his wrist and doubled his arm around behind him in a way that must have been new to him. He was a strong chap. But he hadn’t any incentive, and he hadn’t any training.


    We stood with our faces inches apart. Suddenly he wilted.


    “Porfilo!” he said through his teeth.


    “Do you think I’m going to sink a slug in you?” I asked.


    I saw by the look of his eyes that he did, and it made me a pretty sick man, I can tell you. I dropped his arm and I went off down that street not caring a great deal whether I lived or died.


    I went down that street until it carried me bang up against the capitol building in the middle of a great big square. Off to the right was the beginning of the park. I went off down the street that faced on it. I think I must have passed five hundred people in that square, but I’m certain that not one of them guessed me. It would have been too queer to find Leon Porfilo walking through a street. They passed me by one after another—which shows that we see only what we expect to see.


    In the street opposite the park, it was easy going again. It was a fairly dark street because there were no lamps except at the corner, and the blocks were long. Lamps on only one side of the street, too—because the park was on the other side and that was a thrifty town.


    I walked about half a mile, I suppose, from the central square, and then I found the house without looking for it. It was simply a great out-welling fragrance of the lilacs, just as the old man had told me. There was the yard filled with big shrubs—almost trees of ’em, and in the pool of darkness around the trees were rows and spottings of milk-white lilies. It was a good thing to see, that yard. It was so filled with beauty—I don’t know exactly how to say it. It was filled with homeliness, too. I felt as though I had opened that squeaking gate a hundred times before and stepped down onto the brick path where the grass that grew between the bricks crunches under my heels.


    Then I side-stepped from the path and among the trees. I went to the side of the house. I climbed up to the window in time to see the ceremony begin. About a dozen people piled into the room, and, when the seating was over, a grim-faced man sat at the head of the table and a pretty-faced girl of twenty-one or so at the other. Then I remembered that the governor’s wife was not half his age.


    I thought I understood one reason for the tired look on his face. There was nothing for me to do for a time, so I found a bench among the trees and lay down on it to watch the stars.


    I waited until the smell of food went through me, and I tugged up my belt two notches. I waited until the humming voices and the laughter that always begin a meal—even a mountain dinner—died off into a broken talking and the noise of dishes. Then music, somewhere. Well, I was never educated up to appreciating the squeaking of a violin. A long time after that, somebody was making a speech. I could hear the steady voice. I could almost hear the yawns.


    Somehow, I pitied the pretty girl at the far end of the table!


    
      Leon invades the house

    

    I waited a full hour after that. People began to leave the house, and finally, when the front door opened and closed no more, I began my rounds of the house. I found what I wanted soon enough. It was not in the second story, but a lighted window in the first, and I had a step up, only, to get a view of the inside of the room, and a broad-gauge window sill to hang to while I watched. The window was open, which made everything easier. There was not much chance for me to be betrayed by the noise I might make in stirring about, for the wind was slipping and rustling among the trees.


    I was looking into a high, narrow room with walls covered with books and queer, old-looking framed photographs above the bookcases. There was a desk that looked as solid as rock. In front of the desk was the governor. I could have told that it was the governor even if I’d never seen him before, because he had that gone look about the eyes and those wrinkles of too much smiling that come to men who have offices of state. A man like that, when his face is at rest, is simply giving up thanks that he’s not offending anyone.


    The governor had a man sitting beside his desk—a man who looked only less tired than the governor himself. He was scribbling shorthand while the governor turned over and fiddled at a pile of papers on his desk and kept talking softly and steadily. All sorts of letters.


    Well, he had to dictate so many letters, and make them all so different, that I wondered what fellow’s brain could be big enough to hold so much stuff, and so many different kinds. I suppose that in that hour he dictated more letters than I’d ever written in my life. I could see new reasons every minute for that tired look. I began to think that he must know everyone in the state.


    I heard the secretary ask him if he needed him any longer. I saw the governor look up quickly at him and then stand up and clap him on the shoulder and say: “Go home to sleep. I’ve not been paying enough attention to you, but forgive me.”


    I saw the secretary fairly stagger out of the room. Then there was the governor sitting over the typewriter and reading his correspondence on the one hand and picking at the machine with one finger on the other, and swearing in between in a style that would have tickled the ears of any cowpuncher on the hardiest bit of the range.


    I didn’t hear anyone tap at the door. But pretty soon he jumped up with the look of a man about to accept $10,000,000. He opened the door and the pretty young wife stood there wrapped up to the chin in a dressing gown. She looked him up and down in a way that smeared the smile off his face and left a sick look that I had seen there before. It was an old-fashioned house, and there was a transom over the door. She pointed at the open transom and said half a dozen words out of stiff lips. She didn’t say much. Just enough. A bullet isn’t very big, either, but, if it’s planted in the right place, it will tear the heart out of a man. She jerked about on her heel and flounced away, and the governor leaned against the wall for a minute with all the sap run out of him. Then he closed the door and the transom and went back to the typewriter.


    He was pretty badly jarred, though, and he sat there for a moment all loose, like a fellow with the strength run out of him. Then he shook his head and set his jaw and began to batter that typewriter again. I could see that he was a game son of a man. Mighty game and proud and clean. I liked him all the way through, and yet I felt a mite sorry for the girl wife, too, when I thought of the way the governor’s language must have been sliding out through that transom and percolating through the house. I suppose that a real respectable house would take a couple of generations to work language like that out of the grain of it.


    I slid a leg against the window and made just enough noise for the governor to stop work and sit with his head up. His right hand went back to his hip pocket—and came away again.


    I stepped inside the room and was standing there pretty easy when he turned around. He didn’t jump up or start yapping for help or do anything else that was foolish. He just sat and looked me over.


    “Well, Porfilo,” he said at last, “I suppose that you’ve tried to work out the most popular spectacular job in the state and decided that the governor’s house was the best place for it. Is that it?”


    I merely grinned. I knew that he would take it something like that, but it was mighty good to hear him talk up. It sent a tiny tingle through all the right places in me. I just took off my hat and made myself easy.


    “What do you want?” he said, frowning as I smiled. “My wallet?” He tossed it to me.


    I caught it and threw it back. I had both my hands. Somehow, I hated to show a gun to that man.


    “Something bigger than that?” he said, sneering. “I suppose that you’ll want the papers to know how you held up the governor without even showing a gun?”


    I got hot at that—in the face, I mean.


    “No, sir,” I said. “I’m not a rat.”


    “Tell me what you want,” he said through his teeth. “There was a time when I served as a sheriff in this state, young man. There was a time when I carried guns. And now the fewer moments I spend with you, the better.”


    “Governor,” I said, “do you think I’m a plain skunk?”


    “No,” he said, very brisk, and with his eyes snapping. “I should call you whatever you please … a purple, spotted, striped, or garden variety of skunk. Never the common sort. Now what do you want with me, young man, if you don’t want money? Is it a pardon?”


    There was so much honest scorn in the governor’s face, to say nothing of his voice, that all the starch went out of me. I could only mumble. “Yes, sir, that’s what I want.”


    He threw up both his hands—such a quick gesture that it made a gun jump out of my pocket as quick as a snake’s head out of a hole. I couldn’t help it.


    He saw the movement and he sneered again. “Porfilo,” he said, “I suppose you are going to threaten to shoot me unless I turn over a signed pardon to you?”


    I shoved the gun away in my clothes. I was beginning to get angry in turn.


    “I’ve come to talk, not to shoot,” I said. “I’ve come to play your own dirty game with you.”


    “Is my game dirty?” he asked through clenched teeth.


    Oh, yes, he was a fighting man, that governor. I wished that his young wife could have seen him then.


    “Isn’t it,” I asked, “a lot dirtier than mine? You beg people for their votes.”


    “Entirely false,” he replied. “But I enjoy a moral lecture from a murderer.”


    “I never murdered a man in my life,” I said.


    It made him blink a little.


    “But you,” I continued, jabbing a finger into the air at him, “you get up and talk pretty sweet to a lot of swine that you hate.”


    He parted his lips to answer me, but then he changed his mind and sat back in his chair and watched me.


    “About the murders,” I went on. “I never shot a man unless he tackled me to kill me.”


    He parted his lips again to speak, but again he changed his mind and smiled. “You are an extraordinarily simple liar,” he said.


    It’s a good deal to be called a liar and swallow it. I didn’t swallow this very well. I snapped back at him: “Governor, I came here to see you because I was told that you’re a gentleman.”


    “Well, well, Porfilo,” he said, a little red, “who told you that?”


    “A girl,” I answered.


    “The girl?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Good heavens, Porfilo, are you going to try to hide behind a woman who loves you?”


    “I don’t hide,” I replied. “What I ask you to do is to go down the record against me and figure out where I’ve sunk lead into anybody that wasn’t gunning for me. Was there ever a man I sank that wasn’t a gunfighter and a crook before he ever started after me? There never was! I’ve ridden a hundred miles to get out of the way of trouble, when trouble was showing up in the shape of a clean, decent man. But when a thug came after me, I didn’t budge. Why should I?”


    “Well,” he responded, “I’ll tell you what you’ve done. You’ve made me listen to you. But just the other day Sheriff Lawton had two fine citizens shot by you.”


    “Leg and arm,” I said.


    “Yes, they were lucky.”


    “Lucky?” I said. “Do you think it was luck, governor? If I’ve practiced hard at shooting every day of my life for the last ten years, at least, do you think that I’m so bad that I miss at forty yards? No, Governor, you don’t think that. Nor do you think that I’ve stood up to so few men that I get buck fever when I have a sight of ’em. No, sir, you don’t think that, either.”


    The governor scratched his chin and blinked at me. But I was pretty pleased, because I could see that he was getting more reasonable every minute.


    “I don’t mind admitting,” he stated, “that I’m inclined to believe the nonsense that you’re talking.” He grinned very frankly at me. However, I saw that I still had a long way to go.


    “Are you armed?” I asked.


    “No,” he said, “because very often in my official life I have a reason to use a gun. And I’m past the age when pleasures like that are becoming.”


    “Are you taking me serious?” I said.


    “More than any judge would,” he replied.


    “I believe you,” I said, and I couldn’t help a quaver in my voice.


    
      Leon’s bargain with the governor

    

    I saw that put back my cause several lengths and would make the rest of the running pretty hard for me.


    He said in that stiff way of his: “Have no sentimental nonsense, Porfilo.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. Then I burst out with the truth at him, because I could see that there was no use trying to bamboozle him. “A man can’t help feeling sorry for himself when he gets down,” I said.


    The governor twisted up his mouth, and then he laughed. It did me a lot of good to hear him laugh, just then. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “not so long ago I was pitying myself. Now, young man, I think I can say that I like you. But that won’t keep me for an instant from trying to have you hanged by the neck until you’re dead.”


    “Do you mean that?” I asked.


    “I’m too tired to talk foolishness that I don’t mean,” he responded. “I’ll tell you what, Porfilo. If a petition for your pardon were signed by a thousand of the finest citizens in this state, that petition would have no more chance than a snowball in hell.”


    He meant it, well enough, and I could see that he did. It made me within a shade of as sick as I’d ever been in my life.


    “Well?” he asked.


    “I’m studying,” I said, “because I know that I’ve got something more to say, but I can’t figure out what it is.”


    The governor laughed, and said: “I come closer to liking you every minute. But why is it that you think that you have something more to say?”


    “Because,” I explained, “I know that I’m an honest man and a peaceable man.”


    He laughed again, and I didn’t like his laughter so well, this time. “Well,” he said, “I won’t interrupt you.”


    “You know that I’m a crook?” I asked him.


    “About as well as any man could know anything.”


    “Have you looked up my whole life?”


    “A few chunks of it have been served up to me … such as the Sam Dugan murder.”


    “The rest of your information is about as sound as that!” I snapped back at him, thanking heaven for the chance. “The murderer of Dugan has confessed and is in jail now.”


    The governor blinked at me. “I didn’t know that,” he muttered.


    “Of course, you didn’t!” I cried to him. “Every time they have a chance to hang a crime on the corner of my head, that makes first-page news. Every time they don’t know who fired the shot that killed, they say … ‘Porfilo’! But when they find out the facts a couple of days later, it makes poor reading. So they stick the notice back among the advertisements.”


    The governor nodded. I could see him accepting my idea and confessing that there was something to it.


    “Well,” I continued, “I ask you to start in and look up my life. It won’t be hard to do. One of your secretaries can unload the whole yarn for you in about half a day’s work. Then sift out the proved things from the unproved. Give me the benefit of a doubt.”


    “That sort of benefit will never win you a pardon from me,” he said.


    “I don’t want a charity pardon,” I declared.


    “What kind do you expect?”


    “An earned one.”


    “Confound it,” said the governor, rubbing his hands together, “I like your style. Now tell me how, under heaven, you are going to win a pardon from me?”


    “You’ve heard of Jeffrey Dinsmore,” I said.


    “I have.”


    “Is he as bad as I am … according to reputation?”


    “Dinsmore is a … ,” he began. Then he shut his teeth carefully, and breathed a couple of times. “I should say that he’s as bad as you are,” he said between his teeth.


    “All right,” I said. “Here’s my grand idea that brought me as close to the rope as the capital city here.”


    “Blaze away,” he coaxed.


    “Dinsmore has twenty thousand dollars on his head, same as me.”


    “I understand that.”


    “We’re an even bet, then?”


    “I suppose so, if you want to make a sporting thing out of it.”


    “All right,” I said. “What’s better than two badmen. . . .”


    “One, I suppose,” said the governor. “But I wish you wouldn’t be so darned Socratic.”


    I didn’t quite understand what he meant, so I drilled away. “The catching of me has been a pretty hard job,” I said. “It’s cost the state seven years … and they haven’t got me yet. But it’s cost them a lot for the amount of money that they’ve spent hunting me.”


    “Besides your living expenses,” said the governor with a twisted grin that hadn’t much fun in it.


    I caught him up on that. “My living expenses have come out of the pockets of other crooks. I’ve never taken a penny from an honest man. Look up my record!”


    At this, he seemed really interested and sat up, rubbing his fine square chin and scowling at me—not in anger, but as if he were trying to search my character.


    “Well,” he said, “you are the darnedest crook I’ve ever heard of … with twenty thousand on your head and pretending to live like an honest man.”


    “For seven years,” I said, rubbing the facts in on him.


    “Aye,” he said, “but will you insist that you’ve been honest all the time?”


    “I helped in one robbery, and then I returned the money to the bank. You can get the facts on that, pretty easy. I had about a quarter of a million in my hands.”


    “If you have a record like that, why hasn’t something been done for you?”


    “I was waiting,” I said, “for a governor that was a gentleman. And here I am.”


    “Ah, well,” he said, “of course, I’ll have to look into this. It can’t be right. Yet I can’t help believing you. But what is this about earning your pardon?”


    “I was saying that the state had spent a good many tens of thousands on me, and there doesn’t seem to be much chance of letting up on the expenses right away.”


    He nodded.


    “And this Jeffrey Dinsmore is a fellow with lots of friends and with a family with money behind him. It will surely cost a lot to get at him.”


    “It will,” said the governor with a blacker face than ever.


    “I want to show you the shortest way out.”


    “I’m ready to listen now. What’s in your head, young man?”


    “Let Dinsmore know the proposition. I say let it be a secret agreement between you and me … and Dinsmore … that if he brings me in … dead or alive … you’ll see that he gets a pardon, and the reverse goes for me.”


    The governor stared at me with his eyes enlarged. He began shaking his head.


    I cut in very softly—hardly loud enough to interrupt his thoughts. “I can promise you that there’ll be no living man brought in. One of us will have to die. There’s no doubt about that.”


    “I know that,” said William Purchase Shay. “I believe you, Porfilo. By the way, are you a Mexican?”


    “My mother was Irish,” I said. “Away back yonder, there was a dash of Mexican Indian in my father’s blood.”


    It seemed to me that his smile was a lot easier when he heard that. Then he got up and took my hand.


    “After all,” he said, “one gets good laws in operation by hard common sense.” He paused. “Is there anything that you need, Porfilo?”


    “Wings to get out of this town,” I said.


    He nodded very gravely. “I don’t see how the devil you got into it.”


    “Walked.”


    “While they are out looking for a man on a mule! That was the alarm that came in … from the old man you shot at. Did you shoot at him, Porfilo?”


    “The old scamp was burning up the country to get to a telephone and blow the news about me. So I thought I’d give him a real thrill and I fired into the air. That’s all there was to it.”


    “There’s seventy miles between you and the mountains where you are so safe,” he said.


    “Open country.” I nodded. “And seventy miles to Mister Dinsmore, too.”


    “Are you sure of that?” asked the governor with a start.


    “Why, that’s where the report located him.”


    “The report lied, then. It lied like the devil!”


    He said it in such a way that I could not answer him. I held my tongue until he reached out a sudden hand and wrung mine, and his eyes were fixed on the floor.


    “Good luck to you … the best of luck to you, Porfilo.”


    I slid through the window, and, when I looked back, I saw him standing just as I had left him, with his eyes fixed upon the floor.


    Well, I couldn’t make it out at the time, but I figured pretty close, and I was reasonably sure that something I had brought into his mind connected with the idea of his wife, and that was what had taken the starch out of him.


    However, I was not thinking about the governor ten seconds later. For, as I dropped from the window for the ground underneath, I saw a glint like that of a star through thin clouds. But this glimmer was among the leaves of some shrubbery, and I knew that it was a touch of starlight on the polished barrel of a gun.


    
      Facing guns

    

    Well, when you hear people speak of lightning thinking, I suppose that you smile and call it “talk”—but between the time I saw that glimmer of a gun in the bush and the instant my heels hit the ground beneath, I can give you my word that I had figured everything out.


    If I were caught, people would want to know what Leon Porfilo had been doing in the governor’s office. Even if I were not caught, it would be bad enough, because there would be no end of chatter all over the state. But, as a matter of fact, if I wanted to help the reputation of a man who had given me a mighty square deal, the best way for it was to cut out of those premises without using a gun or even drawing one.


    I say that I thought of these things while I was dropping from the window to the ground, and I hadn’t much time besides that, for, as I hit the ground and flopped over on my hands to ease the shock, I saw a big fellow with two more behind him step out of the brush and the lilacs about five paces away. Five paces—fifteen feet!


    Well, you look across the room you are in and it seems quite a distance at that. Besides, I had the night in my favor. But I give you my word that, when I looked at those three silhouettes cut out against the starlit lilac bloom behind them, and when I saw the big pair of gats in the hands of the leader—and the gun apiece in the hands of the men behind—well, I knew in the first place that, if I tried to run to either side, they’d have me against the white background of the house and fill me with lead before I had taken two steps. I turned that idea over in the fifth part of a second while the leader was growling in a professionally ugly way—if you’ve ever heard a detective make an arrest you’ll know what I mean.


    “You … straighten up and tuck your hands over your head pronto!”


    “All right,” I muttered.


    He could not have distinguished the first part of my movement from an honest surrender. For I simply began to straighten as he had told me to do. The difference was in my right hand—a five-pound stone. As my hands flew up, that stone jumped straight into the stomach of the leader.


    Both his guns went off, and there was a silvery clashing of broken window glass behind me. One of those bullets was in a big scrub oak. The other had broken the window of the governor’s office and broken the nose of the photograph of Shay’s granddad—and drilled through the wall itself.


    But the holder of the two guns threw out his hands to keep from falling, and in doing that he backhanded his two assistants. One of them started shooting blindly. The other dropped his gun, but he had enough sand and wit to make a dive for me. I clubbed him over the head with my fist, as though it were a hammer, and, very much as though a hammer had struck him, he curled up. I almost tripped over him. By the time I had disentangled my feet, the chief was shooting from the ground.


    But he was a long distance from doing me any real harm. The nerves of those three were a good deal upset. I suppose, in fact, that they had not had much experience in trying to arrest men who can’t afford to go behind the bars and be tried for their lives.


    At any rate, I was lost among those lilacs in a twinkling. At the same time, a considerable ruction broke out in the house. Windows began being thrown up and voices were shouting, and the three detectives themselves were making enough noise to satisfy fifty.


    Under cover of that racket, I didn’t bolt out onto the street in the direction for which I was headed. Instead, I whirled around, and, under the shelter of those God-blessed lilacs, I tore back down the length of the yard.


    I cleared the house—and still all the noise was in the rear and out toward the street. When I got into the back yard, I saw one discouraging thing—a tall fence about nine feet high and a man just in the act of climbing over. He had jumped onto a box, and the box had crumpled to nothing under him as he leaped. However, he had made the top of the fence.


    I had to make the same height, without a box to jump from. Still I wondered who was the man who was trying to make his getaway even before me? I didn’t stop to ask. I went at that fence with a flying leap and got my hands fixed on the top of it. With the same movement, I let my body swing like a pendulum. And so I shot myself over the top a good deal like a pole vaulter. When I let go with my hands and while I was pendent in the air, falling, I saw that the man who had gone over ahead had stumbled just beneath me, and, like a snarling dog, he was growling at me. He fired while I was still hanging in the air, and the bullet clipped my upper lip and let me taste my own blood.


    It’s very bad to let an Irishman taste his own blood. It’s bad enough to let one who’s half Irish do the thing. At any rate, I went half mad with anger. I landed on him. He wasn’t big, and my weight seemed to flatten him out.


    It was an alley cutting through behind the grounds of the governor’s house, and there was a dull street lamp in a corner of the alley. It shed not very much light but enough to show me a handsome-faced young fellow—not made big, but delicately like a watch, you know. A sensitive face, I called it.


    Then I started on. One thing I was glad of, and that was that there was a neat-looking horse tethered at the end of the alley, and from the length of the stirrups—as I made the saddle in a flying leap—I sort of thought that it might have belonged to the fellow I had just left behind me.


    I cut the tethering rope with my sheath knife from the saddle, and then I scooted that horse across the street and down another alley. I pulled him up walking into the next street beyond and jogged along as though nothing particularly concerning me were happening that night. A very good way to get through with trouble. But the trouble was that there was still hell popping at the governor’s house. I could hear their voices—and more than that—I could hear their guns, and so could half of the rest of the town.


    People were spilling out of every house, and more than one man who was legging in the danger direction yelped at me, as I went past, and asked where I was going. But that was not so bad. I didn’t mind questions. What I wanted to avoid was personal contact.


    Here half a dozen fellows on fine horses took the corner ahead of me on one wheel, so to speak, spilling out all across the street as they raced the turn. When they saw me, one of them shouted: “What are you riding that way for?”


    I knew that they would be halfway down the block before they could stop, and, besides, I hoped that they wouldn’t be too curious if I didn’t answer. So I just trotted the horse around the same corner by which they had come. But one question unanswered wasn’t enough for them. They were like hungry dogs, ready to follow any trail.


    “Hello!” yelled the sharp, biting voice of that same leader, to whom I began to wish bad luck. “No answer from that gent. Let’s have a look at his face!”


    I could hear the scraping and the scratching of the hoofs on the horses as the riders turned them in the middle of the block with cowpuncher yells that took down my temperature at least a dozen degrees.


    I was not marking time. I scooted my mount down the next block. The minute he took his first stride, I knew that the race would be a hot one, no matter how well they were fixed with horses. Because that little horse was a wonder! I never put eyes on him after that night, but he ran with me like a jack rabbit—a long-winded jack rabbit, at that. My weight was such a puzzle for him that he grunted with every stride, but he whipped me down that street so fast that I had nearly turned west on the next corner before the pursuit sighted me. But I failed by the stretched-out tail of that little Trojan, and, by the yell behind me, I knew that they were riding hard and riding for blood.


    I turned again at the next corner, and, as I turned, I saw that two men were riding even with me. They had even gained half a length in the running of that block. I made up my mind right away. If they had speed, they could show it in a straightway run, because it kills a little horse to dodge corners with a heavy man on his back. So I put my pony straight west up that street, running him on the gutter of the street where dust and leaves had gathered and made easier padding for his hoof beats.


    In a mile we were out of the town, but those six scoundrels were still hanging on my rear and raising the country with their yells and their whoops. I could hear others falling in behind me. There were twenty now, shoving their horses along my path. And every moment they were increasing in numbers. Besides, after the first half mile, my weight began to kill that game little horse. He ran just as fast, nearly, as he had before. But the spring was going out of his gallop. Then I was saying to him: “Just hold out over the hill and into the hollow. Just over the hill and into the hollow.”


    Well, they were snap shooting at me as I went up that hill, and the hill and my weight together slowed my little horse frightfully. However, he got to the top of it at last, and my whistle was a blast between my fingers. Fifty yards of running down that hillside—with my poor little horse staggering and almost dying under me. My heart stood in my mouth, for, if Roanoke were gone, I was a lost man with a halter around my neck.


    But, no—there he was, sloping out of the brush and heading full tilt toward me. As I came closer, he wheeled around and began to shamble away at his wonderful trot in the same direction I was riding. So I made a flying jump from the saddle of the little horse and onto the rock-like strength of the back of Roanoke.


    
      An unexpected challenge

    

    There was not a great deal to the race after that. I suppose that there were half a dozen horses in the lot that could have nabbed Roanoke in an early sprint. But the little gamester I rode out of town had taken the sap out of the running legs of the entire outfit. When I left him for Roanoke, that old mule carried me up the course of the hollow—where water must have stood half the year, by the tree growth—and, after he had run full speed for a few minutes, they began to drop back behind me into the night.


    The moment I noticed that, I dropped Roanoke back to his trot. Galloping was not to his taste, but he could swing on at close to full speed with that shambling trot of his and keep it up forever. It did not take long. The hunt faded behind me. The yelling began to grow musical with the distance, and finally it died away—first to an occasional obscure murmur in the wind, and then to nothing.


    I think we did thirty miles before the morning sun was on us. Then I put up and spent another hungry day in a clump of trees. But food for Roanoke, not for me, was the main thing at that time. When the day ended, I sent that old veteran out to travel again, and we were soon in the mountains, soon climbing slowly, soon winding and weaving ourselves up to cloud level.


    Until I got to that height, back in my own country, I did not realize how frightened I had been. But now that the mischief was behind me, I felt fairly groggy. I sent one bullet through a pair of fool jack rabbits sitting side by side, the next morning, behind a rock. They barely made a meal for me. I could have eaten a hind quarter of an ox, I was so hungry. I kept poor Roanoke drudging away until about noon. Then I made camp and spent thirty-six hours without moving.


    I always do that after a hard march, if I can. It is always best to work hard while there’s the least hint of trouble in the offing, but, when the wind lets up, I don’t know of a better way to insure long life and happiness than by resting a lot. I was like a sponge. I could work for a hundred hours without closing my eyes, but, at the end of that time, I could sleep two days, solid, with just enough waking time to cook and eat one meal on each of those days. Roanoke was a good deal the same way. We spent a day and a half in a sort of stupor, but the result was that, when we did start on, I had under me an animal that wasn’t half fagged and ready to be beaten, but a mule with his ears up and quivering. My own head was rested and prepared for trouble.


    I hit for my old camping ground—not any particular section, though, I knew every inch of the high range, by this time—the whole wide region above timberline—a bitter, naked, cheerless country in lots of ways, but a safe one. For seven years, safety had to take the place of home and friends for me. An infernal north wind began to shriek among the peaks as soon as I got up there among them. But I didn’t budge for ten wretched days or more. I spent a shuddering, miserable existence. There is nothing on earth that comes so close to above timberline for real hell! I’ve heard naturalists talk about the beauties of insects and birds and what not above the place where the trees stop growing. Well, I can’t agree with them. Perhaps I haven’t a soul. But those high places make me pretty sick. When I see the long, dark line of trees end that cuts in and out among the mountains like the mark of high water, it sends a chill through me.


    But for seven years I had spent the bulk of my life in that horrible part of the world. Seven years—eighteen to twenty-five. And every year before twenty-five is twice as long as every year after that time.


    Well, I stayed in the old safe level, as I have said, about ten days. Then I dropped Roanoke five thousand feet nearer to civilization and stopped, one day, on the edge of a little town—right out between two hills where there was a little shack of a cabin standing. I knew that cabin, and I knew that the man inside it ought to know me. I had stayed with him half a dozen nights, and every time I used his house as a hotel, he got ten or twenty dollars out of me. Because that was one of the rules of the game. If a longrider struck up an acquaintanceship with one of the mountaineers, we always had to pay for it through the nose, in the end.


    However, I couldn’t be sure that old man Sargent hadn’t changed his mind about me. I left Roanoke fidgeting among the trees on the hillside, for he could smell the sweet hay from the barn at that distance and his mouth was watering. Then I slid down the hill and peeked through the windows. Everything seemed as cheerful and dirty and careless as ever. Sargent had two grown-up sons. The three of them put in their time on a place where there wasn’t work enough to keep one respectable two-handed man busy. There wasn’t more than enough money for one man, if he wanted to be civilized. But civilization didn’t harmonize with the Sargents. They wanted to live easy, even if they had to live low.


    When I saw that there wasn’t any change in them, I took Roanoke to the barn and put him up where he could eat all the hay he wanted. Because you can trust a mule to stop before the damage mark—which is a trust that you can’t put in a horse.


    Then I went to the house and the three of them gave me a pretty snug welcome. Old man Sargent insisted that I take the best chair—his own chair. He insisted, too, that I have something to eat. I had had enough for breakfast to last a couple of days, but I let out a link and laid into some mighty good cornbread and molasses that he dished up to me along with some coffee so strong that it would’ve taken the bristles off of pigskin.


    I said: “How long ago did you make this coffee, Sargent?”


    “I dunno,” he said.


    “He swabs out the pot once a month,” said one of the boys, grinning, “and the rest of the time, he just keeps changing the brew, a little. A little more water … a little more coffee.”


    Well, it tasted like that, sort of generally bad and strong—mighty strong. I put away half a cup, just enough to moisten the cornbread that I swallowed.


    “Have you come down to get Dinsmore?” said Bert Sargent.


    The name hit the button, of course, and I turned around and stared at him.


    “Why, Dinsmore has been setting waiting down in Elmira for three days,” old man Sargent said.


    “Waiting for what?” I asked. “I’ve been up in the mountains and I haven’t heard.”


    Of course, they were glad enough to tell. Bad news for anyone else was good news for those rascals. It seems that Dinsmore had appeared suddenly in the streets of Elmira. At noonday. That was his way of doing things—with a high hand—acting as though there were no reason in the world why he should expect trouble from anyone. He went to the bulletin board beside the post office and there he posted up a big notice. He had the roll of paper under his arm, and he tacked it up with plenty of nails, not caring what other signs he covered. Well, sir, the reading of that sign was something like this:


    
      
        Attention, Leon Porfilo!

      

      I want you, not the twenty thousand. If you want me, you can expect that I’ll be ready for you any day between three and four if you’ll ride through Main Street. I’ll let you know which way to shoot!


      
        Jeffrey Dinsmore

      
    


    I don’t mean to say that the Sargent family told me this story with so little detail. What they did do, however, was to give me all the facts, among the three of them. When I had sifted those facts over in my mind, I stood up. I was so worried that I didn’t care if they saw the trouble in my face.


    “You don’t like this news so well as you might, partner?” old Sargent said very smooth and swallowing a grin.


    I looked down at that wicked old loafer and hated him with all my heart. “I don’t like that news at all,” I admitted.


    The three of them exclaimed all in a breath with delight. They couldn’t help it. Then I told them that I was tired, and they showed me to a mattress on the floor of the next room. I lay there for a time trying to think out what I should do, and all the time I could hear whispers of the three in the kitchen. They were discussing with vile pleasure the shock that had appeared in my face when I had been told the news. They were like vultures, that trio.


    Well, I was tired enough to go to sleep, anyway, after a time. Then I wakened with a start and found that it was daylight. That was what you might call a real hundred percent sleep. I felt better, of course, when I got up in the morning, and in the kitchen I found old man Sargent with his greasy gray hair tumbling down over his face and his face as lined and shadowed as though he had been drinking whiskey all the night. I suppose that really low thoughts tear up a man’s body as much as the booze.


    He gave me a side look as sharp as a bird’s to see if there was still any trouble in my eyes, but I put on a mask for him and came out into the kitchen singing. All at once, a sort of horror at that old man and at the life I had been leading came over me. I hurried out of the house and down to the creek. It was ice cold, but I needed a bath, inside and out, I felt. I stripped and dived and climbed back onto the creekbank with enough shivers running up and down my spine to have done for a whole school of minnows. But I felt better. A lot better.


    When I went back to the house for breakfast, I saw that one of the two boys was not on hand, and I asked where he was. His father said that he had gone off to try to get a deer, but that sounded like a queer excuse to me. I couldn’t imagine a Sargent doing such a thing as this, at this hour in the morning. I began to grow a little uneasy—I didn’t exactly know why.


    After breakfast, as I left, I offered the old rat a twenty-dollar bill, and he took it and spread it out with a real gulp of joy. Cash came very seldom into his life.


    “But,” he said at last, peering at me hopefully and making his voice a wheedling drawl, “ain’t I give you extra important news, this trip? Ain’t it worth a mite more?”


    I was too disgusted to answer. I turned on my heel and left, and, as I went out, I could hear him snarling covertly behind me.


    
      The town is emptied

    

    However, I didn’t like to fall out with the Sargents. I knew that they were swine, but, after all, I might need their help pretty early and pretty often in the next few years of my life.


    I went out to Roanoke and sat in the manger in front of him, thinking or trying to think, while the old rascal started biting at me as though he were going to make breakfast off me. I decided, finally, that the only thing for me was to head straight for Elmira and take my chances there, because if I didn’t meet Dinsmore right away, my name would be pretty worthless through the mountains. Besides, it was the very thing I had wanted.


    But I had never dreamed of a fight in a town—and a big town like Elmira, that had everything in it except street cars. It had a four-story hotel, and a regular business section, and four streets going east and west. There were as much as fifteen hundred people in Elmira, I suppose. It was a regular city, and it seemed a good deal like craziness to try to stage a fight in such a place. As well start a chicken fight in the midst of a gang of rattlesnakes. No matter which of us won, he was sure to be nabbed by the local police right after the fight.


    I wondered what could be in the head of Dinsmore, unless he had an arrangement with the sheriff of that county to turn him loose, in case he were the man who won the fight. I decided that this must be the fact, and that worried me more than ever. However, there wasn’t much that I could do except to ride in and take my chances with Dinsmore. But one of the bad features was that I had never seen Dinsmore, whereas everyone had had a thousand looks at me in the posters that offered a reward for my capture.


    Well, I saddled Roanoke and started down the Elmira trail. The first cross trail I came to, there I saw a board nailed on the side of a fence post and on the board there was all spread out a pretty good poster which said: Dinsmore … twenty thousand dollars reward.


    I made Roanoke jump for the sign to see the face in detail. It was rather a small photograph, but it was a very clear one, and I was fairly staggered when I leaned over and found myself looking into the eyes of the very same fellow who had climbed the back fence of the governor’s house a second before me on that rousing night in the capital city. That was Dinsmore!


    It wasn’t a very hot day, but I jumped out of the saddle and sat down under a tree and smoked a cigarette and fanned myself and did some very tall damning. It was all a confusing and a nasty mess, of course. A mighty nasty mess. I hardly dared to think out all of the ideas that jumped into my mind. There had been the anger of the governor when I mentioned the name of Dinsmore. There had been a sort of savage satisfaction when I suggested that the other outlaw and I shoot it out for the pardon. That, together with the unknown presence of Dinsmore at the house—and the pretty face of the governor’s wife—well, I was fairly done up at the thought, you may be sure.


    I could remember, too, that Dinsmore, though he had always been a fighting man, had never been a complete devil until about a year before—which was about the date of the governor’s marriage. I don’t mean to say that I immediately jumped to a lot of nasty conclusions. But a great many doubts and suspicions were floating through the back of my brain. I didn’t want to believe a single one of them. But what could I do?


    The first thing was to throw myself on the back of Roanoke and go down that hillside like a snow slide well under way. Blindly as a slide, too, and the result was that as I dipped out of the trees and came into the sunny, little, open valley below, I got two rifle shots squarely at my face. I didn’t try to turn Roanoke aside. I just jammed him across that clearing with the spurs hanging in his flanks, and I opened fire with both revolvers as I went, firing as fast as I could and just in a general direction, of course.


    Well, I got results. Snap shooting is always a good deal of a chance. This snap shooting into the blind brush got me a yelp of pain that meant a hit and was followed by a groan that meant a bad hit. After that, there was a considerable crashing through the brush, and I made out at least three horses smearing their way off through the underbrush. But what mostly interested me was that the groaning remained just as near and just as heavy as before. So I went in search of it, and, when I came to the place, I found a long fellow in ragged clothes lying on his face behind a shrub. I turned him over and with one look at his yellow face I knew that he was dying.


    It was young Marcus Sargent. I knew at once why he had been missing at the breakfast table. They had guessed that I would head straight for Elmira, now that I had the news. So young Marcus thought of the twenty thousand dollars and decided that there was no reason why he should not dip his hands into the reward. He wasn’t a coward. He was in such pain that it changed his color, but it didn’t keep him from sneering at me in hate. When you wrong a man, hate always comes out of it—on your side. But I didn’t hate him, in turn. I merely thanked heaven that he had missed—and I didn’t see how he had, because I’d watched him ring down a squirrel out of a treetop many a time.


    “How did you happen to miss?” I asked him. “Handshake, Mark?”


    The first thing he answered was: “Am I done for?”


    I answered him brutally enough: “You’re done for. You can’t live two minutes, I suppose … that slug went through you in the spot where it would do me the most good.”


    “You’re a lucky swine,” said Marcus. “Well, anyway, I dunno that life is so sweet that I hate the leavin’ of it. But over in Elmira … if you should happen to run across Sue Hunter, hand her my watch, will you? Tell her it’s from me. You’ll know her by her picture inside the cover.”


    I hated nothing in the world more than touching that watch. But I did it, at last, and dropped it into my pocket.


    Marcus didn’t want to die before he had done as much harm as he could. He turned on his own family, saying: “It wasn’t me alone. The whole three of us talked it over last night.”


    “Look here, Mark,” I said, getting a little sick as I watched his color change, “is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”


    “Sure,” he said, “lend me a chaw, will you?”


    But before I could get it for him he was dead.


    I didn’t like this affair for a lot of reasons. In the first place, I’ve never sunk lead into a man without hating the job. Although I’ve had the necessity or the bad luck of having to kill ten times my share of men, there was never a time when I didn’t loathe it, and loathe the thought of it afterward. But that was only half of the reason that I disliked this ugly little adventure in the hollow. I had a fair idea that the two or three curs who had ambushed me with young Sargent would now ride for Elmira full tilt and tell the sheriff of what they had tried to do and of where they had last seen me. So, in two or three hours, the sheriff might be setting a fine trap for me in the town.


    Of course, I only needed a moment of thought to see that was a foolish idea. No matter how little the people esteemed me, they would not think me such a perfect idiot as to ride on toward the town after I knew that a warning was speeding toward it in the form of three messengers. No, the sheriff was really not very apt to lay a plot for me in the town. Rather, he was pretty sure to come foaming down to the place where I had been seen and try to follow my trail from that point. Well, I decided that, if that were the case, he could pick up my trail if he cared to and follow it right back to his own home town.


    In short, my idea was that, when people heard I had appeared so close to Elmira, every gun-wearing citizen would take a turn on his fastest horse and treat himself to a holiday hunting down twenty thousand dollars’ worth of “critter”. I believed that town would be well cleaned out and that the best thing I could do was to drive straight for Elmira itself, simply swinging a little wide off the main trail. Perhaps nine-tenths of the fighting men would be out hunting me when I reached Elmira, hunting Jeffrey Dinsmore.


    Jeffrey Dinsmore, slender and delicately made, and as handsome for a man as the governor’s wife was lovely as a girl. Thinking of her and of Dinsmore, I could understand why it was that Molly O’Rourke was only pretty and not truly beautiful. Molly might grow plain enough in the face in another ten years, but the governor’s wife was another matter. She would simply become charming in new ways as time passed over her head. There was something magnificent and removed and different about her. She was the sort of a person I wondered any man could ever have the courage to love—she seemed so mighty superior to me. Well, you can guess from all of this that I wasn’t in the most cheerful frame of mind in the world until, about two hours afterward, I looked through a gap in the trees and the brush, and I saw about a hundred men piling down the hillside in just the opposite direction and knew that I had guessed right.


    
      Porfilo meets Dinsmore

    

    Elmira had turned out its best and bravest to swarm out to the place where my trail had been found and lost by those three heroes who accompanied young Mark Sargent. They had a long ride before them, and, no matter how fast they spurred back toward Elmira, they were not apt to arrive there until many hours after I had passed through. My chief concern now was simply lest there still remained too many fighting men in the town. But I was not greatly worried about that. I felt that I had reduced the dangers of Elmira to a very small point. The danger that remained was from Dinsmore alone. How great that danger was I could not really guess. It was true that he had established a great reputation for himself in Texas, but before this I had met with men of a great repute in distant sections of the country, and they had proved not so deadly on a closer knowing. Furthermore, when one has picked up another man and dropped him on the pavement, one is not apt to respect his prowess greatly. Which may explain fairly thoroughly why I thought that I could handle Mr. Dinsmore with ease.


    I did not think, however, that he would be prepared for me in Elmira. I thought that I probably would be permitted to canter down the street unobserved by Mr. Dinsmore, because, if the entire town was so busy hunting me, it seemed illogical that I should drop into Elmira. I expected to canter easily through the town, with only the danger of some belated storekeeper or some old man seeing and knowing me, for the rest of the town seemed to be out in the saddle.


    Of course, I hoped that Dinsmore would not be on hand, because after I had answered his first invitation and he failed to appear, it would be my turn to lead, and I could request him to appear at any place of my own selection. The advantage would then be all on my side.


    Outside of the town I stopped for a time. I let the mule rest, and I took it easy myself. I had a few hours on my hands before the appointed time to show myself to little Dinsmore in the town. However, though Roanoke rested well enough, I cannot say that my nerves were very easy. The time was coming closer, faster than any express train I ever watched in my life. The waiting was the strain. Whereas Dinsmore, knowing that the fight might come any day, paid no heed, but could maintain a leisurely look-out—or none at all.


    A pair of eternities went by at last, however. Then I swung onto Roanoke and started him into the town. Everything went on about as I had expected it. The town was emptied of men. The first I saw was an old octogenarian with his trousers patched with a piece of old sack. The poor old man looked more than half dead, and probably was. He didn’t lift his head from his hobble as I rattled by. The first bit of danger that came into my way was signaled by the screaming voice of a woman.


    “There goes Leon Porfilo! There’ll be a murder in this town today!”


    It wasn’t a very cheerful reception, take it all in all. But I pulled Roanoke back to an easy trot, and then I took him down to a walk, because I saw that I was coming pretty close to the place of the rendezvous. When I passed that place—although I wanted most terribly to pass it fast—still I had to be at a gait from which a man can shoot straight—and I’ve never yet seen anyone but a liar that could come near to accuracy from a trot or a gallop. Try it yourself—especially with a revolver—and see what happens. Even a walking horse is bad enough. It’s hard when the target is moving; it’s a lot harder when the shooter is in motion.


    So I steeled myself as well as I could and reached a sort of mental bucket down into the innards of myself and drew up all the champagne that there was in me. I mustered a smile. Smiling helps a fellow, somehow. I don’t mean in any fool way like they have it in ragtime songs and old proverbs. But smiling makes your gun hand steady.


    Pretty soon I was right in the midst of the place where danger was to come at me, according to the warning that Dinsmore had sent out. I began to think that the whole thing was just a great bluff and that nothing would come out of it. It was a big play on the part of Dinsmore, and he hadn’t the least idea of living up to his promise.


    Just as this thought struck me, I heard a calm, smooth voice call out behind me: “Well, Porfilo?”


    It was the sort of a voice that comes from a man who doesn’t want to call any public attention to himself. He aims to reach just the ear of the man to whom he is speaking. But, at the same time, I knew that was the voice of Dinsmore, and I knew that Dinsmore was mighty bad medicine, and I knew that the fight of my life was on my hands. I spun about in the saddle with the gun in my hand—and I saw that he had not even drawn his weapon. The shock of it sickened me. I couldn’t keep from shooting—I was so thoroughly set for that pull of the trigger—but I did manage to shoot wide of the mark. And, just as the gun exploded, I saw my new friend Dinsmore make as pretty a draw as I have ever had the pleasure of witnessing. One of those snap movements that jump a gun out of the leather and shoot it from the hip.


    I jerked my own gun back and fired again, but my hand was mighty uncertain. The whole affair was so infernally unnerving that I was not myself. The idea that any man in the world would dare to stand up to me and give me the first chance of a draw was too much for me. I got in my second shot before he fired his first, but all I did with that second bullet was to break a grocery store window. Then a thunderbolt clipped me along the head and knocked me back in the saddle.


    I was completely out—as perfectly out as though a hammer had landed on me—but it happened that in falling, my weight was thrown squarely forward, and my arms dangled around the neck of Roanoke. He started the same instant, I suppose, with that shambling, ridiculously smooth trot of his, so that I was able to stick to his back.


    I think that the wild yelling of old men, and women, and children was what brought me back to my senses. Or partially back to them, for my head was spinning and crimson was running over my eyes. However, I was able to sit straighter in the saddle and put Roanoke into a gallop.


    I was a dead man, of course. I learned afterward about the miracle that saved me. For the gun of that great expert, that famous Dinsmore, failed to work. The cylinder stuck on the next shot, and before he could get the other gun out to blow me out of this life and into limbo, that wise-headed mule of mine had put a buckboard at the side of the street between himself and that gunman.


    Dinsmore had to run out into the middle of the street to get the next shot. But when he saw me again, I suppose that the distance was getting too great for accurate work even for him, and, besides, Roanoke was shooting me along under the shadow of the trees. At any rate, there he stood in a raging passion and emptied that second gun of his without putting a mark upon either the mule or the mule’s rider. I suppose that there is no doubt that the fury of that little man was what saved me more than anything else.


    But presently I was blinking at the sun like a person wakened out of a dream, and behind me lay Elmira in a hollow. Up and down my head ran a pain like the agony of a cutting knife through tender flesh. Down in Elmira was a man who was telling the world that the “coward had run away from him”.


    I should like to be able to say that, halting only to tie a sleeve of my shirt around my head, I turned and whirled back into Elmira to find him again. But I have to confess that nothing could have induced me to face that calm little devil of a man-killer on that day. For the moment, I felt that I could never have the courage to fight or face him again. I felt that I would take water, sooner.


    I found a little hollow about ten miles back among the hills, and there I made myself comfortable, heated some water, washed out my wound, and bound it up. Then I rode straight on to the next little village. On the way, I had to duck three or four parties of manhunters. I didn’t have to ask who they were hunting for. I simply wanted to dodge them and get on, for I knew that they wanted either Dinsmore or me.


    The next town had not much more than an ugly look—a hotel and half a dozen shacks. But in one of those shacks was an old doctor, and that was what I wanted. The new fangled ideas had taken his trade away from him. But he was good enough for me on that day. I left Roanoke behind his house and went to the back window and saw the poor old man sitting there in a kitchen that was blackened with the shadows of the trees that hung over the place—blackened with time, too, if you can understand what I mean by that. I pitied him, suddenly, so much that I almost forgot the pain of my head. Young men are like that. They pity almost everyone except themselves. I never ride through a village without wondering how people can live in it. Yet I suppose that every one of them is prettier than my home town of Mendez.


    I went in, and the doctor looked sidewise from his whittling of a stick, and then back to it. “Well, Porfilo,” he said, “I been hearin’ that you got licked at last. And a little feller did it. Well, for some things bigness ain’t needed.”


    He stood up—about five feet in his total height. I hung above him, ducking my head to keep from scraping the cobwebs off the rafters.


    “I’ve got my head sliced open. Sew me up, pop,” I said.


    “Set down and rest yourself, son,” he said. “I see you got sense enough to let little men fix you up, anyway.”


    
      At the O’Rourkes’ again

    

    I listened to him mumbling and muttering to himself while I set my teeth and snarled at the pain, until the job was done and my head washed and the bandage arranged around it. He gave me a lot of extra bandage, and a salve, and he asked me if I had a good mirror so that I could watch the wound every day. I told him that I had and asked him what the price would be.


    “If you’re flat busted, the way most of your kind always are,” he said, “there ain’t no charge, except for your good will. Besides, any young feller has got a reward comin’ to him when he listens to an old goat like me chatterin’ for a while. But if you’re flush, well, for bandagin’ the head of an outlaw and a man-killer like you … well, it’s worth about … thirty dollars, I reckon.”


    I sifted a hundred dollars out of my wallet and put it in his hand.


    I was out the door before he had counted it over and he shouted: “Hey, you … !” I was on Roanoke, with that fine old fellow standing in the doorway and shouting: “Come back here! You give me too much!”


    I sent Roanoke on his way, and the last I saw of him, that poor old man was running and stumbling and staggering after me, waving his glasses in one hand and his money in the other hand and telling me to come back. But I only saw him for a moment. Then I was away among the trees, with Roanoke climbing steadily.


    I kept him south through the highlands. When I was far enough away from the last trouble, I made small marches every day, because I knew that a wound won’t heal quickly so long as a man is running about too much. While I was lazing around, I worked until both wrists ached over my guns. Because there was fear in me—real fear in me. I had gone for seven years from one fight to another, never beaten, always the conqueror. Now a little fellow had blown me off my pedestal.


    I had to get ready to fight him again. I knew that, and I can tell you that I didn’t relish the knowing. I had to get in touch with Molly. For she would think, as probably everyone in the mountains thought, that I had either been killed by the after-effects of that wound in the head received from Jeffrey Dinsmore, or else that I had been so thoroughly broken in spirit as a result of that first defeat that I had shrunk away to a new land and dared not show myself in my old haunts.


    Well, I thought of a letter, first of all, but then I decided that it would be better to see her, because it might be the very last time that I should ever see her in this world. For, having once witnessed the gun play of Jeffrey Dinsmore, I knew that, at the best, I would need a touch of good fortune in order to beat him in a fair gunfight. And, what with my bulk and my experience, how could I challenge him with any other weapon?


    So I drifted farther south through the mountains until I came one midnight to the O’Rourke house and stood underneath the black front of the house—all black, except for a single light in the window of Molly. I called her with a whistle that was a seven-year-old signal between us. She did not open the door and first look down at me, but came flying down the stairs and then out the front door and down the steps into my arms. But, when she had made sure that it was I, she stood back from me and laughed and nodded with her happiness. She told me that she had been sure that I was dead, in spite of other rumors.


    “What sort of talk has been going around about me, then?” I asked her.


    She shook her head. But I told her that I would have to have it.


    “They are fools,” she said, but there was a strain in her voice. “They say that you are afraid to go back and face Dinsmore.”


    Well, I was afraid, so I blurted out: “I am afraid, Molly.”


    I saw it take her breath, and I saw her flinch from me. Then she answered very calmly: “However, you’ll go back and fight him again.”


    I was mightily proud of her. You don’t find women who will talk like that very often. But Molly was the truest mountain-bred kind—Thoroughbred, in her own way. I spent a single hour with her there in the garden. Then I told her that I was starting back.


    “North?” asked Molly.


    “North, of course,” I said. “You don’t think that I’ll try to dodge a second meeting?”


    “Of course, I didn’t think so,” she said. However, I could feel the relief in her voice. She began to pat the neck of old Roanoke.


    “Roanoke,” she said, “bring him back safe to me.”


    So I left Molly and rode north again.


    


    It was a hard journey. I had gone for seven years more or less paying no attention to decent precautions, because they had not been so necessary to me. In fact, I had not appreciated the change in my affairs until I started that northward journey again.


    It began in the first house where I put up for a night. Old Marshall’s house was a pretty frequent stopping place for me. His family had taken a good deal of money out of my hand, and more than that his nephew, who ran the little bit of cattle land the old man owned, seemed to respect me and to like me because he was always trying to find a better chance to talk to me. But when I came to the house this night, everyone merely stared at me, and then I could hear them whispering and even chuckling behind their hands. People had not done that to me since I was a little boy at school. It made my heart cold, and then it made my heart hot.


    But I waited until something came out. With people like that, nothing could be left to silence very long. They had to bring out what they thought and put it into words.


    So big Dick Marshall, the nephew, came and lounged against the wall near my chair. “We hear that you been having your own sorts of trouble?” he said.


    I lifted the bandage that I still wore and showed him the scar. “I was nipped,” I said.


    He laughed in my face. “You didn’t go back for any more of that medicine, I guess?”


    I wanted to knock him down. But after a moment I decided that there was no use in doing that. Because he was not a bad fellow. Just a clod. No more cruel than a bull in a herd—and no less. That, and the mischievous, contemptuous smile with which he watched me out of sight the next morning, as I rode away, should have convinced me, I suppose, that there was worse trouble ahead. But when I really found it out, it was merely because four young fellows came bang over a hilltop behind me and tried to ride me down in the next hollow. When they saw that I was making time away from them to the tree line, they opened fire at me.


    When I got to the trees, I told myself that I was all right, but to my real astonishment, just as I drew up on the rein and brought Roanoke back to a walk, I heard the whole four of them crashing through the underbrush. I sent Roanoke ahead again, full steam. He was as smooth a worker as a snake through the shrubbery, and the four began to fall behind. I could hear them yelling with rage as they judged, by the noise, that they were losing ground behind me. But all the time I was thinking hard and fast. It wasn’t right. Four youngsters like these, not one of whom had probably ever pulled a gun on another man, should not be riding behind Leon Porfilo. By no means.


    Well, I decided to find out what the reason was. So I cut back through the forest. The trees were pretty dense, and so I was able to get right in behind the party. I sighted them and found them just as I wanted to find them. They were strung out by the heat of the work, and one fellow was lagging far behind with a lame horse. He had no eyes for the back trail, and he could hear no sound behind him, he was so eager to get ahead. It was easy enough to slip along in a dark hollow and stick a gun in the small of his back. I clapped my hand over his mouth so that I stifled his yell. Then I turned him around and looked him over. He was just a baby. About eighteen or nineteen, with big, pale-blue eyes, and a foolish sort of smile trembling on his mouth. He was afraid. But he was not afraid as much as he should have been at meeting Leon Porfilo. This may sound pretty fat-headed, but you have to understand that I had been the pet dragon around those parts for the past seven years, and I wasn’t in the habit of having infants like this boy on my trail.


    I said to him: “Son, do you know who I am?”


    “You’re Porfilo!”


    “Then what in the devil do you mean by riding so hard down my trail?”


    He looked straight back at me. “There’s twenty thousand dollars’ worth of reasons,” he said as bold as you please.


    “Is it a very safe business?” I asked.


    He wouldn’t answer, but those big pale eyes of his didn’t waver. “You can do what you want,” he said. “I didn’t have no fair chance … with you sneakin’ up behind like that. No matter what happens, my brother’ll get you after I’m dead.”


    “Am I to murder you?” I said.


    “You don’t dare to leave me on your trail!”


    Well, it sickened me, and that was all there was to it. He actually wanted to fight the thing out with me, I think.


    “You’re loose,” I advised him, and dropped my gun back in the holster.


    He jerked his horse back and grabbed for his own gun. Then he saw that I was making no move toward mine, and so he began to gape at me as though he were seeing double. Finally he disappeared in the trees. But it’s a fact that I couldn’t have fired a shot at that little fool. This thing, and the talk of young Marshall showed me how far I had dropped in the estimation of the mountain men since they had heard that little Dinsmore beat me in a fair fight. I knew that I would be in frightful danger from that moment on.


    
      Leon no longer a hero

    

    I knew that there was danger because my cloak of invincibility was quite thrown away. For seven years I had paraded up and down through the mountains, and men had not dared to go out to hunt me except when they had celebrated leaders to show them the way, and when they had prepared carefully organized bands of hard fighters and straight shooters. It had been easy enough to get out of the reach of these large parties. But when the hills were beginning to buzz with the doings of little groups of from three to five manhunters—well, then my danger was multiplied by a thousand. Multiplied most of all, however, by the mental attitude of the people who rode out against me.


    For there’s only one reason that so many straight-shooting frontiersmen fail when they come to take a shot at a so-called desperado. That reason is that their nerve fails them. They are not sure of themselves. So their rifles miss, and the desperado who has all the confidence that they lack does prodigious things. One hears, here and there, of terrible warriors who have dropped half a dozen men, and gotten off unhurt.


    Of course, I was never on a par with these. In fact, my principle was not to shoot to kill unless I had a known scoundrel up against me. But now I felt that my back was against the wall.


    There was only one solution for me, and that was to get at Dinsmore as soon as possible and fight it out with him, and by his death put an end to the carelessness of the fools who were hunting me through the hills. But, in the meantime, how was I to get at Dinsmore himself?


    I decided that I must try the very scheme that he had tried on me. I must send him a message and a challenge in the message to meet me at a place and a time of my own choosing. Two days later chance threw a messenger into my path.


    I was in a tangle of shrubs on the shoulder of a mountain with Roanoke on the other side, his saddle off, rolling to refresh himself, and playing like a colt, as only a mule, among grown animals, likes to play. While I sat on a rock at the edge of the brush, I saw a pair of horsemen and then a third working up the trail straight toward me.


    I was in no hurry. This was rough country of my own choosing, and Roanoke could step away from any horse in the world in that sort of going, like a mountain sheep. I simply got out my glasses and studied the three. As they came closer, rising deeper into the field of the glass, I thought that I could guess what they were—three head hunters, and mine was the head that they wanted. For they were too well mounted to be just casual cowpunchers. Each man was literally armed to the teeth. I saw sheathed rifles under their right knees. I saw a pair of revolvers at their hips. One fellow had another pair of six-shooters in his saddle holsters. They looked as though they were a detail from an army.


    I went across the knob of the shoulder of that mountain and I saddled Roanoke. But I didn’t like to leave that place. I was irritated again. Four youngsters had been out hunting me the last time. Now it was three grown men. Three! You might say that my pride was offended because that was exactly the case.


    I ended by dropping the reins of Roanoke, and the wise old mule stood as still as death in the shadow of the trees, flopping his ears back and forth at me but not so much as switching his tail to knock away the flies that were settling on his flanks and biting deep as only mountain flies know how to bite. I have always thought that Roanoke knew when there was trouble coming, and that he enjoyed the prospect of it with all his heart. There was faith and strength and courage in the nature of that brute, but I am sure that there was a good deal of the devil in him, too.


    I left him behind and started down among the rocks until I found exactly the sort of a place that I wanted, a regular nest, with plenty of chances to look out from it with a rifle. I had a fine rifle with me, and ready for action. As for my humor, it was nearer to killing than it had ever been in my life.


    The three came up with surprising speed, and I knew by that they were well mounted. As they came, I could hear their voices rising up to me like echoes up a well shaft. These voices and that laughter were sometimes dim, sometimes loud and crackling in my ear. Because in the mountains, where the air is very thin, sound travels not so freshly and easily. And the least blow of wind may turn a shout into a whisper. Have you never noticed that mountaineers, when they come down toward sea level, are a noisy lot? I could hear all the talk of the three, and by their very talk I could judge that they were in the best of spirits.


    Then: “Will you keep that damn’ bay from jogging around and tryin’ to turn around in the trail, Baldy?”


    “It ain’t me. It’s the hoss. It wants to get back to that stable. . . .”


    “A hired hoss,” said a third voice, “is something that I ain’t never rode.”


    They came suddenly around the next bend of the trail, and I barely had the time to duck down in my nest of rocks. I had thought them at least fifty yards farther away from that bend. I was not quite in time, at that.


    “Hey!” yelled the first man—he of the bay horse.


    “Well?” growled one of the others.


    “Something in those rocks. . . .”


    “Maybe it’s Porfilo!” laughed another.


    “And that’s the gent you want.”


    “Just run up to them rocks and ask him to step out and have it out with you, Baldy.”


    Baldy said apologetically: “Well, I can’t keep you from laughing. But I would’ve said that the brim of a sombrero … .”


    I took off my hat and prepared my rifle. As I freshened my grip on it and tickled the trigger with my forefinger, I have to admit that I was ready to kill. I was hot and sore to the very bone. They came laughing and joking on my trail. It was a vacation, a regular party to them. As they came closer, as the nodding shadow of the bay appeared on the white trail just before my nest, I stood up with the rifle at my shoulder.


    There’s something discouraging about a rifle. About ten times as much can be said with a rifle as can be said with even a pair of revolvers. The revolvers may have a lot of speed and lead in ’em. But they might miss … they’re pretty apt to miss. Even a coward will take a gambling chance now and then. But when a rifle in a steady hand is looking in your direction, you feel sure that something is bound to drop. Somehow, there is an instinct in men that makes everyone think that the muzzle is pointed directly at him.


    Only one of the three made a pass at a gun. The two boys behind shoved their hands in the air right pronto. But Baldy, up in the lead, passed a hand toward his off Colt. He was within the tenth part of a second of his long sleep, when he did that. I think that there must be something in mental telepathy, because, the moment that thought to kill came into my mind, he stuck both of his paws into the air and kept his arms stiff. His bay turned around as if it were on a pivot and started moving back down the trail.


    “Take your left hand, Baldy,” I said, “and stop that horse pronto!”


    He did exactly as I told him to do.


    “Now, boys,” I said, stepping out from the rocks with that rifle only at the ready, “I suppose that you recognize me. I’m Leon Porfilo. If you want to know me any better, make a pass at a holster. You, Baldy, were about half a step from purgatory a minute ago. The rest of you, turn your horses around with your knees. If you’re not riding hired horses, they ought to do that much without feeling the bit. Turn your horses around. I like the looks of your backs better than your faces.”


    There was not a word of answer. They turned their nags obediently around. There they sat with five arms sticking into the air.


    I made them dismount—the rear pair. Then I made them back up until they were near me. After that, I took their hands behind them and tied cords over them—tied them until they groaned.


    “You pair of sap heads!” I said. “Sit down over there by that rock, will you? … and don’t make any noise … because I feel restless, today. I feel mighty restless. Baldy, you’re next!”


    I tied Baldy with his own lariat, and I tied him well. I tied his hands tight behind him, and I tied his feet together under the belly of the bay.


    Then I took an old envelope and wrote big on it:


    
      To everybody in general, and Dinsmore in particular: Dinsmore got the drop on me in Elmira. I want to find him. I ask him to come and find me, now. I’ll meet him any afternoon between three and four in the Elmira Pass. This holds good for the next month.


      
        Leon Porfilo

      
    


    I pinned that on the back of Baldy. Then I turned him loose. All that I wanted was to have the world see my message back to Dinsmore to let them know that I was waiting for him.


    How that bay did sprint down the hill! There was a puff of trail dust, you might say, and then the bay and Baldy landed in the hollow of the valley below the mountain, and, after that, they skimmed up the mountain on the other side. The bay was certainly signaling that he intended to get to that stable.


    Then I went back to the other two. I didn’t say a great deal, but they seemed to think that it was worth listening to. I told them that I had gone for seven years, letting people hound me through the mountains and not shooting back. I told them that my next job was to find Dinsmore and kill him, but that, in the meantime, I intended to shoot, and to shoot to kill. And if I met the pair of them again, they were dead men—on the street or in the mountains—it made no difference to me.


    I think those fellows took it to heart. Then, because I hadn’t the slightest fear that they would overtake the bay, I untied their hands and let them mount and ride back the way that they had come.


    
      Dinsmore’s crushing answer

    

    All in all, I thought that this move of mine was a clever one and that it would reëstablish me a great deal through the mountains. But the answer of Jeffrey Dinsmore was a crushing blow, because that rascal went into the office of the biggest newspaper in the capital city, ten days later, and called on the editor and introduced himself, and allowed the editor to photograph him, and dictated to the editor a long statement about various things.


    It was a grand thing in the way of a scoop for that paper. I saw a copy of it and there were headlines across the front page three inches deep. Most of the rest of the front page was covered with pictures of the editor, and the editor’s office where the terrible Dinsmore had appeared. In the center, surrounded with little pen sketches of Dinsmore in the act of shooting down a dozen men in various scenes, was a picture of Jeffrey—the picture that the editor had snapped of him.


    It showed him as dapper and easy and smiling as a motion-picture hero. He was smoking a cigar, holding it up so that the camera could catch the name on it. That was a cigar that the editor, mentioning the fact proudly in his article, declared that he had given to the desperado.


    Altogether, it was a great spread for Dinsmore, the editor, and the newspaper, and a great fall for me. I understood afterward that the editor got three offers from other newspapers immediately afterward, and that his salary was doubled to keep him where he was.


    He couldn’t say too much about the affair. Dinsmore had appeared through the window of his office, four stories above the street, at nine o’clock in the evening when most of the reporters were out at work on their stories and their copy. The editor of The Eagle, being busy at his desk, looked up just in time to see a dapper young man sliding through the window with a revolver pointed at the editorial head and the smiling face of Mr. Dinsmore behind the revolver. So the editor, taking great pride in the fact that he did not put his hands into the air, turned around and from his tilted swivel chair asked Dinsmore what he would have.


    “A good reputation,” said Dinsmore.


    From that point on, declared the editor in his article, we got on very well together, because there is nothing like a good laugh to start an interview smoothly.


    They talked of a great many things. That editor’s account of Dinsmore, his polished manners, his amiable smile, was so pleasant that it was a certainty no unprejudiced jury could ever be gathered in that county. If Dinsmore had murdered ten men the same night, he would have secured a hung jury on the whole butchery. That editor was a pretty slick writer, when you come right down to it. He made Dinsmore out the most dashing young hero that ever galloped out of the pages of a book. And it was almost a book that he wrote about him!


    He declared that if Dinsmore were anything worse than an impulsive youngster who didn’t know better, he, the editor, would confess that his editorial brain was not worth a damn, and that he had never been able to judge a man. Of course, the chief point in the interview was Dinsmore’s own account of his fight with me. That was the main matter, all the way through. Because Dinsmore had called at the editor’s office in order to explain to the world why he did not ride back into the mountains in order to answer my challenge.


    I won’t put in any of the bunk with which that article was filled, where the editor kept exclaiming at Dinsmore and asking him how he dared to venture through the streets unmasked—and how he had been able to scale the sheer side of the building. I leave out all of that stuff. I leave out, too, all that the editor had to say about Dinsmore’s family—how old that family was—how good and grand and gentle and refined and soldierly and judge-like the father of Dinsmore had been. How Dinsmore himself seemed to combine all of the good qualities of both of his parents.


    So that, said the editor, I could not help feeling that what this young man was suffering from was an over-plus of talents, of wealth, of social background. His hands had been filled so completely full since his childhood with all that other men hunger for, that it was no wonder that he had turned aside from the ordinary courses of ordinary men. Alas! that he did not live in some more violent, more chivalric age—then his sword and his shield would have won a name.


    The editor rambled on like this for quite a spell. Not very good stuff, but good enough to do for a newspaper. Newsprint stuff has to be a bit raw and edgy in order to cut through the skin of the man who reads as he runs. The whole sum of it was that Jeffrey Dinsmore was a hero, and that he was a little too good for this world of ours to appreciate. Finally Dinsmore told about me.


    He had gone up into the mountains to Elmira, he said, because he wanted to find me where I would be at home among my own friends—because he didn’t want to take me at a disadvantage.


    “But why did you go in the first place?” the editor had asked.


    “I’m rather ashamed to confess it,” Dinsmore had said with an apologetic smile, “but when I heard of all the atrocities of this fellow Porfilo, and how he had butchered men … not in fair fight but rather because he loved butchery … and how helpless the law had proved against him … well, sir, I decided that I couldn’t stand it, and so I decided that I would have to get up into those mountains and there I’d meet Mister Porfilo, hand to hand, and kill him if I could!”


    The editor couldn’t let Dinsmore say any more than this without breaking into comment and praising Dinsmore and showing that he was like some knight out of the Middle Ages riding through the dark and unknown mountains to find the dragon.


    Well, as I said before, that editor was a good editor, but what he had to say began to get under my skin. I looked again at his picture. He had a thin face and he wore glasses. I wonder why it is that spectacles always make me pity a man?


    Dinsmore went on to tell how he had met me, and how I had whirled on him and fired the first shot, while he was waiting to talk. Well, that was all very true. Twenty people could swear to the truth of that, but not one of them had the sense to know that I had fired wide. Then he said that the firing of that first shot showed him that I was a coward and a bully—a coward because I was so very willing to take advantage of another man who only wanted to stand up and fight fair and square.


    I couldn’t read further in the paper at that time. I had to walk up and down for a time to cool off. Then I looked hurriedly through the paper to try to find a statement by Dick Lawton, or somebody like that, defending me. But there wasn’t any such statement. On the fourth and fifth pages of the paper there were opposite accounts of the pair of us. On one page there was the story of Dinsmore, with little illustrations inset, showing the great big house that he had been born and raised in—how Dinsmore looked in his rowing squad at college in the East—how Dinsmore looked in his year of captaincy of the football team, when his quarterback run had smashed the Orange to smithereens in the last two seconds of the game—how he looked on a polo pony—what the five girls looked like that he had been engaged to at various times in his life—how he looked standing beside his father, Senator Dinsmore—how he looked arm in arm with his dear old mother—and how he looked when he rode the famous hunter, Tippety Splatcher, to victory in the Yarrum Cup. Well, there was a lot of stuff like that, with the history of his life written alongside of it. Just like a fairy tale.


    On the opposite page it showed the house in Mendez where I was born, and there was a picture of the butcher shop that my father had owned. There was a picture of myself, too, showing my broad face and heavy jaw and cheek bones.


    “Like a prize fighter of the more brutal kind,” Dinsmore had said.


    But there was only a dull account of my affairs—“butcheries”, the editor called them. I was made out pretty black, and there was not a word of truth said to defend me. When I got through, I wanted to kill that editor.


    I went back to Dinsmore’s account. He told how he had decided that I was a swine, and then he had fired after my second shot, and the bullet had wounded me in the head—after which I spurred the mule away down the street as fast as I could. There were plenty of witnesses who could prove that the bullet stunned me and that I did not begin to flee of my own free will. But, of course, none of their statements were wanted. Nothing but the word of the hero.


    As for coming back into the mountains, Mr. Dinsmore had said that after standing in the street of Elmira and firing shot after shot “into the air” and watching me ride “like mad” to get away from danger, he had no wish to come back to find me again. He had said that he felt he had fairly well demonstrated that the bully Porfilo was a coward at heart. And he, Dinsmore, feared a coward more than he did any brave man. For a coward was capable of sinking to the lowest devices. He knew quite well that if he accepted the invitation to face the challenge of Leon Porfilo, he knew that he would be waylaid and murdered.


    So much for the opinion of Leon Porfilo.


    Now, as I read this letter, such a madness came over me that I trembled like a frightened girl. Then I steadied myself and sat with my head in my hands for a long time, thinking, wondering. What I made out at last was rather startling. For it was declared in the paper that Mr. Dinsmore had said that he was in the capital city because he was then engaged in the task of drifting himself rapidly East and that the West perhaps would see him never again. But, as I read this statement, I could not help remembering that I had seen him once before in the capital city, and I remembered, also, all of the nasty thoughts that had gone through my mind at that time.


    
      Porfilo’s return to town

    

    Perhaps I should hardly call them “thoughts”, when they were really no more than premonitions, based upon the prettiness of the governor’s wife and the thoughtfulness of the governor—and Jeffrey Dinsmore, gentleman and gunman, climbing the back fence of the governor’s house at full speed. I considered all of those things, and the more that I thought of them the more convinced was I that the celebrated Dinsmore was not passing through the capital city—certainly not until he had seen beautiful young Mrs. Shay.


    So I turned the matter over back and forth in my mind for three whole days, because I am not one of those who can make hair-trigger decisions and follow them. The result of all my debating was that I saddled Roanoke and began to work some of his fat off by shooting him eastward.


    We came through the upper mountains, and I had my second view of the lowlands beneath me, silvered and beautified in evening mist. Once more I reached the lowest fringing of trees in the foothills and slept through a day. Once more I started with the dusk and drove away toward the city. Not the city, really, since in my mind there were in it only three people: William P. Shay, his wife, and Jeffrey Dinsmore.


    Naturally I passed that last name over my tongue more frequently than I did the other two. Every time it left the acid taste of hate. I was hungry, hungry to get at him. Not that I feared him less than I had been fearing him. Simply that my hatred was too intense a driving force to let me stay away from him.


    On the second night I was on the edge of the town, as before, and in the very same hollow where before I had left Roanoke, I left him this time. Only I did not keep a saddle on him because I was hardly capable of doing all of my work in a single evening in the town. I hid the saddle in the crotch of a lofty tree, and with the saddle I left my rifle and all my trappings except a little stale pone, hard almost as iron, but the easiest and most complete form, almost, in which a person can transport nutriment. I tucked that stony bread into my pockets. I had two heavy Colts and a sheath knife stowed handy in my clothes. Then I was ready to take my chances in the city again.


    I walked in by the same route, too, except that, when I came through the deserted outskirts of the city, I began to bear away to the right, because I had a fairly accurate idea of where the governor’s house was located. As a matter of fact, I brought up only two blocks away from it, and presently I came in behind that house. I had made up my mind earlier, and I put my determination into action at once. The house was fenced, behind, with ten feet of boards as I have said before. But I managed to grip my hands on the upper edge and swing my body well over them by the first effort. I dropped close to the ground and squatted bunched there to look over the lay of the land and see what might be stirring near me. There was not a soul. The screen door of the back porch slammed, and I heard someone run down the steps. However, whoever it was kept on around the house by the narrow cement walk. I heard the heels of that man click away to dimness; I heard the rattle of the old front gate, and then I started for the corner stables.


    Once that barn had been much bigger. One could tell by the chopped-off shoulders of the barn that it had once extended wide, but now perhaps it was the carriage shed that was trimmed away, and the barn that remained stood stiff and tall and prim as a village church. I didn’t care for that. I slipped through the open door of it and stood in the dark, smelling and listening—smelling for hay and finding the sweetness of it—and listening for the breathing of horse or cow—and not hearing a whisper.


    So I went a little farther in and lighted a match. It was exactly as I had prayed. There was a heap of very old hay in one end of the mow—perhaps it had been there for years, untouched. The dry, dusty floor of the horse stalls showed me that they had not been occupied for an equally long time. This was what I wanted. I decided that people would not readily look for Leon Porfilo in the governor’s barn—no matter how imaginative they might be.


    I was a little tired, so I curled up in that haymow and slept until a frightened mouse squeaked, half an inch from my ear. Then I sat up and snorted the dust out of my nose and nearly choked myself to keep from sneezing. When I passed out into the night, I found that the lights were still burning in the Shay house.


    There was an inquisitive spirit stirring in my bones that evening. The first thing I did was to remove my boots and my socks. I figured that my callused feet would stand about all the wear that I would give them that night. I left boots and socks in the barn. I left my coat with them. I took all the hard pone and the sheath knife and one revolver out of my clothes. Then I rolled up my trousers to the knees. By that time I was about as free as a man could wish, except he were absolutely naked. I felt free and easy and right. I could fight now, or I could run. Also, I could investigate that tall old house, and I guessed that there was enough in it to be worth investigating.


    First I took a slant down to the window of the governor’s little private room. I skirted around through the lilac bushes, first of all. When I had made sure that none of those infernal detectives were hanging about to make a background for me, I drew myself up on the window sill and surveyed the scene inside. It was what I suspected. That was the governor’s after-hours workshop—and I suppose that he spent more hours there than in his office. Here he was with a secretary on one side taking shorthand notes, and beyond the door there was the purring of a typewriter where another secretary was pouring out copy of some sort. Governor Shay was just the same man in worried looks that I had known before.


    I spent no time there. He was not the man I wanted. First I skirted around the house and peered into other rooms until I made out that Mrs. Shay was not in any of them. Then I climbed up to a lighted window in the second story. It was easy to get to it, because there was a little side porch holding up a roof just beneath it. I curled up on that roof and looked inside. There I found what I wanted!


    Yes, it was more than I could have asked for. There were all of my suspicions turned into a lightning flash before my eyes. There was Mrs. Shay and standing before her was that celebrated young man of good breeding, Jeffrey Dinsmore, doing his very best to kiss her. But if he were masterful with men, he was not able to handle this slender girl. She did not speak loudly, of course. Her words hardly carried to me at the window. But what she said was: “None of this, Jeffrey. Not a bit of it.”


    He stepped back from her. I’ve seen a man step back like that when a hard punch has been planted under his heart. That was the way Jeffrey Dinsmore stepped away. The pain in his face went along with the rest of the picture. He was a badly confused young man, I should say. That was not what he had expected.


    Mrs. Shay was angry, too. She didn’t tremble; she didn’t change color; she wasn’t like any girl I had ever seen before in that way. But one could feel the anger just oozing out of her, so to speak. Jeffrey began to bite his lip.


    “I didn’t think that you would use me quite so lightly,” she said. “I didn’t expect that.”


    He said: “I am a perfect fool. But seeing you only once in weeks and long weeks … and thinking of you, and breathing of you like sweet fire all the time I am away … why, it went like flame into my brain, just now. I won’t ask you to forgive me, though, until you’ve had a chance to try to understand.” He said it quietly, with his eyes fixed at her feet.


    While he stood like that, I saw a flash of light in her eyes, and I saw a ghost of a smile look in and out at the corner of her mouth. I knew that she really loved him—or thought she did.


    “I ought to have time to think, then,” she said. “And I’m afraid that I’ll have to use it. I am just a little angry, Jeffrey. I don’t want to spoil our few meetings with anger. It’s a dusty thing and an unclean thing, don’t you think so?”


    He kept his head bowed, frowning and saying nothing. This wasn’t like any mental picture of him. I thought he would be all fire and passion and lots of eloquence—buckets full of it. Then I saw. He was taking another rôle. He was being terse and very plain—that being the way to impress her, he thought.


    “So you’d better go,” she said.


    He answered: “I’ll go outside … but I’ll wait … in the hopes that you’ll change your mind.”


    “Good bye,” she said.


    I expected him to come for the window. Instead, he opened the door behind him and quickly stepped out into a hall.


    I was down from the roof in a moment, and I began to rove around the house, waiting for him to appear. For five or ten minutes I waited. Then I realized that there must be more ways of getting in and out of that house than I had imagined. There might be half a dozen cellar exits and ways of getting from the second story to the cellar. It was a time for fast thinking, and this time I was able to think fast, heaven be praised.


    What I did was to swing up to the roof of the porch and get back to the window where I had witnessed this little drama. Mrs. Shay was lying on a couch on the farther side of the room, and her face was buried in a cushion. Her shoulders were quivering a little. However, I had no pity for her, because I was remembering the face of the governor. I simply slid through the window and stood up against the wall. The floor creaked a couple of times under my weight.


    “Yes?” she said.


    I suppose she thought that it was someone at the door, tapping.


    “There is no one there,” I said.


    
      Enemies face to face

    

    Oh, she was game. She didn’t jump and squeal, but she looked around slowly at me, fighting herself so hard that, when I saw her eyes, they were as cool as could be. But when she managed to recognize me, she went white in a sickening way, and stood up from the couch, and crowded back into the corner of the room. She said nothing, but she couldn’t keep her eyes from flashing to the door.


    I said: “I have that door covered, and I’ll keep it covered. No help is coming to you. You’re in here helpless, and you’ll do what I tell you to do.”


    Still she was silent, setting her teeth hard.


    I went on: “First of all, I’m going to wait here to make out whether or not Mister Dinsmore was outside and saw me come through the window. If he saw me, I think he’s man enough to come after me.”


    There was a flash of something in her eyes. A sort of assurance, I think, that it would be a bad moment for me when her hero showed up. But still she wouldn’t talk. Oh, she was loaded to the brim with courage. She was meeting me with her eyes all the time. I liked her for that. But that was not enough. There was something else for which I hated her. It was boiling in me.


    I went on to explain: “When I saw him leave the room, I went down to the yard and tried to find him as he came out of the house. But he must have vanished into a mist.”


    At that the words came out quickly from her: “Were you watching when he left the room?”


    “Yes,” I said, and I looked down to the floor, because I didn’t care to watch her embarrassment. But, in a moment, I could hear her breathing. It was not a comfortable moment, but, sooner or later, I had to let her understand what I knew.


    “And if Mister … Dinsmore … .” she said, and stopped there.


    “If he doesn’t come back,” I said, “I don’t know what I’ll do … yes, I have an idea that might pass pretty well.”


    So we waited there. That silence began to tell on her and it told on me, too, partly because I was waiting for Dinsmore’s step or voice, and partly that just being with that girl in that room was a strain. It was not that she awed me because of the fact that she was the governor’s wife, but just because she was a lady, and this was her room, and I had not a right in it. It was full of femininity, that room. It fairly breathed it. From the Japanese screen in the corner to a queer sort of a vase of blue stuck in front of a bit of gold sort of tapestry—if you know what I mean. Well, everything in the room was that way.


    When a man fixes up a room, he puts in rugs to walk on—chairs to sit in—a rack to hang something on—a table to get your legs under—and a table that will hold something. Maybe what he puts in happens to be good-looking. Maybe it doesn’t. But you can bet your money that it will stand wear, and a lot of it. In a man’s room, you can heave yourself at a couch and make sure that you won’t go through it and wind up on the floor.


    But when a girl fixes up a room, you would think that the folks that live on the earth are sort of spirits, maybe, or something like that. You’d figure that a chair didn’t have any more weight to bear than somebody’s eye turning around the room. You’d figure that paper pictures were as good as canvas, and the older the rug the better. Why a girl all fresh and crisp and dainty should figure that she needs to surround herself with raggy-looking furniture I can’t understand, unless it’s for the sake of contrast.


    Well, I stood in the corner of that room with the ceiling about an inch above my head, and, as I stood there, I was conscious, I’ll tell a man, that my feet and legs were bare to the knees from my rolled-up trousers—and I knew that my shirt was rolled up, too, to the elbows—and that my hat was off and that the wind had blown my hair to a heap—and that I was sun-blackened almost to the tint of an Indian. I was a ruffian. And I had a ruffian’s reputation. Yonder was the governor’s wife looking like the sort of a girl that painters have in their minds when they want to do something extra and knock your eye out.


    No, I wasn’t extra happy as I stood there, and neither was she. So the pair of us were waiting for the sound of his feet.


    Then she said: “Do you think that I’ll keep silent when I hear him … if he comes?”


    “You may do what you want,” I said. “But if you make a sound, he won’t be the only one that hears.” No doubt about it—a gentleman couldn’t have said such a thing. Well, a gentleman I cannot pretend to be. I said: “You’ll make no noise. You’ll sit tight where you are.”


    She looked quietly up to me and studied me with grave eyes. How cool she was. Yet I suppose that this situation was more terrible to her than a frowning battery of guns pointed in her direction.


    “Do you imagine,” she said at last, “that I shall permit you to murder him?”


    I answered her quickly: “Do you imagine that I wish to murder him?”


    Her eyes widened at me.


    “I understand,” I said. “Dinsmore has filled your mind with the same lies that he has published in other places. It is going to be my pleasure to show you that I am not a sneak and a coward, even if I have to bully you now … for a moment.”


    Then she said: “I almost believe you.” She looked me up and down, from my tousled head of hair and my broad, ugly, half-Indian features, to my naked toes gripping at the floor. “Yes,” she said, “I do believe you.”


    It was a great deal to me. It almost filled my heart as much as that first moment when Molly O’Rourke said that she loved me.


    “But if he has not seen you? If he is not coming?” Mrs. Shay said.


    “Then you will make a signal and bring him here to me.”


    She shook her head. “What would happen then?”


    “You guess what will happen,” I responded. “I have no mercy for you. I have seen the governor. I think he is a good man and a kind man.”


    “He is,” she agreed, and dropped her face suddenly in her hands.


    “If you will not call Dinsmore back, I shall go to the governor.”


    “You will not!” she gasped, not looking up.


    “I shall.”


    Then she shook her head. “I have no right for the sake of my own reputation … or what. . . .”


    “Listen to me,” I said, standing suddenly over her so that my shadow swallowed her, “if you speak of rights, have you a right to touch Governor Shay? This thing would kill him, I suppose.”


    She threw back her head and struck her hands together. Just that, and not a sound from her. But, I knew, that was her surrender. Then she stood up and went to the window, and I saw her raise and lower the shade of the window twice. Then she returned to her place, very white, very sick, and leaned against the wall.


    “I’m sorry,” I said.


    But she made a movement of the hand, disclaiming all my apology. “There will be a death,” she said huskily. “No matter what else happens, I shall have caused a death.”


    “You will not,” I said. “Because after two men such as Dinsmore and I have met, we could not exist without another meeting. Will you believe that, and that our second meeting must come and bring a death?”


    She cast only one glance at me, and then I suppose that there was enough of the sinister in my appearance to give her the assurance that I meant what I said.


    “Because,” I went on, “one of us is a cur and a liar. And I hope that heaven shows which one by the fight. You are going to be standing by.”


    “I!”


    “You are going to be standing by,” I insisted.


    She dropped her head once more with a little gasp, and so the heavy silence returned over us again. It held on through moment after moment. I thought that it would never end. Perspiration began to roll down my forehead. When I looked to the girl, I could see that her whole body was trembling. So was mine, for that matter.


    But, at last, no louder than the padding of a cat’s foot, we heard something in the hall, and we did not have to ask. It was Dinsmore. As if he had been a great cat, I could not avoid dreading him. I wished myself suddenly a thousand miles from that place.


    His tap was barely audible, and the voice of Mrs. Shay was not more than a whisper. The door opened quickly and lightly. And there was Dinsmore standing in the doorway with a face flushed and his eyes making lightnings of happiness until his glance slipped over the bowed figure of the girl and across to me in the corner, dressed like a sailor in a tropical storm. Then he shut the door behind him as softly as he had opened it.


    He stood looking from one of us to the other, and there was a fighting set to his handsome face, although the gaiety and the good humor did not go out of it for a moment. I felt, then, that he was invincible. Because I saw that he was a man unlike the rest of the world. He was a man who loved danger. It was the food that he ate, and the breath in his nostrils.


    He only said: “I thought it was only a social call … I didn’t know that there was work to be done. But I am very happy, either way.”


    
      The duel

    

    Even the sang-froid of this demi-devil, however, could not last very long, for, when his lady lifted her face, he saw enough in it to make him grave, and he said to me: “You could not stand and fight, but you could stay to talk, Porfilo.”


    Then I smiled on this man, for somehow that touch of malice and that lie before the girl gave me a power over him, I felt. So I said to him: “We are going down to the garden, the three of us. The moon is up now, and there will be plenty of light.” For the electricity in the room was not strong enough to turn the night black. It was all silvered over with moonshine.


    “What’s the trick, Porfilo?” said Jeffrey Dinsmore. “Are you going to take me down where you have confederates waiting? Am I to be shot in the back while I face you?”


    “Jeffrey!” said his lady under her breath.


    It made him jerk up his head. “Do you believe this scoundrel?”


    Her curiosity seemed even stronger than her fear, for she sat up on the couch and looked from me to Dinsmore and back again to me, weighing us, judging us as well as she was able. “Every moment,” she said, “I believe him more and more.”


    “Will you go down to the garden with us?” he asked. “Will you go down to watch the fight?”


    “Leon Porfilo will make me go,” she said.


    “He and you,” said Dinsmore, “seem to have reached a very perfect understanding of one another.”


    “You will lead the way,” I stated.


    “Are you commanding?” he said with a sudden snarl, and the devil jumped visibly into his face, so that there was a gasp from the girl.


    “As for me,” I said, “I had as soon kill you here as in the garden. I am only thinking of the governor’s wife.”


    He bit his lip, turned on his heel, and led the way out of the room. I saw at once what the secret of his goings and comings was. This was a dusty little private hallway—and it connected with what was, apparently, a disused stairway. Perhaps at one time this had been the servants’ stairs and then had been blocked off in some alteration of the building. At any rate, it led us winding down to the black heart of the cellar, where I laid a hand on the shoulder of Dinsmore and held him close in front of me with a revolver pressed into the small of his back.


    “This is fair play, you murderer,” he said.


    “Listen to me,” I said. “I know you, Dinsmore. Do you think that your lies about me have convinced me?” This was only a whisper from either of us, not loud enough to meet the ear of the girl.


    We wound out of the cellar and stood suddenly behind the house. There was a very bright moon with a broad face, although not so keen as her light, in the high mountains. Enough to see by, however. Enough to kill by.


    “Now,” said Dinsmore, turning quickly on me, “how is this thing to be done?” I could see that his hand was trembling to get at his gun. He was killing me with his thoughts every instant. Then he added: “How is this to be done with a poor woman dragged in to watch me kill you.”


    “I needed her,” I said, “to make sure that you would fight like a gentleman. Also, I needed her to see that, when I kill you, I shall kill you in a fair fight. Otherwise, she might have some illusion about it. She might think that her hero had died by treachery and trickery. Besides, I wanted her here because, as the time comes closer, she will have a better chance of seeing that you are a cur or a rat. The devil keeps boiling up in you continually. She has never seen that before.”


    “Will you step back among the shrubbery?” he said to her.


    “If I go,” she said, “I shall only be turning my back on something that I ought to see.”


    “You will see me dispose of a murderer, and that is all.”


    “If he were a murderer, he could have shot you in the back … and the people who heard the sound of the shot would have found you lying dead … in my room … at night. The governor’s wife.”


    “You remember him, now,” Dinsmore said, his voice shaken.


    “I remember him, now,” she said, “and I hope that I have always remembered him a little … if not enough.”


    He clapped his hand across his breast and bowed to her. “Madam,” he said, “I see that you are cold.”


    “Are you spiteful, Jeffrey?”


    “Spiteful?” He stepped backward, after that, and he faced me with a convulsed face. I could see, now, why she had been shrinking farther and farther away from him. She was having deep glimpses of the truth about this gentleman of good breeding and of an old family.


    “Are you ready, Porfilo?” he said quietly.


    “Ah, God, have mercy … ,” I heard the girl whisper. But I saw that she did not turn her head away. No, not even then.


    “Do you know the time?” I asked.


    “I do not,” answered Dinsmore.


    “Do you, Missus Shay?”


    “It is nearly ten … it is almost the hour.”


    “I have heard the big town clock,” I said. “At the first stroke, then, Dinsmore.”


    “Good!” he said. “This ought to be in a play. At what distance, my friend?”


    “Two steps … or twenty,” I replied. “You can measure the distance yourself.”


    “Jeffrey!” cried the poor lady. “It is not going to happen … you. . . .”


    “It means something one way or the other,” I said. “It has to be decided. And there is a witness needed.”


    Now, as I said this, I looked aside, and I saw, through the shadows of the trees and dimly outlined at the edge of the moonlight, the tall, strong figure of a man. I hardly know how I knew him, but suddenly I saw that it was the governor’s self who stood there. It made my heart jump, at first, but instantly I knew that he had not come on the moment. He had been there from the first—or at least for a space of time great enough to have heard enough to explain the entire scene to him. Yet that did not make my nerves the weaker. After all, it was his right to know. I really thanked heaven for it, and that he should realize, if I died in this fight, it was partly for his sake as well as for my own. Or, if the other fell, it was also for his sake as well as for my own.


    Then, crashing across my mind, came the clang of the town bell, and I snatched at the revolver. It caught in my clothes and only came out with a great ripping noise. I saw the gun flash in the hand of Dinsmore and heard its explosion half drown the scream of Mrs. Shay. But he missed. Almost for the first time in his life, he missed. I saw the horror and the fear dart into his face even before I fired.


    He was shot fairly between the eyes, turned on his heel as though to walk away, and fell dead upon his face. The shadow among the shrubs reached him and jerked him upon his back. It was the governor. He did not need to tell me what to do, for I had already scooped up the fainting body of Mrs. Shay and was carrying it toward the house. There, close to the wall, he took her from my arms.


    “Ride, Porfilo!” he said. “I shall keep my promise. God be with you!”


    But I did not ride. I went back and stood beside the body of the fallen man until the servants came tumbling out of the house and swarmed about me. I tried to get one of them to come to me and take me a prisoner and accept my gun. But they were too afraid. One of them had recognized my face and shouted my name, and that kept the rest away.


    At length, one of the secret service men who were presumed to keep a constant guard about the house of the governor came to me and took my gun. Then he marched me down the main street of the town to the jail. A crowd gathered. Perhaps it would have mobbed me, but it heard the great news that the brilliant Dinsmore, the great gunfighter, was dead, and that numbed them.


    
      Acquittal

    

    When the doors of the jail closed behind me, and when I was hitched to irons in my cell, I decided that I had been a fool and that the wild life in the mountains had been better than such an end to it. But when Molly O’Rourke came up from the south land and looked at me through those bars, I changed my mind. After all, it was better to live or to die with clean hands.


    I began to discover that I had friends, too. I discovered it partly by the number of the letters that poured in to me. I discovered it partly by the amount of money that was suddenly subscribed to my defense. But I did not want a talented lawyer at a high price. What I felt was that the facts of my life, honestly and plainly written down, would be enough to save me and to free me. I wanted to trust to that. So I had Father McGuire, who had been my guardian up to the time that I broke jail and became an outlaw, and who was one of the first to appear, select a plain, middle-aged man.


    He was staggered at the fine fee offered him. He was staggered also by the importance of this case that was being thrust into his hands. So he came to me and sat down in the cell with me and looked at me with mild, frightened eyes, like a good man at a devil. He wanted to assure me that he knew this case would make him a fortune by the notoriety that it would give him. He wanted to assure me that his wife begged him with tears in her eyes to accept the task. But he had come in person to assure me that he was afraid his conscience would not let him take a cause which, he was afraid. . . .


    I interrupted him there by asking him to hear my story. It took four hours for the telling, what with his notes and his questions. Before the story was five minutes old, he said that he needed a shorthand reporter. There was no question about him wanting the case after that. He took down that entire report of my life, from my own lips. A very detailed report. I talked for those four hours as fast as I could and turned out words by the thousand. When it was all ended, he said: “I only wish that I could make people see the truth of this, as you have told it to me. But seven years have built up a frightful prejudice.”


    “Give it to the newspapers,” I told him.


    He was staggered by that, at first. To give away his case into the hands of the prosecution? But I told him that I would swear to every separate fact in that statement. So, finally, he did what I wanted, and against his will.


    I suppose you have seen that statement, or at least heard of it. The editor of the local paper came to see me and begged me for a little intimate personal story to lead off with—an interview. I asked him if he were the man who wrote up the statement of Dinsmore. He said that he was, and apologized, and told me that he realized since I had beaten and killed Dinsmore in a fair fight, that there was nothing in what Dinsmore had said. He begged me to give him a chance at writing a refutation. Well, I simply told him at once that he did not need to ask twice. He was the right man in the right place, and I told him to do his editorial best to give me journalistic “justice”.


    He did. He began with the beginning and he finished with the end. He made me into a hero, a giant, almost a saint. I laughed until there were tears in my eyes when I read that story. Molly O’Rourke came and cried over it in real earnest and vowed that it was only the truth about me.


    However, the editor was a great man, in his own way. He didn’t really lie. He simply put little margins of embroidery around the truth. Although sometimes the margins were so deep that no one could see the whole cloth for the center. That great write-up he gave me saved my skin, at the trial.


    But while the trial was half finished, another bolt fell from the blue when the governor announced that, no matter what the jury did, he intended to give me a pardon after the trial was over. From that point I had the governor’s weight of authority so heavily telling in my favor that the trial became a sort of triumphal procession for me. There was no real struggle, for public opinion had begun to heroize me in the most foolish way in the world. I was still a prisoner when people began to ask for autographs, and I was still in jail when a boy scout came in to have my name written on the butt of an air rifle.


    You know how it goes when the newspapers once decide to let a man live. The jury itself would probably have been lynched if it had so much as decided to divide on my case. They were only out for five minutes. When they brought in a verdict of acquittal, the real joke about that matter was that they were right and not simply sentimental, because, as I think you people will agree who have followed my history down to this point, I had not as yet committed a real crime. The cards had simply been stacked against me.


    Three great factors fought in my behalf—the governor’s word first—the honesty of my stupid lawyer—and the genius of that crooked editor. I don’t know which was the more important. But what affected me more than the acquittal was the face of Molly O’Rourke in the crowd that cheered the verdict.

  

  
    
      The wolf pack and the kill

    

    
      “The wolf pack and the kill” is from Max Brand's book Harrigan which was originally published in 1926.

    
  

  
    The smile of Captain McTee was like the smile of Satan when he watched Adam driven from the Eden.


    "Strip to the waist," he said, and turned on the crew.


    "You know T me, lads. I've tried to break Harrigan, but I've only bent him, and now he's going to stand up to me man to man, and if he w r ins he's free to do as he likes and never lift a hand till we reach port. Aye, lick your chops, you dogs. There's none of you had the heart to try what Harrigan is going to try. If you had, you'd have got what Harrigan is going to get. Keep back. Give us room. If one of you gets in the way I'll have him flogged for it afterwards."


    If they did not actually lick their chops there hunger in their eyes and a strange wistfulness as they watched Harrigan strip off his shirt, but when they saw the wasted arms, lean, with the muscles defined and corded as if by famine, their faces want blank again. For they glanced in turn at the vast torso of McTee. When he moved his arms his smooth shoulders rippled in significant spots—the spots where the driving muscles lay. But Harrigan saw nothing save the throat of which he had dreamed. It was round and hard. It would be almost impossible for ordinary hands to get a grip on it—but if the red hands of Harrigan found such a grip— His head tilted back and he laughed.


    "Aye, he's mad!" muttered a sailor. "His mind's gone."


    "Are you ready?" said McTee.


    "Ready."


    "This is to the finish?"


    "Aye."


    "And no quarter?"


    Harrigan grinned, and slipped out to the middle of the deck. Both of them kicked off their shoes. Even in their bare feet it would be difficult to keep upright, for the Mary Rogers was rollicking through a choppy sea, twisting and heaving from time to time like a bucking horse. Harrigan sensed the crew standing in a loose circle with the hunger of the wolf pack in winter stamped in their eyes, but dull and hopeless, like those who have hunted long and tasted no meat.


    McTee stood with his feet braced strongly, his knees sagging now and again to the sway of the deck, his shoulders drooping to give effect to a quick blow, his hands poised. But Harrigan stole about him with a gliding, unequal step. He did not seem preparing to strike with his hands, which hung low, but rather like one who would leap at the throat with his teeth. The ship heaved and twisted willfully as McTee's knees sagged. Harrigan sprang and his fists cracked—one, two. He leaped out again under the captain's clubbed hands. Two spots of red glowed on McTee's ribs and the wolf pack moistened their lips and glanced from one to the other.


    "Come again, Harrigan, for I've smelled the meat, not tasted it."


    "It tastes red—like this."


    And feinting at McTee's body, he suddenly straightened and smashed both hands against the captain's mouth. McTee's head jarred back under the impact. The wolf pack murmured. The captain made a long step, waited until Harrigan had leaped back to the side of the deck to avoid the plunge, and then, as the deck heaved up to give added impetus to his lunge, he rushed. The angle of the deck kept the Irishman from taking advantage of his agility. He could not escape. One pile-driver hand cracked against his forehead—another thudded on his ribs. He leaped through a shower of blows and clinched.


    He was dashed about as a dog shakes a rag. He was crushed against the rail. He was shaken by a quick succession of short arm punches. But anything was preferable to another of those long, driving blows. He clung until his head cleared. Then he shook himself loose and dropped, as if dazed, to one knee. As he crouched he saw the Negro giant squatted at one side with his head thrust forward and his upper lip writhen back over the white, fanglike teeth. Then McTee's bellow of triumph filled his ears. The captain bore down on him with outstretched hands to grapple at his throat and beat him into submission against the deck, but at the right instant Harrigan rose and lurched out with stiff arm. The punch drove home to the face with a shock that jarred Harrigan to his feet and jerked McTee back as if drawn by a hand. Before he recovered his balance Harrigan planted half a dozen punches with every ounce of his weight lunging behind them, but though they shook the captain, they did not send him down, and Harrigan groaned.


    McTee bellowed again. It was not pain. It was not mere rage. It was a battle cry, and with it he rushed Harrigan. They raged back and forth across the deck, and the wolf pack drew close and sagged farther back, murmuring, cursing beneath their breath. They had looked for a quick end to the struggle, but now they saw that the fighters were mated. The greater strength was McTee's; the greater purpose was Harrigan's. McTee fought to crush and conquer; Harrigan fought to kill.


    The blows of the captain flung Harrigan here and there as wind knocks a piece of paper down a street, and yet he came back to meet the attack, slinking with sure, catlike steps. The heel and pitch of the deck sometimes staggered the captain, but Harrigan seemed to know beforehand what would happen, and he leaped in at every opening with blows that cut the skin.


    His own flesh was bruised. He bled from mouth and nose, and the current trickled down to a smear across his chest, but what was any other pain compared with the torture of his clenched fists? It made his arms numb to the elbow and sent currents of fire through his veins. His eyes kept on the thick throat of McTee. Though he was knocked reeling and half senseless, his stare never changed, and the wolf pack caught each other by the arms and shoulders and with their heads jutting forward with eagerness watched, waited. The "Ha!" of McTee rang with the strength of five throats. The "Wah-h!" of Harrigan purred like a furious panther's snarl.


    Then as the frenzy left Harrigan and the numbness departed from his arms, he knew that he was growing weaker and weaker. McTee was master; he felt it with a soul-filling bitterness. His blows fairly bounced from the body and even the head of the captain; he might as well have hammered a great chunk of India-rubber. In McTee's eyes he saw the growing light of victory, the confidence, the strength of surety. His own wild hunger for blood grew apace with his desperation. He flung himself forward in a last effort.


    A ponderous fist driven with the speed of a whiplash thudded against his chest and threw him back, the other fist cracked home between his eyes, fairly lifting him from his feet and hurling him against the base of the wheel house. With the recoil he pitched forward to his face upon the deck, and the weight of McTee dropped upon him. He was raised by the shoulders and his face beaten against the planks. Then a forearm shot under his shoulder and a hand fastened on the back of his neck in an incomplete half-Nelson. As McTee applied the pressure, Harrigan felt his vertebral column give under the tremendous strain. He struggled furiously but could not break that grip. Far away, like the storm wind in the forest, he heard the moan of the wolf pack.


    "Give in! Give in!" panted McTee.


    "Ah-h!" snarled Harrigan.


    He felt the deck swing and jerked his legs high in the air. He could not have broken that grip of his own strength, but the sway of the deck gave his movement a mighty leverage. The hand slipped from his neck, scraping skin away, as if a red-hot iron had been drawn across the flesh. But he was half loosed, and that twist of his body sent them both rolling one over the other to the scuppers of the ship)—and it was McTee who crashed against the rail, receiving the blow on the back of his head. His eyes went dull; the red hands of Harrigan fastened in his throat.


    "God!" screamed McTee, and gripped Harrigan's wrists, but the Irishman heaved him up and beat his head against the deck.


    McTee's jaws fell open, and a bloody froth bubbled to his lips; his eyes thrust out hideously.


    "Ah-h!" snarled Harrigan, and shifted his grip lower, his thumbs digging relentlessly into the hollow of the great throat. Where his fingers had lain before remained the red print of their pressure.


    McTee beat with clubbed fists at the contorted, grinning face above him; Harrigan twisted his head once more against the deck, and this time the giant limbs of the captain relaxed as if in sleep. Then through the fierce singing in his ears the Irishman heard a yell. He turned his head. The wolf pack saw their prey pulled down at last. They ran now to join the kill, not men, but raging devils, and Harrigan, as they came, seemed to see once more the surging crowd of soldiers in Ivilei which had beaten in vain against the fists of this fallen monster. He loosed his hold; he sprang to his feet, catching up a marlinspike, and whirled it above his head.


    "Back!" he shouted.


    The rushing circle checked; all save the huge Negro, who kept on, his hands stretching before him like a starved man clutching at bread. The marlinspike clicked on his head with a sound like metal against metal. He spilled forward on the deck, his arms falling loosely about the feet of the Irishman, who bestrode the body of the captain.


    "Come, all av ye!" screamed Harrigan. "Ye shtood by an' watched me soul burnin' in hell."


    But they shrank back, growling one to the other savagely, irresolute. The Chinaman was making beast noises deep in his throat. There came a moan at Harrigan's feet. He leaned over and lifted the bulk of the captain's inert body. As if through a haze, he saw the chief engineer and the two mates running toward him and caught the glitter of a revolver in the hands of the first officer. The Irishman's battered lips stretched to a shapeless grin.


    "Help me to the captain's cabin," he said. "He's afther bein' sick."

  

  
    
      A lucky dog

    

    
      “A lucky dog” was originally published in 1927 under the pen name John Frederick in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      Entrances and exits

    

    When at last Hagger was inside the shop, he paused and listened to the rush of the rain against the windows. Then he turned to the jeweler with a faint smile of possession, for the hardest part of the job was over before he had opened the door to enter the place. During the days that went before he had studied the entrances and exits, the value of the contents of the place, and, when he cut the wires that ran to the alarm, he knew that the work was finished.


    So he advanced, and to conceal any touch of grimness in his approach, he made his smile broader and said: “ ’Evening, Mister Friedman.”


    The young man nodded with mingled anxiety and eagerness, as though he feared loss and hoped for gain even before a bargain was broached.


    “How much for this?” said Hagger, and slipped a watch onto the counter.


    The other drew back, partly to bring the watch under a brighter light, and partly to put a little distance between himself and this customer, for Hagger was too perfectly adapted to his part. One does not need to be told that the bull terrier is a fighting dog, and the pale face of Hagger, square about the jaws and lighted by a cold and steady eye, was too eloquent.


    All of this Hagger knew, and he made a little pleasant conversation. “You’re young to be holding down a swell joint like this,” he observed.


    The young man snapped open the back of the watch and observed the mechanism—one eye for it and one for his customer. “About two dollars,” he said. “I got this place from my father,” he added in explanation.


    “Two dollars? Have a heart!” Hagger grinned. “I’ll tell you what I paid. I paid twenty-two dollars for it.”


    “There are lots of rascals in the business,” said Friedman, and he made a wry face at the thought of them.


    “I got it,” said Hagger, raising his voice in increasing anger, “right down the street at Overman’s. Twenty-two bucks. I’ll let it go for twelve, though. That’s a bargain for you, Friedman.”


    Mr. Friedman closed the watch, breathed upon it, and rubbed off an imaginary fleck of dust with the cuff of his linen shop coat, already blackened by similar touches. Then he pushed the watch softly across the counter with both hands and shook his head, smiling.


    “You think I want to rob you. No, I want people to keep coming back here. Two dollars, maybe two-fifty. That’s the limit.”


    “You’re kidding,” observed Hagger, his brow more dark than before.


    “I got to know my business,” declared Friedman. “I’ve been at it since I was ten, working and studying. I know watches!” He added, pointing: “Look at that case. Look at that yellow spot. That’s the brass wearing through. It’d be hard to sell that watch across the counter, mister.”


    “Well, gimme the coin. All you birds . . . you all work together to soak the rest of us. It’s easy money for you!”


    Friedman shrugged his eloquent shoulders and turned to the cash register.


    “Here you are,” he said as he swung back, money in hand.


    Hagger struck at that moment. Some people use the barrel of a revolver for such work; some use the brutal butt, or a slung shot of massive lead. But Hagger knew that a little sandbag of just the right weight was fully as effective and never smashed bones; fully as effective, that is, if one knew just where to tap with it. Hagger knew as well as any surgeon.


    The young man fell back against the wall. His little handful of silver clattered on the floor as he went limp; for a moment he regarded Hagger with stupid eyes, and then began to sink. Hagger vaulted lightly across the counter, lowered his man, and stretched him out comfortably. He even delayed to draw up an eyelid and consider the light in the eye beneath. Then, satisfied that he had produced no more than a moment of sleep, he went to work.


    He knew beforehand that there was very little value in the material displayed, compared with its bulk and weight. All that was of worth was contained in the two trays of the central case—watches and rings, and in particular a pair of bracelets of square-faced emeralds. A little pale and a little flawed were those stones, but still they were worth something.


    He dumped the contents of the two trays into his coat pockets, and then he walked out the back way. The door was locked, and there was no key in it, but he was not disturbed. He braced his shoulder against it and thrust the weight home. There was only a slight scraping sound, and the door sagged open and let the rain drive in.


    He was so little in a hurry that he paused to look up to the lights and the roar of an elevated train crashing past. Then he walked lightly down the street, turned over to Lexington at the next block, and caught a southbound taxi. At Third Street he stopped, and then walked back two blocks and turned in at a narrow entrance.


    The tinkle of the shop bell brought a looming figure clad in black, greasy with age.


    “Hullo, Steffans.”


    “Hullo, Hagger. Buy or sell tonight, kid?”


    “I sell, bo.”


    The big man laughed silently and ushered the customer into a back room. “Lemme see,” he urged, and put his hands on the edge of a table covered with green felt.


    “Nothing much,” said Hagger, “but safety first, y’understand? Big dough for big chances. I’m going light lately.”


    After this apology, he dumped his loot on the table, and Steffans touched it with expert fingers.


    “Chicken feed, chicken feed!” he said. “But I’m glad to have it. I could handle a truck load of this sort of stuff every day and the damned elbows would never bother me.”


    “Go on,” said Hagger.


    “You want to make a move,” said Steffans. “You’re always in a hurry after a job. Look at some of the other boys, though. They never attempt to leave town.”


    “Except for the can,” said Hagger.


    Steffans settled himself before the little heap and pulled his magnifying glass down from his forehead.


    “That’s right,” he said. “You never been up the river. You got the luck.”


    “I got the brains,” corrected Hagger. “Some saps work with their hands. Brains are what count. Brains, and crust like yours, Steffans, you robber.”


    “I get a high percentage,” said Steffans, “but then I always mark ’em up a full value. Y’understand? I’ll give you seventy on this batch, Hagger.”


    “Seventy for me after what I’ve done,” sighed Hagger, “and you sit here and swallow thirty for nothing!”


    Steffans smiled. “I’ve done a couple of stretches myself,” he said. “You know the dicks make life hell for me. Now, I’ll give you seventy percent on this stuff. Wait till I finish valuing it.”


    He began to go through the items swiftly, looking aside now and then to make swift calculation, while Hagger watched in admiration. Of all the fences, Steffans was the king, for the percentage he took was high, but the prices he gave were a little better than full. So he sat in his dark little pawnshop and drew toward himself vast loot collected by second-story men, pickpockets, yeggs of all descriptions.


    “This isn’t so bad, kid,” he said, “and I’ll put the whole thing down at eleven thousand. That’ll give you seven thousand and seven hundred. Take you as far as Pittsburgh, I guess?”


    “It’s more than I expected,” said Hagger instantly. “But what do I have to take instead of cash?”


    “Not a damn thing. I got a payment in just a few minutes ago. Hold on a minute.”


    He disappeared and came back with a bundle of paper money in his hand. Of this he counted out the specified amount and then swept all the stolen jewels into a small canvas bag.


    “Is that all, Hagger?”


    “That’s all.”


    “So long, then. What was the dump?”


    “No place you know, hardly likely. So long, Steffans. Here’s where I blow.”


    He said good-bye to the pawnbroker, and, stepping out onto the sidewalk, he crashed full against the hurrying form of one about to enter—a tall, young man, and by the light from within, Hagger made out the features of Friedman.


    It startled him. Nothing but a sort of magic intuition could have brought the jeweler to such a place in his hunt for the robber. Or had Steffans relaxed his precautions lately and allowed the rank and file to learn about his secret business?


    This he thought of on the instant, and at the same time there was the glitter of a gun shoved into his face, and a hoarse voice of rage and joy sounding at his ear.


    “The hand is faster than the gun,” Hagger was fond of saying.


    He struck Friedman to the wet pavement and doubled swiftly around the corner.


    
      The tortoise and the hare

    

    Something that Steffans had said now brought a destination to Hagger’s mind, and he took a taxi to Penn Station and bought a ticket for Pittsburgh. There was a train out in thirty minutes, and Hagger waited securely in the crowd until the gatekeeper came walking up behind the bars. Gatekeeper?


    “Oh, damn his fat face!” snarled Hagger. “It’s Buckholz of the Central Office. May he rot in hell!” Past Buckholz he dared not go, and, therefore, he left Penn Station, regretting the useless ticket, for he was a thrifty soul, was Hagger.


    There are more ways out of New York than out of a sieve. Hagger got the night boat for Albany, and slept heavily almost until the time to dock. Then he dressed in haste and went down on deck as the mass formed at the head of the gangplank.


    It amused Hagger and waked him up to sidle through that mob, and he managed it so dexterously that it was always some other person, rather than he, who received the black looks of those whom he jostled. He sifted through until he was among the first near the head of the broad gangplank, and the next moment he wished that he were in any other place, for on the edge of the wharf he saw the long, yellow face of Friedman, and his bright black eyes seemed to be peering up at him.


    There was no use trying to turn back. At that moment the barrier was removed, and the crowd poured down, carrying Hagger swiftly on its broad current. They joined the mass that waited on the platform.


    Suddenly a voice screamed: “Officer! Look! It’s him!”


    It was Friedman, that damned Friedman, again.


    “If I ever get out of this,” muttered Hagger, who habitually spoke his more important thoughts aloud, “I’ll kill you!” He began to work frantically through the crowd to the side, and he saw the uplifted nightstick of a policeman, trying to drive in toward him.


    Out of the mass, he began to run. He knew all about running through a scattered mob, just as he knew how to work like quicksilver through a denser one. Now he moved at such a rate that the most talented of open-field runners would have gaped in amazement to see this prodigious dodging.


    He found a line of taxicabs, leaped over the hood of one, darted up the line, vaulted back over the bonnet of a second, paced at full speed down a lane, and presently sat swinging his legs from the tailboard of a massive truck that rumbled toward the center of town.


    “That’s all right for a breather,” said Hagger, “and a guy needs an appetite, when he’s packing about eight grand.”


    He pitched on a small restaurant and, with several newspapers, sat down to his meal. He had not touched food since the previous morning, and Hagger could eat not only for the past but for the future. He did now.


    The waiter, bright with admiration, hung over the table. “What wouldn’t I give for an appetite like that,” he said. “I suppose that you ain’t had that long?”


    Hagger, looking up curiously, observed that the waiter was pointing with a soiled forefinger, and at the same time winking broadly.


    What could be wrong? With the most childish asininity, Hagger had allowed his coat to fall open, and from the inside pocket the wallet was revealed, and the closely packed sheaf of bills!


    He was far too wary to button it at once, and went on with his breakfast. Yet, from the corner of his omniscient eye, he was keenly aware of the tall waiter talking with the proprietor, whose gestures seemed to say: “What business is it of ours?”


    What a shame that there are not more men like that in the world, to make life worth living?


    He sank deeper into his papers over another cup of coffee. He preferred the metropolitan journals, for by delving into them he picked up—sometimes in scattered paragraphs, sometimes in mere allusions, but sometimes in the rich mines and masses of police news spread over many sheets—the information of the world in which he moved. So he observed, for instance, that Slim Chaffer, the second-story man, had broken jail in Topeka; and that Pie Winters was locked up for forgery in Denver; and that Babe McGee had been released because of lack of evidence. At this he fairly shook with delicious mirth. For what a guy the Babe was—slippery, grinning, goodnatured, and crooked past belief! Lack of evidence? Why, you never could get evidence on the Babe! Not even when he was stacking the cards on you.


    To think of such a man was an inspiration to Hagger. He finished his coffee. Then he paid the bill and put down exactly ten percent for the waiter. “For you, kid,” he said significantly.


    Then Hagger stepped onto the pavement and walked slowly down the street, turning his thoughts slowly, meditation slackened by the vastness of his meal.


    What loomed largest in his mind was:


    
      The man was instantly identified by Friedman, from photographs, who asserted that it could be no other than Hagger, better known as “Hagger, the Yegg,” whose operations in cracking safes and raiding jewelry stores are always carried out with consummate neatness and precision. The simplicity of his work is the sign of this master criminal. The police are now hard on his trail, which is expected to lead out of town.
    


    Every word of that article pleased Hagger. Especially he retasted and relished much: “Consummate neatness,” “precision,” “master criminal.” A wave of warmth spread through Hagger’s soul, and he felt a tender fondness for the police who would describe him in such a fashion. They were pretty good fellows, along their own lines. They were all right, damn them!


    He strolled on in imagination, wandering into the heaven of his highest ambition, which was to stand before the world as a great international crook, whose goings and comings would be watched for by the police of a half a dozen nations. Already he had done something to expand his horizon, and a trip to England and then as far as Holland had filled his mind with the jargons of foreign tongues, but it also had filled his pockets with the weight of foreign money. So, returning one day to Europe, he would visit Italy and France, and perhaps learn a little frog-talk, and come back and knock out the eyes of the boys by slinging a little parlez-vous.


    After all, it was going to be pretty hot, the life that Hagger led. When he thought of the fortunes that must eventually sift through his powerful hands, he raised his head a little and such a light came into his eyes that even the passers-by along the street glanced sharply at him and gave him room. For he looked half inspired and half devilish!


    Something clanged down the street—a police patrol wagon—brakes screamed—men leaped to the ground. By heaven, they actually were hunting Hagger with police patrols; it seemed that he no longer was worth the pursuit of brilliant plain-clothes men. Hagger lingered a second to digest this idea and to take note of the long, eager face of Friedman.


    “I’ll kill that Yid!” declared Hagger, and bolted down an alley way.


    Shots boomed down the lane, and the zing of the bullets, as they passed, made Hagger leap like a hunted rabbit. But as he darted down onto the next main street, a taxi passed, and, although it was traveling at nearly full speed, Hagger hooked onto it. For he knew every trick of traffic. At the end of two blocks, the driver pulled up and began to curse him, but Hagger departed with a laugh.


    A whole block behind him were the police, and a block on a crowded city was almost as good as a mile to Hagger. He gained the railroad yards, and there slipped past three or four detectives who, he could have sworn, had been posted there to stop him. Again the heart of Hagger warmed with a singular gratitude, for the police of Albany certainly were doing him proud.


    “If I’d been a murderer . . . a poisoner or something, or a grand counterfeiter, maybe . . . they couldn’t have done any more for me,” said Hagger as he stretched himself on the rods of an express. “Nope! Not even if I’d killed the President, say, they couldn’t have done any more for me.”


    He laughed cheerfully as the train shuddered, and then began to roll. He would have to face freezing cold at high speed, clad only in a thin suit; he would have to endure flying cinders, cutting gravel, and all the misery of that way of travel. But he knew all about this beforehand, and he knew that he could meet the pain and endure it.


    So he began that journey which eventually shunted him into Denver, and he descended in ragged, greasy clothes and with a light heart to enjoy the beauties of the mountain city. But as he came out of the station yard he was aware of a vaguely familiar figure leaning against a lamppost apparently lost in thought.


    It was Friedman.


    
      Halt!

    

    That figure struck Hagger’s imagination as a fist strikes across a lowered guard, for it could not be the Jew, and yet there he stood, wholly absorbed in thought, and his coat was drawn so tightly around him that Hagger distinctly saw the outline of a revolver in a hip pocket.


    That removed all sense of the unearthly, and Hagger slipped away toward the center of the town, more worried than he had ever been before. At a lunch counter, he meditated on this strange adventure.


    Hagger knew something about Friedman, for, when he prepared for a job, he was as thorough as could be, and his questions had brought him much information about the proprietor of the shop. There was nothing in the least unusual about his rise, for his father had owned the place before him and had educated him in the rear workroom and behind the counter. High school, a little touch of bookishness, perhaps, which generally simply unnerves a man. What was there in this background to prepare Friedman for his feat of trailing an elusive criminal more than halfway across a continent? The detectives had not stuck to the trail so long. It was Friedman alone, apparently, who carried danger so close to Hagger time and again, and the yegg touched his side, where the comforting weight of the automatic pistol was suspended. For that, after all, seemed to be the only thing to settle Friedman’s hash; he rather wished that he had sent home the shot when he had spotted the young man beside the lamppost.


    “I’m getting sappy,” said Hagger to his coffee. “I’m getting soft like a baby, by George.”


    He determined to leave the railroads, for, after all, it was not so extremely odd that he had been followed, even by an amateur detective, considering that he had stuck to the main arteries of traffic. A bit of chance and good luck might have kept Friedman up with him, but, now, he would put the jeweler to the test.


    Hagger left Denver that same day and walked for fifteen hours with hardly a stop. The walk beat his feet to a pulpy soreness, but Hagger ever had a soul beyond the reach of physical pain, and he persisted grimly. He spent the night in a barn, and the next morning was picked up by a truck, carrying milk toward the nearest town. That brought him another twenty miles toward the nothingness of the open range, for it seemed like nothingness to Hagger’s city-bred soul. His eyes were oppressed by the vastness of rough mountains, and the mountains themselves shrank small under the great arch of the sky.


    To the illimitable reach of the sky itself he looked from time to time and shook his head, for the heavens which were familiar to him were little narrow strips of gray or blue running between the tops of high buildings. On an ocean trip one could escape from this lonely sense of bigness in the smoking salon or at the bar, but the loneliness was inescapable.


    Vague tremors of fear, as inborn as the pangs of conscience, beset Hagger, for, if pursuit came up with him, what could he do? There was no crowd into which one could plunge, no network of lanes and alleys to receive a fugitive. He felt that he was observed from above as inescapably as by the eye of the moon, and who can get away from that, no matter how swiftly one runs?


    He was lost. He was adrift in a sea of mountain and desert, only knowing indistinctly that Denver was a port behind and San Francisco a port ahead. He managed to steal rides on rickety trains that went pushing out like feeble hands into darkness, but so vast were the dimensions of this land that he felt as though he were laboring on a treadmill.


    Much had to be done on foot. He bought a rifle, a stock of ammunition, a package of salt, cigarette tobacco, and a quantity of wheat-straw papers; in this manner he felt more secure in the wilderness, and although he found game scarce and rifle work very different from pistol play, yet he could get enough to live on.


    He had one deep comfort—that Friedman was being left hopelessly behind. He laughed when he thought of that tall, frail youth attempting to match strides with him through such a wilderness as this where a day’s journey advanced one hardly a step toward the goal.


    Eventually, of course, he would come out on the farther side, and a few drinks and five minutes of the glare of city lights would take from his soul the ache of the wounds that it now was receiving. So he consoled himself.


    Bitter weather began to come upon him. All deciduous trees were naked, and he passed small jungles of stripped brush encased in ice. Snow fell, and once the road turned to ice when a sleet storm poured suddenly out of the black heavens. Still, Hagger kept on. He did not laugh, but he was not disheartened—he had the patience of a sailor in the days of canvas voyaging toward almost legendary shores. He had to sleep outdoors, improvising some shelter against the weather.


    Once, after walking all night, he had to rest for a whole day at a village; he swallowed a vast meal and then lay with closed eyes for hours. Here he bought a horse, saddle, and bridle. But he was ill at ease in a saddle. The unlucky brute put its foot in a gopher hole near the next cross-roads town and broke its leg. Hagger shot it and carried the accouterments into town, where he sold them for what they would bring. After that, he trusted to his feet and the trains, when he could catch them. He spent as few hours as possible in towns, eating and leaving at once, or buying what he needed in a store and going on, for he knew that idle conversations mark a trail broad and black. He did not realize that his course was spectacular and strange, and that everyone would talk about a stranger who actually made a journey on foot and yet was not an Indian. He was living and acting according to his old knowledge, but he was in a new world of new men.


    One day, as he was plodding up a grade toward a nest of bald-faced hills, a horseman trotted up behind him.


    “Hagger, I want you!” said a voice.


    Hagger turned and saw a sad-faced man with a long, drooping mustache looking at him down the barrel of a rifle.


    “Tuck your hands up into the air,” said the stranger.


    “What d’you want me for?” asked Hagger.


    “Nothin’ much. I’m the sheriff, Hagger. You stick up your hands. We’ll talk it over on the way to town.”


    Hagger smiled. There was a delicious irony of fate in this encounter, and he felt that there was laughter in the wind that leaped on him at that moment, carrying a dry flurry of snow. That flurry was like a winged ghost in the eyes of the sheriff’s young horse, and it danced to one side, making him reach for the reins. Still holding his rifle in one hand, he covered Hagger, but the yegg asked no better chance than this. His numbed hand shot inside his coat; the rifle bullet jerked the hat from his head, but his own shot knocked the sheriff from his horse.


    Hagger stopped long enough to see scarlet on the breast of the man of the law. “If you’d known Hagger, bud,” he said, “you’d have brought your friends along, when you came after me.”


    Behind the saddle he found a small pack of food. He took it, and, leaving the groaning sheriff behind him, he went up the trail, contented.


    At the top of the next hill he paused and looked back.


    The sheriff was feebly trying to sit up, and Hagger thought of retracing his way and putting a finishing bullet through the head of the man. However, it would waste time. Besides, the sheriff had his rifle and might fight effectively enough. So the yegg went on again, doggedly facing the wind.


    The wind hung at the same point on the horizon for five days, growing stronger and colder, but Hagger accepted it without complaint. It bit him to the bone, but it acted as a compass and told him his direction. Twice he nearly froze during the night, but his marvelous vitality supported him, and he went on again and warmed himself with the labor of the trail.


    It now led up and down over the roughest imaginable hills and mountains. All trees disappeared save hardy evergreens; the mountains looked black; the sun never shone; and all that was brilliant was the streaking of snow here and there.


    Now and again he passed cattle, drifting aimlessly before the wind, or standing head down in the lee of a bluff, their stomachs tucked up against their backs, dying on their feet. So he did not lack for fresh meat.


    Presently, however, his supplies ran out, and after that he pushed on through a nightmare of pain. He began to suffer pains in the stomach. Weakness brought blind spells of dizziness, in the midst of one of which he slipped and nearly rolled over the edge of a precipice. But it never occurred to him to pause or to turn back. Nothing could lie ahead much worse than what he had gone through.


    Then, on the third day of his famine, he saw a hut, a squat, low form just visible up a narrow valley. He turned instantly toward it.


    
      Clean fighting

    

    Since the sheriff had known of him, everyone in this country might know, Hagger reflected. Therefore, he made a halt near the hut, and beat some warmth and strength into his blue hands. He looked to his automatic; the rifle slung at his back would probably be too slow for hand-to-hand work. After he had made these preparations, he marched on to the hut, ready to kill for the sake of food.


    He knocked but got no answer. He knocked again, and this time he was answered by a shrill snarling. He called. The dog inside growled again.


    This pleased Hagger, for he realized that the owner of the place must have left and the dog was there to guard the shack until the return of his master. When that master returned, however, he would find something gone from his larder, and something more from his wardrobe.


    The door was closed, but, oddly enough, it was latched from the outside. This puzzled Hagger for a moment, until he remembered that, of course, the master of the house would have secured the door from that side in leaving. So he set the latch up, and prepared to enter.


    Inside, in the meantime, the dog was giving the most furious warning, and Hagger poised his automatic for a finishing shot. He could have laughed at the thought that any dog might keep him from making free with that heaven-sent haven.


    Steadying himself, he jerked the door wide and poised the pistol.


    A white bull terrier came at him across the floor in a fury, but plainly the dog was incapable of doing damage. The animal staggered, dragging his hind legs. His ribs thrust through his coat, and the clenched fist of a man could have been buried in his hollow flanks. Hagger kicked him. The terrier fell and lay senseless with a thin gash showing between his eyes where the toe of the boot had landed.


    Then Hagger kicked the door to and went to find food. There was very little in that hut. On a high shelf behind the stove he found two cans of beans and pork, a half-moldy sack of oatmeal, and the remnant of a side of bacon. There was coffee in another tin, some sugar and salt, and a few spices. That was all.


    Hagger ate the sugar first in greedy mouthfuls. Then he ripped open a can of beans and devoured it. He was about to begin on the second, when the terrier, reviving, came savagely at him, feebler than before, but red-eyed with determination to battle.


    Hagger, open can in hand, looked down with a grim smile at the little warrior. He, too, was a man of battle, but surely he would not have ventured his life for the sake of a master’s property as this little fellow was determined to do.


    “You sap,” said Hagger, “a lot of thanks he’d give you! Why, kid, I’d be a better friend to you, most likely.”


    He side-stepped the clumsy rush of the fighting dog and saw the terrier topple over as it tried to turn.


    “You’d show, too,” said Hagger, nodding wisely, because he knew the points of this breed. “You’d show and win. In New York. At the Garden . . . is what I mean.”


    He stooped and caught the lean neck of the dog by the scruff, so that it was helpless to use its teeth. Then he spilled some beans on the floor before it.


    “Eat ’em, you dummy,” said Hagger, still grinning. “Eat ’em, bare bones!”


    The sight of food had a magic effect on the starved brute. Still, he did not touch it at once. His furious eyes glared suspiciously at Hagger. He was growling as he abased his head, but finally he tasted—and then the beans were gone. Gone from the second can of Hagger, too.


    He went to a shed behind the house and found firewood corded there. He brought in a heaping armful and crashed it down. The stove was covered with rust, and, when the fire kindled, it steamed and gave out frightful odors. Hagger was unaware of them, for he was busy preparing the coffee, the oatmeal, and the bacon. Presently the air cleared; the fumes evaporated; and the warmth began to reach even the most distant corners of the cabin.


    At length the meal was ready. Hagger piled everything on the little table and sat down to eat. He was half finished, when he was aware of the dog beside the table, sitting up with trembling legs, slavering with dreadful hunger, but with the fury gone from eyes that followed every movement of Hagger’s hands, mutely hoping that some of the food would fall to its share.


    It was not mere generosity that moved the man, rather, it was because his hunger was already nearly satisfied and he wished to see the terrier’s joy at the sight of food. He dropped a scrap of bacon, and waited.


    The dog shuddered with convulsive desire; his head ducked toward the scrap; and then he checked himself and sat back, watching the face of the stranger for permission. Hagger gaped, open-mouthed.


    Faintly he sensed the cause. Having received food from his hand, the dog, therefore, looked upon him as a natural master, and, being a master, he must be scrupulously obeyed. Something in the heart of Hagger swelled with delight. Never had he owned a pet of any kind, and the only reason that bull terriers had a special interest for him was that he had seen them fighting in the pit.


    “Take it, you little fool,” said Hagger.


    Instantly the morsel was gone. The tail beat a tattoo on the floor.


    “Well I’ll be hanged,” said Hagger, and grinned again.


    When he offered the dog another bit in his hand, it was taken only after the word of permission, and the red tongue touched his fingers afterward in gratitude. Hagger snatched his hand away, looked at it in utter amazement, and then he grinned once more.


    “Why, damn me,” murmured Hagger. “Why, now damn me.” He continued feeding the dog the bacon bit by bit. Suddenly: “You rascal, you’ve stole all my bacon!” cried Hagger.


    The dog stood up, alert to know the man’s will, tail acquiescently wagging, ears flattened in acknowledgment of the angry tone. Already there seemed more strength in the white body. Tenderness rose in the heart of Hagger at that, but he fought the unfamiliar feeling.


    “Go’n the corner and lie down,” he commanded harshly.


    The dog obeyed at once and lay in the farthest shadow, motionless, head raised, as though waiting for some command.


    But warmth and sleepiness possessed Hagger. He flung himself down upon the bunk and slept heavily until the long night wore away and the icy dawn looked across the world. Then he awakened. He was very cold from head to foot, except for one warm spot at his side. It was the dog, curled up and sleeping there.


    “Look here,” said Hagger, sitting up. “You’re a fresh sap to come up here, ain’t you? Who invited you, dumbbell?”


    The terrier licked the hand that was nearest him, then crawled up and tried to kiss the face of Hagger, masked in its bristling growth of many days.


    The yegg regarded the dog with fresh interest.


    “Nothing but blue ribbons,” he said. “Nothing but firsts. Nothing but guts,” he went on in a more emotional strain. “Nothing more but clean fighting. Why, you’re a dog, kid!”


    The dog, sitting on the bunk, cocked its head to follow this language and seemed to grin in approval.


    “So,” said Hagger, “we’re gonna get some breakfast, kid. You come and look!”


    He went out, carrying his rifle, and the terrier staggered to a little pool nearby and licked feverishly at the ice. When Hagger broke the heavy sheet, the animal drank long. There was less of a hollow within his flanks now. Turning from the little pond, Hagger saw a jack rabbit run from a bit of brush, followed by another a little smaller.


    Luck was his! He dropped hastily to one knee and fired. The rearmost rabbit dropped; the other darted toward the safety of the shrubbery, but Hagger knocked him down on the verge of the shadows.


    By the time he had picked up his first prize, the terrier was dragging the second toward him, but his strength was so slight that again and again he sprawled on the slippery snow.


    Hagger strode back to the hut and from there looked toward the bushes. He could see that the dog had progressed hardly at all, but never for a moment did he relax his efforts to get the prize in.


    
      A low hound

    

    The amusement of the yegg continued until he saw the dog reach the end of its strength and fall. Then he strode, still laughing, to the rescue, and picked up the rabbit. The terrier, panting, then managed to get to its feet and move uncertainly at the heels of its new master. Now Hagger built another roaring fire and roasted the larger of the rabbits. The second he fed to the dog while he ate his own portion. Then sleepiness came upon him the second time, for nature was striving in her own way to repair the ravages of cold and starvation in him.


    When he wakened, his nerves were no longer numb, his body was light, and strength had returned to his hands. He saw that he had slept from early morning until nearly noontide. So he hastened to the door and swept the horizon with an anxious glance. He hardly cared, however, what enemies awaited him, for now that he was himself once more, he felt that he could face the world with impunity. Indeed, he looked out on no human enemy, but upon a foe which would nevertheless have to be reckoned with. The wind which had blown steadily all these days had fallen away at last, and was replaced by a gentle breeze out of the south carrying vast loads of water vapor toward the frozen north. The water fell as huge flakes of snow, some of them square as the palm of a man’s hand; sometimes the air was streaked by ten million pencil lines of white wavering toward the earth; and sometimes the wind gathered strength and sent the billows uncertainly down the valley, picking the white robes from the upper slopes and flinging them on the floor of the ravine.


    When he opened the door, it cut a swath in the heaped drift that had accumulated before the shack. Hagger stepped into the softness and whiteness with an oath. He saw nothing beautiful in the moth wings which were beating so softly upon the world, and he cursed deeply, steadily. “There’s no luck,” said Hagger. “Only the sneaks and the mollycoddles . . . they got all the luck. There ain’t no luck for a man.”


    He was disturbed by something writhing within him, and, turning, he picked up the dog out of the drift where it was vainly struggling. The terrier was much stronger now. Still, his ribs stuck out as mournfully as ever, and his body was a mass of bumps and hollows. It would be days before strength really returned to him.


    Hagger prepared himself at once for the march. His self-confidence rose proudly in spite of the labor that confronted him, and he felt his strength turn to iron and his resolution harden. In a way he loved peril and he loved great tasks, for what other living was there, compared with these crises when brain and soul had to merge in one flame or the labor could not be performed?


    He had cleaned the cabin of its entire food cache, meager as it had been.


    “If there was more than I could pack,” declared Hagger to himself, “I’d burn it up . . . I’d chuck it out to spoil in the wet. Why, such a skunk as him, he don’t deserve to have a bite left him . . . a low hound . . . that would leave a pup to starve . . . why, hell!” concluded Hagger.


    This raised in Hagger an unusual sense of virtue. For by comparing himself with the unknown man who had left the white dog to the loneliness and starvation of this cabin he felt a surge of such self-appreciation as brought tears to his eyes. His breath came faster, and he reached for the terrier’s head and patted it gently. The dog at once pressed closer to him and tried to rest its forepaws upon his knee, but it was far too weak and uncertain in its movements to manage such a maneuver.


    It was time to depart, and Hagger walked to the door lightly and firmly.


    “So long, old pal!” said Hagger to the dog, and walked away.


    The snow was still falling fast, sometimes heaving in the wind and washing like billows back and forth, so that it seemed wonderfully light and hardly worth considering. But in a few strides it began to ball about his feet and caused him to lift many extra pounds with either leg. Moreover, reaching through this white fluff, he had no idea what his footing would be, and repeatedly he slipped. He knew that he had left the narrow trail, and he also knew that it would be hopeless to try to recover it. All of this within the first fifty strides since he left the door of the shack.


    Then he heard a half-stifled cry behind him, like the cry of a child. It was the white dog coming after him in a wavering course—sometimes he passed out of sight in the fluff. Sometimes his back alone was visible.


    Hagger, black of brow, turned and picked up the dog by the neck. He carried him to the cabin, flung him roughly inside, and latched the door.


    “Your boss’ll come back for you,” said Hagger.


    He walked away, while one great wail rose from within the cabin. Then silence.


    Straight up the valley went Hagger, regardless of trail now, knowing that he must reach the higher land at the farther end quickly, otherwise the whole ravine would be impassable, even to a man on snowshoes, for several days. He pointed his way to a cleft in the mountains, now and again visible through the white phantoms of the storm. The wind, rising fast, pressed against his back and helped him forward. He felt that luck was turning to him at last.


    Yet, Hagger was dreadfully ill at ease; a weight was on his heart. Something wailed behind him.


    “Your boss’ll come back for you, you sap,” said Hagger. Then he added with a shudder: “My God, it was only the wind that yelled then.”


    But he had lied to the dog and himself, for he knew that the man would not and could not come back, and, when he did, the terrier would be dead.


    Hagger turned. The wind raged in his face, forbidding him. All his senses urged him to leave that fatal ravine. The wide, white wings of the storm flew ceaselessly against him. “You go to hell!” said Hagger with violence. “I’m gonna go back. I’m gonna . . .” He bent his head and started back.


    It was hard going through the teeth of the storm, but he managed it with his bulldog strength. He came at last to the shack once more, a white image rather than a human being, and jerked open the door. Through the twilight he had a dim view of the terrier rising from the floor like a spirit from the tomb and coming silently toward him.


    Hagger slammed the door behind him and stamped some of the snow from his boots. The heat of his body had melted enough of that snow to soak him to the skin. He felt a chill cutting at his heart, and doubly cold was it in the dark, moist hollow of that cabin. He would have taken a rock cave by preference. There was about it something that made him think of a tomb—he dared not carry that thought any further.


    The brave and mighty Hagger sat for a long, long time in the gloom of this silent, man-made cave. In his lap lay the head of the dog, equally silent, but the glance of the man was fixed upon eternity, and the glance of the dog found all heaven in the face of the man.


    At length Hagger roused himself, for he felt that inaction was rotting the strength of his spirit. Blindly he seized the broom that stood in a corner of the shack and swept furiously until some warmth returned to his spirit and his blood was flowing again. Then he stood erect in the center of the shack and looked around him.


    Already, as he knew, the snow outside was too deep to admit his escape, and still it fell, beating its moth wings upon the little cabin. He was condemned to this house for he knew not how long, and in this house he must find his means of salvation.


    Well, he had plenty of good seasoned wood in the shed behind the shanty—for that he could thank heaven. He had salt to season any meat he could catch and kill. And, besides, he was fortified by two enormous meals on which he could last for some days.


    The dog, too, was beginning to show effects from the nourishment. Its eyes were brighter, and its tail no longer hung down like a limp plumb line. By the tail of a dog you often read his soul.


    But Hagger avoided looking at the terrier. He feared that, if he did so, a vast rage would descend upon him. For the sake of this brute he had imperiled his life, and, if he glanced at the dog, he would be reminded that it was for the sake of a dumb beast that he had made this sacrifice which, in a way, was a sacrilege. For something ordained, did it not, that the beasts should serve man rather than man the beasts?


    If such a fury came upon him, he would surely slay the thing that had drawn him back to his fate.


    
      Help

    

    For the salt and the fuel Hagger could give thanks. For the rifle, the revolver, the powder and lead he need offer no thanksgiving. He had brought them with him. With these he could maintain his existence, if only prey were led within his clutches. But first of all he must devise some means for venturing upon the snow sea.


    There was not a sign of anything in the house. He remembered that some discarded odds and ends had been hanging from the rafters of the shed, and for this he started.


    When he would have opened the door, a soft but strong arm opposed him, and, thrusting with all his might, he had his way, but a white tide burst in upon him and flooded all parts of the room. The wind had shifted and had heaped a vast drift against the door. He beat his way out.


    Then he saw that he must proceed with patience. To that end, therefore, Hagger got from the interior of the cabin a broad scoop shovel that, no doubt, had served duty many a winter before. With it he attacked the snow masses and made them fly before him. He began to throw up a prodigious trench. The door of the shack lay at the bottom of a valley, so to speak, and now he could see that the entire roof of the house had been buried by the same drift. A gloomy suspicion came to him. He feared. . . . He hardly dared to name his fear, but hastened back into the house and kindled a fire. At once the smoke rolled back and spread stiflingly through the place.


    He went doggedly out, turning his head so as to avoid the sight of the dog. He climbed to the roof, that slanted so that he had difficulty in keeping a footing there, and, working busily with his shovel, he cleared the snow away.


    The snowfall ceased; the bright stars came out; and their glance brought terrible cold upon the earth, much more dreadful than anything Hagger ever had endured before. He had known extremities of heat, but even the most raging sun did not possess this invisible, still-thrusting sword. Sometimes he felt as though his clothes had been plucked from his back, and as though he were a naked madman, toiling there. Numbness, too, began to overtake him, and a swimming mist, from time to time, rose over his brain and dimmed the cruel light of the stars. However, Hagger saw only one way out, and he went doggedly ahead. Only a cur will quit. A dog shows his teeth to the end. That was an old maxim with Hagger, who had seen the pit dogs die like that, grinning their rage, seeking gloriously for a death hold on their enemies before death unloosed their jaws.


    So Hagger worked his way to the ridge of the roof. With some difficulty he cleared the chimney, and then descended to work on the fire. Bitter work was that. He laid the tinder and the wood, but, when he attempted to light a match, his cold-stiffened fingers refused to grip so small a thing. He tried to hold a match between his teeth and strike the bottom of the match box broadly across it. But he merely succeeded in breaking half a dozen. He went out into the starlight and shook the contents of the safe into the palm of his hand.


    There were three matches left. No, no! Not matches—but three possibilities of life, three gestures with which to defy the white death. Now, at last, the utter cold of fear engulfed the heart and the soul of Hagger and held him motionless in the night until something touched his leg.


    He looked down and saw the raised head of the bull terrier. A new wonder gripped Hagger. After all, he was clad and the dog was thinly coated at best. He was in full strength, and the beast was a shambling skeleton. He was a man and could make his thoughts reach beyond his difficulties with hope, at least. He possessed strong hands, and so could labor toward deliverance. But the beast had none of these things, and, yet, he made not so much as a gesture of rebellion or doubt—not one whimper escaped from that iron heart of his. Silently, he looked up to this man, this master, this god. Behold, his tail wagged, and Hagger was aware of a trust so vast that it exceeded the spirit of glorious man.


    Hagger stumbled back into the cabin and fell on his knees. He did not pray; he merely had tripped on the threshold, but he found the dog before him, and he gathered that icy, dying body into his arms. He felt a tongue lick at his hands. “Christ . . . Christ,” whispered Hagger, and crushed the dog against his breast. Perhaps that was a prayer, certainly it was not a curse, and who knows if the highest good comes from us by forethought or by the outbursting of instinct.


    But after those two words had come chokingly from the throat of Hagger, warmth came to his breast from the body of the dog, and that warmth was a spiritual thing as well. Now he stood up, and, when he tried a match, it burst instantly into flame.


    Hagger looked up—and then he touched the match to the tinder—flame struggled with smoke for a moment, as thought struggles with doubt, and then the fire rose, hissed in the wood, put forth its strength with a roar, and made the chimney sing and the stove tremble while Hagger sat broodingly close, drinking the heat and chafing on his knees the trembling dog.


    At length he began to drowse, his head nodded, and he slept. How late he had labored into that night was told by the quick coming of the dawn, for surely he had not slept long when the day came. The stove was still warm, and the core of the red fire lived within the ashes. The dog was still slumbering in his arms.


    Hagger woke. He roused the fire and began at the point where he had left off in the starlight. That is, under a sunny sky from which no warmth but brilliant light descended, he opened the rest of his way to the shed, and there he examined the things which, as his mind dimly remembered, had been hanging from the rafter. About such matters he knew very little, but, probably from a book or a picture, he recognized the frames of three snowshoes and understood their uses—but to the frames not a vestige of the netting adhered.


    When Hagger saw that he looked down to the dog at his side.


    “Your skin would be what I need now,” said Hagger. At this, the terrier looked up, and Hagger leaned and stroked its head, then he cast about to find what he could find. What he discovered would do very well—the half-moldy remnants of a saddle—and out of the sounder parts of the leather that covered it he cut the strips and fastened them onto the frames. It required all of a hungry day to perform this work, and, when the darkness came, his stomach was empty, indeed, and the belly of the dog clave to his back, for the terrible cold invaded the bodies of beast and man even when the fire roared close by—invaded them, and demanded rich nurture for the blood.


    Hagger strapped the shoes on and went off to hunt. Since the dog could not follow, he was bidden to remain behind and guard. So, close to the door he lay down, remembering, and resistant even to the glowing warmth of the stove, with its piled fuel. Hagger went out beneath the stars.


    The shoes were clumsy on his feet, particularly until he learned the trick of trailing them with a short, scuffling gait. The snow had compacted somewhat, still it was very loose, and it would give way beneath him and let him down into a cold, floundering depth now and again. In spite of this, he made no mean progress, working in a broad circle around the shack, until he came to windward of a forest where the snow had not gathered to such a depth in the trough of this narrow ravine, and where the going was easy enough.


    Other creatures besides himself had found this favorable ground, for, as he brushed into a low thicket on the edge of the woods, a deer bounded out. Hagger could hardly believe his good fortune and brought the rifle readily to his shoulder. Swathed in rags and plunged into his coat pocket, he had kept his right hand warm, and the fingers were nimble enough as he closed them on the trigger. Yet the deer sped like an arrow from the string, and, at the shot, it merely leaped into the air and swerved to the side out of sight behind some brush.


    Hagger leaped sideways to gain another view, another shot, and, so leaping, he forgot the snowshoes. The right one landed awkwardly aslant on the head of a shrub, twisted, and a hand of fire grasped his foot. He went down with a grunt, writhed a moment, and then leaned to make examination. The agony was great, but he moved the foot deliberately until he was sure that there was no break. He had sprained his ankle, however, and sprained it severely. And that was the end of his hunting. Perhaps the end of his life, also, unless help came this way.


    
      Two meet again

    

    Quick help, too, was what he needed, for the cold closed on him with penetrating fingers the instant he was still. On the clumsy snowshoe he could not hop, and he saw at once what he must try to do. He took the shoes from his feet and put them on his hands. Then he began to walk forward, letting the whole weight of his body trail out behind.


    It is not a difficult thing to describe, and even a child could do it for a little distance; whereas Hagger had the strength of a giant in his arms and hands. However, a hundred yards made him fall on his face, exhausted, and the cabin seemed no closer than at the beginning. When he had somewhat recovered, he began again. He discovered now that he could help a little by using his right knee and left leg to thrust him, fishlike, through the snow, but the first strength was gone from his arms. They were numb.


    Yet he went on. When he came to the shed, it seemed to him that miles lay before him to the cabin, and, when he gained the cabin door, he looked up to the latch with despair, knowing that he never would have the strength to raise himself and reach it with his hand.


    Yet, after some resting, the strength came. He opened the door, and the terrier fell on him in a frenzy of joy, but Hagger lay at full length, hardly breathing. The labor across the floor to the stove was a vast expedition. Once more he had to rest before he refreshed the dying fire, and then collapsed into a state of coma.


    


    When the dawn came, Hagger had not wakened, but a loud noise at the door roused him, and, bracing himself on his hands, he sat up and beheld the entrance, with the dazzling white of the snowfield behind him, a tall figure, wrapped in a great coat and wearing a cap with fur earpieces. Snowshoes were on his feet, and his mittened hands leveled a steady rifle at Hagger.


    “By the livin’ damnation,” said Hagger. “It’s the jeweler!”


    “All I want,” said Friedman calmly enough, “is the cash that you got from Steffans. Throw it out.”


    Hagger looked at him as from a vast distance. The matter of the jewel robbery was so faint and far off and so ridiculously unimportant in the light of other events that suddenly he could have laughed at a man who had crossed a continent and passed through varied torments in order to reclaim seven thousand dollars. What of himself, then, who had made the vaster effort to escape capture?


    “Suppose I ain’t got it?” he said.


    “Then I’ll kill you,” said Friedman, “and search you afterward. Do you think I’m bluffing, when I say that, Hagger?”


    He ended on a note of curious inquiry, and Hagger nodded.


    “No, I know that you’d like to bash my brains out,” he said without emotion. “How did you find out about Steffans and the amount of money . . . and everything?”


    “I trailed you there, and then I made Steffans talk.”


    “You couldn’t,” said Hagger. “Steffans never talks. He’d rather die than talk.”


    “He talked,” said the jeweler, smiling a little. “And now I’ve talked enough. I want to have that money and get out of here. If I stay much longer, I’ll murder you, Hagger!”


    Hagger knew that the man meant what he said.


    “Call off that dog!” said Friedman, his voice rising suddenly.


    The terrier had crawled slowly forward on his belly. Now it rose and made a feeble rush at the enemy, for it appeared that he knew all about a rifle and what the pointing of it signified.


    For one instant, Hagger was tempted to let the fighting dog go in. But he knew that the first bullet, in any case, would be for himself, and the second would surely end the life of the dog. He called sharply, and the dog pulled up short and then backed away, snarling savagely.


    Hagger threw his wallet on the floor, and Friedman picked it up and dropped it into his pocket.


    “You ain’t even going to count it?” said Hagger.


    “It’s all you’ve got,” said Friedman, “and how can I ask to get back more than you have. God knows what you’ve spent along the road.” He said it in an agony of hate and malice; he said it through his teeth, as though he were speaking of blood and spirit rather than of hard cash.


    “I spent damned little,” said Hagger regretfully. “I wish that I’d blown the whole wad, though.”


    “Good-bye,” said Friedman, and backed toward the door. “D’you sleep on the floor?”


    Hagger could have laughed again, in spite of the agony from his foot—for exhaustion had made him fall asleep without removing his shoes, and now the swelling was pressing with a dreadful force against the leather. But he could have laughed to think that such enemies as he and his victim should talk in this desultory fashion, after the trail that each had covered. Those fellows who wrote the melodrama with the fine speeches, he would like to have a chance to tell a couple of them what he thought of them and their wares. This was in his mind, when he felt derisive laughter rising to his lips.


    “Sure, I sleep on the floor,” he said, “when I got an ankle sprained so bad that I can’t move, hardly. Otherwise,” he added savagely, “d’you think that you would have been able to get the drop on me so dead easy as all this? Say, Friedman, d’you think that?”


    Friedman lingered at the door, taking careful stock of the thief. Hagger had no weapon at hand, therefore, he admitted carelessly: “It wouldn’t have made much difference. I didn’t have a bullet in the gun.”


    “You didn’t what?”


    The jeweler chuckled, and, throwing back the bolt, he exposed the empty chamber. “I lost the cartridges in the snow. I don’t know much about guns,” he declared.


    Hagger was a little moved. After all, seven thousand dollars in cash would not give him food in the cabin or heal his injured ankle. But again he was touched with calm admiration of the shopkeeper. “Friedman,” he said, “did you ever do any police work? Ever have any training?”


    “No. Why?”


    “Well, nothing. Only you done a pretty fair job in getting at me here.”


    “When I heard about the way you’d shot the sheriff,” said Friedman, “and nearly killed him, I just started in circles from that point. There wasn’t anything hard about it.”


    “No?”


    “It just took time.”


    “What did you live on through the storm?”


    “Hard tack. I still got enough to bring me back to town.” He took a square, half-chewed chunk of it from the pocket of his great coat. “And what did you live on, Hagger?”


    The sublime simplicity of this man kept Hagger from answering for a moment, and then he said: “I found a little chuck in this shack . . . ate that . . . shot a couple of rabbits.”


    “What’ll you live on now?”


    “Hope, kid,” grinned Hagger.


    The jeweler scanned the cabin with a swift glance, making sure of the vacant shelves and the moldy, tomb-like emptiness of the place. Then a grin of savage joy transformed him suddenly, and he began to nod, as though an infinite understanding had come to him.


    “It’ll take a while,” he said. “You’ll last a bit. And maybe your ankle will get well first.”


    “Maybe,” said Hagger.


    “And maybe the man who owns this place’ll come back.”


    “Maybe,” said Hagger.


    Friedman turned his head a little, looked over the banked snows, and then at the growing clouds on the southern sky. “No,” he said with decision, “I guess not.”


    “Not?”


    “I guess not. None of those things’ll happen. This looks to me to be about the end of you, Hagger.”


    “Maybe,” assented Hagger.


    Friedman ginned again, with a sort of terrible, hungry joy.


    “You wouldn’t do a murder,” said Hagger curiously.


    “Me? No, I’m not a fool!”


    “Well . . . ,” said Hagger, and left the rest of his thought unsaid.


    He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Friedman was outside the door.


    “Hey, Friedman, old Friedman!” called Hagger.


    The man turned and leaned through the doorway. “There’s no use whining and begging,” he said. “You got no call on me. You got what’s coming to you, and that’s all. If I were in your place, I wouldn’t whine!”


    “I want only one minute, Friedman.”


    “There’s a storm coming. I can’t wait.”


    “You’ll rot in hell, Friedman, if you don’t listen to me.”


    “Go on, then,” said Friedman, leaning against one side of the door. “I’ll listen.”


    “It’s about the dog,” said Hagger.


    
      A special kind of dog

    

    At this the eyes of the jeweler narrowed a little. One could see disbelief in them, but he merely grumbled: “Make it short, will you? What you driving at, Hagger?”


    “This dog, here, you take a look at him. You got a liking for dogs, Friedman, I guess?”


    “Me?” said Friedman. “Why should I like the beasts?”


    Hagger stared. “All right, all right,” he said. “You don’t like ’em, but this is a special kind of a dog. You know what kind, I guess?”


    “A white dog,” said Friedman, only interested in that he was waiting for some surprise in the speech of the yegg.


    “A bull terrier,” said Hagger violently. “These here . . . they’re the only dogs worthwhile. These are the kings of the dogs. Like a gent I heard say . . . ‘What will my bull terrier do? He’ll do anything that any other dog’ll do, and then he’ll kill the other dog!’ ” Hagger laughed. It was a joke that he appreciated greatly.


    But Friedman did not even smile. “Are you killing time?” he asked at length.


    “All right,” said Hagger, shrugging his shoulders. “Only what I really want to tell you is this . . . this dog’ll stick by you to the limit. This dog’ll die for you, Friedman!”


    “He looks more like he’d tear my throat out. But, look here, Hagger, what sort of crazy talk is this? Why should I give a damn about a dog, will you tell me that?”


    “You don’t,” said Hagger slowly as he strove to rally his thoughts and find a new turning point through which he could gain an advantage in this argument. “You don’t. No, you’re a damned intelligent, high type of man. You wouldn’t have been able to run me down, otherwise. And you want a good practical reason, Friedman. Well, I’ll give you one. You take that dog out to civilization, and you put him up for sale, what would you get?”


    “Get? I dunno. Twenty-five dollars from some fool that wanted that kind of a dog.”


    “Yeah?” sneered Hagger. “Twenty-five dollars, you say? Twenty-five dollars!” He laughed hoarsely.


    The jeweler, intrigued, knitted his brows and waited. “Maybe fifty?”


    “Five hundred!” said Hagger fiercely.


    Friedman blinked. “Go on, Hagger,” he said. “You’re trying to put something over on me.”


    “Am I? Am I trying to put something over on you? You know what the best thoroughbred bull terriers fetch, when they’re champions, I suppose?”


    “Is this a champion?” asked Friedman.


    “He is!” lied Hagger with enthusiasm.


    “Champion of what?”


    “Champion bull terrier of the world!” cried Hagger.


    “Well,” said Friedman. “I dunno . . . this sounds like a funny yarn to me.”


    “Funny?” cried Hagger, growing more enthusiastically committed to his prevarications. “Funny? Look here, Friedman, you don’t mean to stand up there and tell me man to man that you really don’t know who this dog is?”


    “How should I know?” asked Friedman.


    “Well, his picture has been in the papers enough,” said Hagger. “He’s had interviews, like a murderer or a movie star, or something like that. He’s had write-ups and pictures taken of him. I’ll tell you who he is. He’s Lambury Rex . . . that’s who he is!”


    This fictitious name had a great effect upon the listener, who displayed a new interest.


    “It seems to me that I’ve heard that name,” he said. “Lambury Rex? I’m pretty sure that I have.”


    “Everybody in the world has,” Hagger assured him dryly. “I said that he was worth five hundred. Why, any first-rate bull terrier is worth that. Five hundred! A man would be a fool to take twenty-five hundred for a dog like this. Think of him taking the first prize . . . finest dog in the show . . . a blue ribbon. . . .”


    “Did he do that?”


    “Ain’t I telling you? Say, Friedman, what have I got to gain by telling you all this?”


    “I dunno,” Friedman assured him, “and I see you’re killing time, because what does it matter about the dog?”


    “You poor fool!” shouted Hagger. “You poor sap! I’m offering you this dog to take out of the valley with you. Does that mean anything, you square head?”


    Friedman said nothing for a moment and then growled: “Where do you come off in this?”


    “Listen!” shrieked Hagger. “Why do I have to come off in it? Why? I offer you a dog! Talk sense, Friedman. Here’s something for nothing. Here’s the finest dog in the world . . .”


    Friedman cut in coldly: “And you’re offering him to me?”


    “I see,” said Hagger slowly, nodding. “Why should I give him to you, when you’ve been trailing me, and all that. Well, I’ve got no grudge against you. I soaked you for seven thousand. You soaked me and got it back. We’re all square. But the main thing is this . . . Friedman, don’t you leave this dog behind to starve here in the shack with me!”


    “Maybe he won’t die of starvation,” said Friedman. “Maybe he’ll make a couple of meals for you first. Stewed dog for Hagger?” He laughed cynically, but his laughter died at once, stopped by the expression of unutterable contempt and disgust on the face of the yegg.


    “Anyway,” said Hagger, “that’s the end of your joke. Take him, Friedman. Take him along and make a little fortune out of him. Or keep him and he’ll get you famous.”


    “Look here,” said Friedman. “How could I ever get him through the snow?”


    “You broke a trail to come in,” said Hagger. “You could take him back the same way. He’s game. He’ll work hard. And . . . and you could sort of give him a hand now and then, old fellow.”


    Hagger was pleading with all his might. He had cast pretense aside, and his heart was in his voice.


    “It beats me,” repeated Friedman suddenly. He stepped back inside the shack. He sat down in one of the chairs and regarded the yegg closely—his twisted foot and his tormented face. “It beats me,” repeated Friedman. “You, Hagger, you’re gonna die, man. You’re gonna die, and yet you’re talking about a dog!”


    “Why,” said Hagger, controlling his temper, “will it do me any good to see a dog starve at the same time that I do?”


    “Might be company for you, I should think . . . since you like the cur such a lot.”


    “Cur?” said Hagger with a terrible frown. “Damn you, Friedman, you don’t deserve to have a chance at the saving of a fine animal like him, a king of dogs like Linkton Rex. . . .”


    “A minute ago,” cut in the jeweler sharply, “you called him Lambury Rex.”


    “Did I? A slip of the tongue. You take me, when I get excited, I never get the words right and. . . .”


    “Sure you don’t.” The visitor grinned wide and slow. “I don’t believe this dog is worth anything. You’re just trying to make a fool of me. It’d make you die happier, if you could laugh at me a couple of times while you’re lyin’ here. Ain’t that the truth?”


    The yegg suddenly lay back, his head supported by the wall of the shack. Now his strength had gone from him for the moment, and he could only look at Friedman with dull, lackluster eyes.


    Vaguely he observed the differences between himself and the jeweler, measured the narrow shoulders, the slender hands and feet, the long, lean face, now hollowed and stricken by the privations through which the man had passed. Weak physically, he might be, but not of feeble character. He had sufficient force and determination to trail and catch up with Hagger himself—once Hagger had been detained by the dog.


    “I tell you,” said Hagger, “it’s fate that you should have the terrier. If it hadn’t been for him, you never would have caught me, Friedman.”


    “Wouldn’t I?” said Friedman. His head was thrust out, like the head of a bird of prey. “I would have followed you around the world.”


    “Until you were bashed in the face!” said the yegg savagely.


    “No, it was the will of God,” said the jeweler, and piously he looked up.


    Hagger gaped. “God?” he said. “What has God got to do with you and me?”


    “He stopped you with a dog, and then he made me take you with an empty gun. It’s all the work of God.”


    “Well,” said Hagger slowly, “I dunno. I don’t seem to think. Only I know this . . . if you ain’t gonna take the dog away with you, then get out of here and leave me alone, will you? Because I hate the sight of your ugly mug, Friedman. I hate you, you swine!”


    Friedman, on his clumsy snowshoes, backed to the door and hesitated. Twice he laid his hand upon the knob. Twice he hesitated and turned back once more. Then with sudden violence he sat down in the chair again.


    Hagger screamed in hysterical hatred and rage: “Are you gonna get out of here, Friedman? If I get my hands on you, you’ll die before me, you and your cash! Friedman . . . what are you doin’?”


    The question was asked in a changed voice, for Friedman was unlacing the lashes of his own snowshoes.


    
      Spooky stuff

    

    “What d’ya mean? What d’ya mean?” cried the yegg. “What’re you takin’ off your snowshoes for?”


    Friedman stood up, freed from the cumbersome shoes, and eyed Hagger without kindness. “Lemme see your foot,” he said, “and stop your yapping, will you?”


    To the bewilderment of Hagger, Friedman actually trusted himself within gripping distance of his powerful, blunt-fingered hands, which could have fastened upon him as fatally as the talons of an eagle. Regardless, apparently, of this danger, Friedman knelt at his feet and began to cut the shoe with a sharp knife, slicing the leather with the greatest care, until the shoe came away in two parts. The sock followed. Then he looked at the foot. It was misshapen, purple-streaked, and the instant the pressure of the shoe was removed, it began to swell.


    Friedman regarded it with a shudder and then looked up at the set face of Hagger. “I dunno . . . I dunno . . . ,” said Friedman, overwhelmed. “You talked dog to me, with this going on all the time . . . I dunno. . . .” He seemed quite shaken. “Wait a minute,” he said.


    Now that the shoe was off, instead of giving Hagger relief, the pain became tenfold worse, and the inflamed flesh, as it swelled, seemed to be torn with hot tongs. He lay half sick with pain.


    Now Friedman poured water into a pot and made the fire rage until the water was steaming briskly. After that, he managed hot compresses for the swelling ankle, and alternately chilled the hurt with snow and then bathed it in hot water, until the pain of the remedy seemed far greater than the pain of the hurt.


    Then Friedman desisted and sat back to consider his task. The moment he paused, he was aware of the howling of the wind. Going to the door, he pushed it open a crack and saw that the storm was coming over the ravine blacker than ever, with the wind piling the snow higher and higher. He slammed the door, then turned with a scowl on his companion.


    “Well,” said Hagger, “I know how you feel. I feel the same way. It’s hell . . . and believe me, Friedman, you never would’ve caught me, if it hadn’t been for the dog.”


    “If it hadn’t been for the dog, I’d’ve been out of the valley before the storm came,” declared Friedman bitterly. “It’s got the evil eye, that cur!” He scowled on the white bull terrier, then he sat down as before, like an evil bird, his back humped, his thin head thrust out before him. “What do you eat?”


    “Snow,” said the yegg bitterly.


    “Well?”


    “There’s deer around here . . . sloughs of ’em. I potted one last night, and it was the side jump I took to see what come of it that done me in like this.” He added: “I got an idea that maybe you could get a deer for us, Friedman. For yourself and me and the dog is what I mean, y’understand?”


    “I understand.”


    “Well?”


    “I couldn’t hit a deer.”


    “You can when you have to. If you couldn’t hit a deer, how can you expect to hit me?”


    “I know. That’s bad. Well,” agreed Friedman, “I’ll go out and call the deer, Hagger. Maybe I could hit it, then.” Armed with Hagger’s automatic, Friedman went to the door. “Maybe the dog could go along?” he suggested, and snapped his fingers and clucked invitingly.


    The answer of the terrier was a snarl.


    “Seems to hate me,” said Friedman. “Why?”


    “I dunno, just a streak of meanness in him, most likely.”


    The touch of sarcasm in this answer made Friedman draw his thick brows together. However, the next instant he had turned again to the door.


    “Head for the forest right down the ravine and bear left of that,” said Hagger. “That’s where I found a deer . . . maybe you’ll find ’em using the same place for cover.”


    Friedman disappeared.


    His sulkiness filled Hagger with dismay, and, shaking his fist at the dog, he exclaimed: “You’re scratching the ground right from under your feet, pup. We never may see his ugly mug again!”


    Meantime, he was much more comfortable. The rigorous and patient treatment given to his injured ankle had been most effective. Now blood circulated rapidly in the ankle—there was no quicker way in which it could be healed.


    The dog, undismayed by the shaken hand, pricked his ears and crowded close to his master, and Hagger lay back, comforted, smiling. He let an arm fall loosely across the back of Lambury Rex and chuckled. How long would it take Friedman to come to this intimate understanding with the animal?


    Indeed, Friedman might never enter that door again. Hagger himself in such a case never would come back to the cabin, housing as it did only a man and a dog. The wind still was strong, and the snow still fell. Again and again a crashing against the walls of the cabin told how the bits of flying snow crust were cutting at the wood. They would cut at a man equally well, and no one but a sentimental fool, Hagger told himself, would have done anything but turn his back to that wind and let it help him out of the valley.


    In the course of the next hour he guessed that Friedman never would come back, and from that moment the roar of the storm outside and the whistling of the wind in the chimney had a different meaning. They were the dirges for his death. Calmly he began to make up his mind. As soon as the wood that now filled the stove had burned down, he would kill himself and the dog. It was the only manly thing to do, for, otherwise, there was only slow starvation before them.


    Suddenly the door was pushed open, and Friedman stood in the entrance. In the faint dusk that dimly illumined the storm outside he seemed a strong spirit striding through confusion. On his back there was a sight almost as welcome as himself, a shoulder of venison of ample proportions.


    “It was the deer you shot at,” said Friedman, putting down his burden and grinning as the dog came to sniff at it. “I found it lying just about where you must have put your slug into it. It was almost buried in the snow.”


    “Did it take you all this time to walk there and back?” asked the yegg.


    “No,” replied Friedman slowly, “it wasn’t that. When I first got out and faced the wind, it seemed to blow the ideas out of my mind. I figured that it was best just to drift with the wind right out of the ravine. And I had gone quite a long distance, when there was a howling in the wind. . . .”


    “Ah?” said Hagger, stiffening a little.


    “A sort of wailing, Hagger, if you know what I mean . . .”


    “Yes,” said Hagger. “I know what you thought, too.”


    “No, you couldn’t guess in a million years, because I never had such a thought before. I ain’t a dreamer.”


    “You thought,” said Hagger, “that it was the wail of the dog, howling behind you. Sort of his ghost, or something, complaining.”


    Friedman bit his lip anxiously. “Are you a mind reader?” he asked.


    “No, no,” said Hagger, “but when I started to leave the valley, I heard the same thing, and I had to come back. Maybe, Friedman,” he added in a terrible whisper, “maybe, Friedman, this here dog ain’t just what he seems . . . but . . .”


    “Cut out the spooky stuff, will you?” snarled Friedman. “How could a dog do anything like that?”


    “I dunno,” said Hagger, “but suppose that . . . well, let it go. Only he never seemed like any other dog to me, and no other dog could do to you what he’s done.”


    “You talk like a fool!” said Friedman, his anger suddenly flaring.


    “Who’s the biggest fool?” sneered Hagger. “You’d have to ask the dog.”


    
      The terrier’s choice

    

    The ankle grew strong again. It should have kept Hagger helpless for a month, but, by the end of a fortnight of constant attention, he could walk on it with a limp; and it was high time for him to move. The weather that had piled the little ravine with snow had altered in a single day; a chinook melted away the snow and filled the little creek with thundering waters from the mountains; the haze and the laziness of spring covered the earth and filled the air. It would be muddy going, but go they must—Friedman back to his shop in far-away Manhattan, and Hagger to wherever fate led him on his wild way.


    On the last night they sat at the crazy table with a pine torch to give them light and played cards, using a pack they had found forgotten in a corner. They played with never a word. Speech had grown less and less frequent during the past fortnight. Certainly there was no background of good feeling between them, and all this time they had lived with an ever-present cause for dispute sharing the cabin with them. That cause now lay near the stove, stretched out at ease, turning his head from time to time from the face of one master to the other—watching them with a quiet happiness.


    The dog was no longer the shambling, trembling thing of bones and weakness that first had snarled at the yegg. Now, sleek and glistening, he looked what Hagger had named him—a king of his kind. Two weeks of a meat diet were under his belt—all that he could eat, and days of work and sport, following through the snow on those hunts that never failed to send Friedman home with game—for the ravine had caught the wildlife like a pocket, the deep, soft snows kept it helpless there, and even the uncertain hand of Friedman could not help but send a bullet to the mark—had made the dog wax keen and strong.


    Now and again, briefly and aslant, the two men cast a glance at the white beauty, and every time there was a softening of his eyes and a wagging of his tail. But those looks seldom came his way. For the most part the pair eyed one another sullenly, and the silent game of cards went on until Friedman, throwing down his hand after a deal, said: “Well, Hagger, what about it?”


    It was a rough, burly voice that broke from the throat of Friedman, but then the jeweler was no longer what he had been. The beard made his narrow face seem broader, and the hunts and exercise in the pure mountain air had straightened his rounded shoulders. Hagger met this appeal with a shrug of his shoulders, and answered not a word, so that Friedman, angered, exclaimed again: “I say, what about the dog . . . tomorrow?”


    The keen eyes of Hagger gathered to points of light. For a moment the men stared at one another, and not a word was said. Then, as though by a common agreement, they left their chairs and turned in for the night.


    The white dog slept on the floor midway, exactly, between the two.


    


    Dawn came, and two hollow-eyed men stood up and faced one another—Friedman keenly defiant and Hagger with gloomy resolution in his face.


    He jerked his head toward the bull terrier. “He and me . . . we’d both be dead ones,” said Hagger, “except for you. You take him along, will you?”


    Such joy came into the face of Friedman as nothing ever had brought there before. He made a quick gesture with both hands as though he were about to grasp the prize and flee with it. However, he straightened again. As they stood at the door of the shack, he said briefly, his face partly averted: “Let the dog pick his man. So long, Hagger!”


    “Good-bye, Friedman.”


    Each knew that never again would he be so close to the other.


    They left the doorway then, Friedman turning east, for he could afford to return through the towns, but Hagger faced west, for there still was a trail to be buried by him.


    And behind Friedman trotted the bull terrier. The sight of this, from the tail of his eye, made Hagger reach for his automatic. He checked his hand and shook his head, as so often of late he had shaken it, bull-like, when the pains of body or of soul tormented him.


    Every day, when Friedman went out to hunt, the terrier, after that first day of all, had trailed at his heels. Habit might have accounted for choice now, but to Hagger that never occurred. In a black mist he limped forward, reaching once and again for his gun, but thinking better of it each time.


    He heard a yelping behind him, and, glancing back, he saw that the terrier was circling wildly about Friedman and catching him by a trouser leg, starting to drag him back in the direction of Hagger.


    Friedman would not turn. Resolutely, head bent a little, he went up the wind through the ravine as if nothing in the world lay behind him—nothing worthy of a man’s interest.


    Then a white flash went across the space between the two. It was the dog, and, pausing midway, he howled long and dismally, as if he saw the moon rising in the black of the sky.


    There was no turning back, no pleading from Friedman, however, but, as though he knew that the dog was lost to him, suddenly he threw out his hands and began to run. Running, indeed, to put behind him the thing that he had lost.


    Hagger faced forward. There was happiness in his heart, and yet, when the white flash reached him and leaped up in welcome, he was true to his contract, as Friedman had been, and said not a word to lure the terrier to him. There was no need. Behind his heels, the dog settled to a contented trot, and, when after another hour of trudging Hagger paused and sat on a rock to rest his ankle, the terrier came and put his head upon his master’s knee.


    All the weariness of the long trail, and all the pain of the last weeks vanished from the memory of Hagger. He was content.


    
      Out of mischief

    

    He killed two rabbits and a pair of squirrels that day. Never had his aim been better, not even when he spent a couple of hours each day tearing the targets to bits on the small ranges in New York. He and the terrier had a good meal, and that night the dog curled up close to his master and slept.


    Hagger wakened once or twice. He was cold in spite of the bed of fir branches that he had built, and the warmth of the dog’s body. But he was vastly content, and, putting forth his hand, he touched the white terrier softly—and saw the tail wag even in the dog’s sleep. He had the cherishing feeling of a father for a child.


    When he wakened in the early dawn, he turned matters gravely in his mind. He could go back to the great cities for which he hungered, where crowds were his shelter, and whose swarms made the shadow in which he retreated from danger. But how should he get to any such retreat with the dog? How could the dog ride the rods? How could the dog leap on the blind baggage?


    For some reason that he could not understand, but which was simply that the dog had chosen him, he was forced to choose the dog. It was vain for him to try to dodge the issue and tell himself that he was meant for the life of the great metropolitan centers. The fact that was first to be faced was the future of the dog. He decided, therefore, that he would take time and try to settle this matter by degrees, letting some solution come of itself.


    For two days he wandered and lived on the country, and then he saw before him a long, low-built house standing in a hollow. He looked earnestly at it. There he could possibly find work. The mountain range and its winter lay whitening behind him, shutting off his trail until the real spring should come, and, in the meantime, should he not stop here and try to recruit his strength and his purse? Little could be accomplished without hard cash. So he felt, and went on toward the ranch house.


    There were the usual corrals, haystacks, sheds, and great barns around the place. It looked almost like a clumsily built village, in a way. So he came up to it with a good deal of confidence. Where so many lived, one more could be employed.


    He met a bent-backed man riding an old horse.


    “Where’s the boss?”


    “G’wan to the house. He’s there, of course.”


    He went on to the house and tapped at the door. A Negro came to the door.


    “Where’s the boss?”


    “Wh’cha want with ’im?”


    “Work.”


    “Well . . . I dunno . . . I’ll see. What can ya do?”


    “Anything.”


    The Negro grinned. “That’s a long order,” he said, and disappeared.


    At length, a young man stepped from the house and looked Hagger in the eye.


    “You can do anything?” asked the rancher.


    “Pretty near.”


    “A good hand with a rope, then, of course.”


    “A which?” said Hagger.


    “And, of course, you can cut and brand?”


    “What?”


    “You’ve never done any of those things?”


    “No,” said Hagger honestly, beginning to be irritated.


    “Have you ever pitched hay?”


    Hagger was silent.


    “Have you ever chopped wood?”


    Hagger was silent still.


    “You’d be pretty useful on a ranch,” the rancher smiled. “That’s quite a dog,” he added, and whistled to the bull terrier.


    The latter sprang close to Hagger and showed his teeth at the stranger.


    “A one-man dog,” said the stranger, and he smiled as though he approved. “How old is he?” he asked at length.


    “Old enough to do his share of killing.”


    “And you?” asked the rancher, turning with sudden and sharp scrutiny on Hagger.


    Again Hagger was silent, but this time his eyes did not drop. They fixed themselves upon the face of the rancher.


    The latter nodded again, slowly and thoughtfully.


    “I can give work, and gladly,” he said, “to any strong man who is willing to try. Are you willing to try?”


    “I am,” said Hagger.


    “To do anything?”


    “Yes.”


    “And your dog, here . . . I have some very valuable sheep dogs on the place. Suppose that he meets them . . . is he apt to kill one of ’em?”


    Hagger stared, but he answered honestly: “I don’t know.”


    At that there was a little silence, and then the rancher continued in a lowered voice: “I have some expert hands working on this place, and they have a great value for me. Suppose you had some trouble with them . . . would you . . . ?” He paused.


    After all, there was no need that the interval should be filled in for Hagger, and he said slowly and sullenly: “I don’t know!”


    The dog, worried by his master’s tone, came hastily before him and, jumping up, busily licked his hands.


    “Get down, you fool!” said Hagger in a terrible voice.


    “Hum!” said the rancher. “The dog seems fond of you.”


    “I got no time to stand here and chatter,” said Hagger, reaching the limit of his patience. “What can I do? I don’t know. I ain’t weak. I can try. Rope? Cut and brand? I dunno what you mean. But I can try.”


    The rancher looked not at the man but at the dog. “There must be something in you,” he said, “and, if you’re willing to try, I’ll take you on. You go over to the bunkhouse and pick out some bunk that isn’t taken. Then tell the cook that you’re ready to eat. I suppose you are?”


    “I might,” said Hagger.


    “And . . . what sort of a gun do you pack?”


    “A straight-shooting one,” said the yegg, and he brought out his automatic with a swift and easy gesture.


    The rancher marked the gun, the gesture, and the man. “All right,” he said. “Sometimes a little poison is a tonic. I’ll take you on.”


    So Hagger departed toward the bunkhouse.


    


    It was much later in that same day—when Hagger had finished blistering his hands with an axe.


    At that time the wife of the rancher returned from a canter across the hills and joined her husband in his library, where he sat surrounded by stacked paper, for he was making out checks to pay bills.


    “Richard!” she said.


    “What’s happened, dear?”


    “How did that dreadful man come on the place? He has a face like a nightmare!”


    “Where?”


    “You can see him through the window . . . and . . . good heavens! . . . Dickie and Betty are with him! Your own children . . . and with such a brute as that! I want him discharged at . . .”


    “Hush,” said Richard. “Don’t be silly, my dear. Look at the man again.”


    “I’ve looked at him enough. He makes me dizzy with fear.”


    “Does a master know a servant as well as a servant knows the master?”


    “What on earth are you talking about?”


    “Well, my dear, when you look at the man, look at the dog.”


    It was a busy and tangled bit of play in which Hagger was employed in an apparent assault upon the son of the family, and, although Dickie was laughing uproariously with the fun, the white bull terrier had evidently a different view of the matter, for, taking his master by the trousers, he was attempting with all his might to pull him away from mischief.


    “What a blessed puppy,” said the wife.


    “Aye,” said the rancher, “there’s more in dogs than we think.”

  

  
    
      Peter Blue, one-gun man

    

    
      “Peter Blue, one-gun man” was originally published in 1927 in Street & Smith’s Far West Illustrated.

    
  

  
    
      I

    

    In every sunny day, there is one golden moment which lasts just long enough to fill a man’s heart. One cannot find the proper instant on the clock, and it will never come at all if one remains indoors, but, if you go out in the late afternoon with no purpose except to live and breathe and see, certainly with no expectation of magic, the golden moment will come upon you by surprise. It may be any instant after the sun has lost its burning force, when it may be looked on without blindness in the west, and it will be before the face of the sun turns red and his cheeks are blown out as he enters the horizon mists. It may be that you walk through the town and suddenly come on a street down which flows a river of yellow glory, and then one cannot help turning toward the light, for it seems a probable thing that heaven lies at the end of that street, and, if one hurries a little, one may pass through the open gates.


    It was not through the narrow vista of any street that Sheriff Newton Dunkirk and his daughter saw the perfect moment on this day. They had before them the great bald sweep of the Chirrimunk Hills—to what lofty spirits of the old days were those grand summits merely hills?—and, as their horses cantered on around a bend, suddenly they saw the Chirrimunk River running gold, and all the west before them was blended with golden haze, and above the haze was a golden sun hanging out of a dark blue sky.


    Horses can understand, I think, and that pair of mustangs slowed to a walk that there might be no disturbing creak of saddle leather or clatter of hoofs, while father and daughter lifted their heads and smiled first at the beauty of this world and then at one another as their hearts overflowed.


    But when the mustangs had climbed to the top of the next rise, the golden moment had passed. There was lavender, green, and rolling fire in the west; the sun was half in shadow and half in flames. But the magic was gone, and Sheriff Dunkirk looked across the foothills and pointed.


    “Who’s in the Truman shack?” he asked.


    “Nick and August, perhaps,” said Mary Dunkirk. “They live there when they’re trapping along the river, you know.”


    “It ain’t time for Nick and August,” the sheriff contradicted. “It’s some tramp, more likely. I’ll have a look.”


    Mary, with a shadow in her eyes, looked again at the smoke that lolled out of the crooked smokestack above the Truman shanty. All manner of danger to her father might wait under that sign of habitation, but she had learned her lesson long ago and never allowed her protests to reach her lips. The folly of her mother had taught her this wisdom.


    She caught the reins that Dunkirk threw to her as he dismounted near the hut, and, as her father neared the shack, she saw a tall man step into the doorway, but whether he were young or old she could not guess, only by the darkness of his face she knew that he was long unshaven. She saw her father pause to speak, then pass inside, and the doorway was left black and empty. Perhaps he never would come out again alive—and only a moment before they had been so happy.


    Inside the shack the sheriff was saying: “I’m Sheriff Dunkirk of this county. What’s your name, stranger?”


    “My name is Tom Morris.”


    “Ah! Are you Tom Morris from over Lindsay way?”


    “Did you know him?”


    “Did I? Well, that’s right … he died last year. And what are you doing here, Morris?”


    “I’m looking around.”


    “For what? Work? There’s plenty on the range. Old man Bristol wants hands. I know he needs two ’punchers. Have you tried him?”


    “No,” the tall man said slowly. “I haven’t tried him.”


    “And you don’t expect to?” suggested the sheriff curtly. His eyes wandered around the shack, touched on the patched and sagging stove, and the table that was kept on its feet by being wedged tightly into a corner. “No traps,” resumed the sheriff. “Not a trapper, then. You’re only looking? Enjoying the view, I suppose?”


    A horse snorted in the adjoining shed, and Dunkirk pushed open the connecting door. He saw two blood horses, big, magnificently made, that threw up their heads and stared at him with a childish brightness. One was a deep bay, and one a black chestnut with a long white stocking on the near foreleg.


    The sheriff whirled sharply around, a frightened but determined man.


    “You’re Peter Blue!” he said. “You’re Peter Blue, and that’s your horse Christopher … that black one.”


    “Not black,” corrected Peter Blue. “Black chestnut. Step in and look at him more closely, if you wish. Then you’ll see the leopard dapplings.”


    The sheriff looked into the inscrutable eyes of Peter Blue and remembered that the horse shed was very narrow and crowded, and the arms of Peter Blue were very long. He shook his head with decision. “I’ve seen enough,” he said. “We don’t want you in this county and we won’t have you, Blue. You needn’t talk. I know you.”


    “Very well,” said the other patiently. “Tell me first what law I have broken?”


    “Law? I understand. You’re a slick operator, Blue, and you’ve never done anything wrong in your life … only had to defend yourself quite often. But I can find the law to fit you. Vagrancy. We have a vagrancy ruling in this county, and I enforce it when it needs enforcing. Is that clear?”


    “Dunkirk,” Peter Blue said, “I’ve heard that you’re a straight man and a fair man. I intend to make no trouble here, but I want a few weeks of quiet.”


    “You’ve always wanted quiet,” said the sheriff. “I’ve known a good many of your kind and they’ve always wanted peace and rest, but trouble comes and hunts them out, at last. Come, come, man. I’ve spent years in this county and those years have turned me gray … you’re not talking to a fool. I’ll be riding this way tomorrow, and I’ll expect to find the Truman shanty vacant. That’s final.” He paused in the doorway. “I’d like to know a thing, though. You’re a smart fellow, Blue, whatever else they may say about you. Then why the devil don’t you drop your horse, Christopher, and get another just as good? You’re always spotted through that nag. Is he your good luck, maybe?”


    “No,” Peter Blue replied, touching the bolstered gun on his hip. “He’s not my good luck, but I keep him because there would be a difference between Christopher and another just as good.”


    “Yes,” said the sheriff grimly. “It would be hard for any man to get away from that long-legged devil, I suppose.”


    “Or,” the other picked up, “to put it another way, it would be hard for a man to catch that long-legged devil. Besides, Christopher was made for the bearing of burdens … and I’m a heavyweight, as you can see for yourself.” As he said this, his eyes seemed deeper and darker than ever, and the sheriff frowned.


    “You’re mocking me, somehow, Mister Blue,” Dunkirk declared, “but that don’t bother me. All I want is to see this shack empty tomorrow. So long. But wait a minute. If you wanted to sell that Christopher, I might find you a buyer. Would you sell him?”


    “Oh, yes,” said Peter Blue. “I’d sell him, of course. But,” he added rather dreamily, “not for money. No, no, not for money.”


    “For what, then?”


    “I don’t want to keep you here too long,” said Peter Blue.


    The sheriff frowned again, hesitated again, and his face lighted beautifully. “I understand,” he said. “You love ’im, eh? Well, so long, and good luck to you, Blue.”


    He held out his hand and the other made a gesture to meet it, but the sheriff stepped back with a little muttered oath.


    “I’ve never taken the left hand of a man in my life,” he said, “and I don’t intend to begin with you, my friend.” So saying, he backed slowly down the steps, and into the path, and walked sidling toward his horse, looking back. He even kept his eye on the blank doorway while he was mounting, and, as he spurred away, Mary saw him shudder strongly, like a child who has escaped from darkness into the light of another room.


    “What is it, Dad?”


    “I don’t know,” murmured the sheriff. “Nothing, I guess.”


    She was glad to change the subject by pointing toward a meadow near the river edge, where an old man held the staggering handles of a plow that was drawn slowly by two oxen.


    “There’s Uncle Harry. He puts in a long day, doesn’t he? Poor old man.” She added: “Who takes care of him?”


    The sheriff turned a little and cast another glance down the road, as though to make sure that he was not being followed. Then he answered rather briefly: “Uncle Harry? Those old codgers don’t need care. The more they wither up, the tougher they get.”


    The oxen were drawing their furrow up the hill, and the sheriff drew rein a moment to await the plowman. For, after all, men never are too old to vote. But Uncle Harry turned the corner of his land with deliberation before he stopped his team and saluted the two with a formal lifting of his hat. His long white hair flashed in the evening light.


    “How are you, Uncle Harry?”


    “Never no better, folks. And how’s yourself?”


    “What do you hear from Judy and Dick?”


    “Well, you and Judy was right fond of each other, Mary, wasn’t you? I got a letter from her last month. Her boy has had the chicken pox, but they’re getting on pretty good. I ain’t heard from Dick for a spell. Not since he headed for Utah.”


    “Why, Uncle Harry, wasn’t that six months ago?”


    “Let the young ’uns rove and ramble, and, when they get slowed up a mite, then they’ll remember the old ’uns, I always say.”


    “Dear Uncle Harry, you never come over any more.”


    “Well, honey, when I go to your place now, I miss your grandpa a tolerable lot. I dunno but your front porch looks sort of empty without him setting there with his pipe.”


    “I’m going to bake you a big mince pie, one of these days, and bring it over.”


    “You jes’ bring yourself, dearie, and don’t you bother about no pie!”


    They turned their horses down the road again, for it was growing late, and, glancing back to Uncle Harry, the girl saw him reeling at the handles of the plow as he ran furrow.


    “Poor old fellow! How does he manage?”


    “Don’t you go getting sad about him, Mary. Those old ones, they don’t have the same feelings young folks do. When they sit quiet, they ain’t thinking so deep as you guess. They ain’t thinking at all. When they smoke their pipe, all they’re seein’ is the white curling of the smoke. They get like babies.”


    “I wonder,” said the girl.


    
      II

    

    In the Truman shanty, as the sheriff rode away, Peter Blue went back to his interrupted work. At that rickety corner table, on which the last western light was falling, he placed a little square mirror against the wall and sat down before it with a paper and pencil. He began to write with intensely knitted brows, and there was reason for his clumsiness, for he was looking not at the paper but into the mirror, guiding his pencil by the image that he saw. What made the matter worse was that he was using his left hand. He worked until the sweat stood on his forehead, and he stopped only when the fading light made the image in the mirror a blur.


    Even though he knew what the sentence should be, he could hardly decipher this crazy scrawling: The quick redfox jumps over the lazy brown dog. The quick red fox jumps over the lazy …  .


    Then, with an impatient exclamation, he shifted the pencil to his right hand and attempted to write. He made but a single stroke, a wobbling, jerking, unmanageable stroke that ran off the side of the paper, and, with that effort at nervous concentration, his entire right arm began to quiver and jump. He dropped the pencil with a faint exclamation and with his left hand gripped the other wrist hard as though by sheer strength he would crush the senselessness out of his right hand and restore its old cunning.


    However, it was only the petulance of a moment, which he mastered with a grim effort and went to the door to breathe the crisp night air. He could see the blurred outlines of two oxen and a man coming up from the river toward another shack, not half a mile away, and Blue sighed and turned thoughtful. For in the old days he would have scorned a spirit so pedestrian that it enabled a man to work at the plow behind oxen from dawn to dark. He felt no scorn now, but only a profound, sick envy of all in this world who suffered under a lesser curse than that which weighed him down.


    A rabbit, bound home for the warren late, scampered across the trail—a tidy bit of fresh meat for his supper—and the old instinct made him sweep the Colt from its holster. It came clear of the leather, but slipped through his nerveless fingers and crashed upon the floor; the frightened rabbit turned into a dim streak across the field. It was a moment before he picked up the gun—with his left hand, and, reaching clumsily across his body, he dropped the weapon back in its sheath, but he remained a little longer leaning against the doorjamb, for a deeper darkness than that of the night was spinning across his brain.


    At length, however, he went to the stove and made a great rattling in shaking down the ashes and freshening the fire, for the blaze was cheerful and gave him heart to fry bacon for his supper, boil strong coffee, and complete his meal with heavy, soggy pone. After that, all of the evening was before him, and he prepared for it by taking a candle from the pack that lay open on the floor and lighting it so that he could resume his work.


    But before he began, he opened again the little book that he had read so many times before. The leaves parted at a well-thumbed place, and he read: … but the chief requirement is great patience, endless patience. From the cradle a man lives by his right hand. It wields the hammer, draws the knife, strikes the blow, swings the racket, and above all it performs the cunning intricacies of writing. Man’s forceful gestures are made with his right hand; by his right hand he lives; and by it we may almost say that he thinks, for thought, after all, is sometimes executed by the mechanical movements of the body, and sometimes it is inspired by the sense of physical power and craft. Therefore, it is apparent that he who has performed the most delicate work will be robbed most vitally by the loss of the right hand, and, although it is the purpose of this book to teach the series of mechanical exercises through which the left hand may be taught to do the work of the right, nevertheless, in all honesty, it must be confessed that in the end something may be lacking. One may learn to work with the left hand, to write with it, etc. But the cabinetmaker, the draftsman, and others will find it difficult to think with the left hand, as they have been accustomed to think with the right. But for rougher labor, and for those whose livelihood does not depend upon a delicate craft of hand …  .


    Peter Blue raised his eyes from the book. Not his livelihood, but his life was concerned, and the book said nothing of such men as he. Then, as his habit was, he laid on the table before him his naked Colt, picked up the pencil, and returned to the dreary labor of forcing his hand to trail out the letters by staring at the image in the mirror.


    His attention began to flag. He had worked many long hours this day, and now in spite of himself his thoughts began to slip away into dreams—right-handed dreams. He saw himself as he had been before that fatal bullet tore through his right forearm, and, whether with cards or dice or guns, it was always his right hand that played and always the right hand that won. It had made him famous up and down the range, that good right hand. He had the fame still. The awe of other men surrounded him wherever he went, but he no longer had the skill to maintain his reputation. The day must come when he would be challenged by the friend of some enemy of the old days, and, when that challenge came, he must go down unless he could transfer to this childish, awkward, blundering, laggard left hand a moiety of the skill that had lived in its mate. He was almost tempted to let the world know the truth, that the old Peter Blue was dead. But he knew that the instant his weakness was revealed, there would be a host of bullies and cowards to find and kill. So one of them might wrap himself in the ghost of a reputation.


    Who was it, in the end, that would be able to say: “I killed Peter Blue!” Would it be some gay cavalier of the range, bent on adventure? Would it be some swelling braggart and badman? Would it be some cool-headed old fox? He had known many of all these kinds, and now he let their portraits pace swiftly across the eye of his mind.


    A rising of the wind called him out of his musings. He found the room was cold, and, when he went to the open door, he saw the night sky was crystal clear, so flooded with moonlight that only a scattering of stars showed faint and small. The Chirrimunk curved through the hollow in a broad sweep of polished silver with the trees along its banks raising their dark heads against the brightness.


    On such a night as this he had stood under a certain window in Juárez and played his guitar and sang …  . Was there music in a left hand? On such a night as this, he and Christopher had descended upon Lindley Crossing …  .


    He went hastily into the shed, and the two horses stood up in the darkness and whinnied anxiously to him and reached for him with their soft muzzles. He took Christopher into the open and threw a saddle on his back, and on the back of the stallion he was almost a king again. The wind of that wild gallop blew some of his melancholy away, and so he came past the neighboring shack with a sweep and a rush.


    A little distance past it, he reined in and looked back. No smoke rose from the chimney into the glistening moonlight, and yet the night was so cold that his gloved fingers were turning numb on the reins. One faint light had been burning in the cabin, which proved that the dweller was in the place. Then why not a fire?


    That small thing turned Peter Blue back. He left Christopher with thrown reins fifty yards from the cabin and went to investigate. Not a sound, not a sound from within, so he knocked at the door.


    The voice of an old man called: “Hey, hey, who’s there?”


    Peter Blue pushed the door open and looked in at a neat little one-room cabin, swept and dusted with a scrupulous care, and all in good order. On the table stood a lantern, turned low, and near it were scattered a few fragments of hardtack, and a tin cup half filled with … water. No soiled pans stood on the stove. Yonder on the table lay the remains of the supper that had been eaten in this shack. All these details were seen in a single flicking glance that steadied on the old man, who sat by the table with a blanket huddled around his shoulders. In spite of that, his lean face was lined and shadowed with the blue of cold. Yet he smiled at Peter Blue.


    “Come in, stranger,” he said. “Come in and rest yourself. You’re in the Truman house, I reckon?”


    “How did you guess that?” asked Peter Blue.


    “Well, when you get old, you get long-distance eyes. Your hand may miss its hold on something right under your nose, but far off things you can see pretty well, y’understand? Besides,” he added with a deliberate and admiring survey, “it ain’t so many that have your outline ag’in’ the sky, even a half mile off. Sit down, won’t you?”


    Peter Blue sat down.


    “Sheriff Dunkirk knows you, don’t he? I seen him stop at the Truman house for quite a spell this evening. Now I ask you, ain’t he an honest man … young Newt Dunkirk? But you know him, don’t you?”


    “Yes. I know him.”


    “He’s give us a quiet county,” said the old man. “There ain’t been a man stuck up or a gunfight for close onto six months now. By the way, what might your name be?”


    “My name,” said the visitor, looking instantly at Uncle Harry, “is Peter Blue.”


    The other started and blinked at his guest.


    “Peter Blue? Peter Blue?” he said. “I know that name … somehow … I’ve met up with it somewhere. It’s streaked across my mind sometime as bright as lightning. But I disremember. When your eyes get long distance, your memory gets long distance, too. The nearby things, you fumble at them and forget them, and they slip through your fingers like your brain was numb with cold. But the far away things … you see them like looking through the small end of a field glass … small but clear. All drawed together with distance. So’s you can hold ten of the old years in the palm of your hand and talk about ’em. And if I’d known you in those times, I sort of reckon that you would have been pretty big in my eye. Reach yourself that jug behind the door, will you? It’s old stuff. Good, too. The pure quill. Help yourself, Mister Blue … it’s a mighty cold night!”


    
      III

    

    Peter Blue took the big earthenware jug and tilted it to his lips by bending it over the crook of his left arm. As he put it down—“Left-handed, and what a hand!”—said the old man. “Marty McVey, he was left-handed. And even Marty couldn’t have handled that jug more easy.”


    “Will you have some? You haven’t told me your name.”


    “I won’t have any, thank you. I’m Uncle Harry Barnes. I only keep that liquor for friends, when they drop in. But me … it addles my head and sets it singing … plumb foolish. Hold on, have you had your supper?”


    “Have you had yours?” asked Peter Blue.


    “Oh, yes. My stummick was a-ragin’ lion, once. Oh, I could eat for two. But the lion has turned into a lamb. A few crackers do me as good as a steak and onions, just. Which is an advantage of bein’ withered up and light, like I am now. But at your age, I was always hungry.”


    “I’ve had my supper,” said the younger man. “But I can see that you’re able to save a pretty penny, working your farm, and living so carefully. The bank must be glad to have your account.”


    “There’s my bank.” Uncle Harry laughed, pointing to an old boot that hung on the wall. “I turn my money into silver and dump it into that old boot. As long as there’s money in the heel of it, I know that I can get through the winter easy. But when I got to reach into the toe, then I know that I’m getting low. But having my coin in the boot bests a bank all hollow. It’s more fun.”


    “Yes.” Peter Blue nodded. “But sometimes your silver must overflow from the boot. When you get the crop from that piece of land by the Chirrimunk, for instance …  .”


    “If it was all for me, yes. But my girl Judy didn’t marry money, and I have to help them along.”


    “Her husband is sick, perhaps,” suggested Peter Blue.


    “Not him. But he’s young, and one of the boys. Pay day means a party to him. But what’s a grandfather good for? If I didn’t have my Judy to work for, I might settle down to trapping and hunting, same as Nick and August. Just plain lazy. You look cold, Peter Blue. Wait a jiffy while I fix up a fire.”


    “Not for me.”


    “Are you sure now?”


    “Yes, I’m warm enough. But I might say you look a little chilly yourself, Uncle Harry.”


    “Do I, now? Cold is good for an old man. I’ve seen some huggin’ the fire and drowzin’, but I say … live like a man, and not like a house cat. Besides, I got to save my strength. Time was when I thought nothing of laying in a store of wood and everything needful. But now it’s different, and I got to put in my handwork where it will count most. Suppose I was to build the most ragingest fire that ever you seen. Would it warm Judy and her children away off beyond the mountains? But the work that I use in that ground, it comes back to me in dollars, and dollars put a fire in Judy’s stove, and pays the doctor, and helps for clothes, and such. Here, son, you ain’t sat down. By the Lord, you are cold. Here … I’ll start a fire snorting …  .”


    “Let me do it,” said Peter Blue. “You sit quiet.”


    He went out to his horse and galloped back to the Truman shack. There he took bacon, coffee, and pone and returned to the other house. In the moonlight, he saw the axe by the pile of lot wood, and he dismounted there and commenced to labor mightily. They were awkward strokes that seldom found the mark, but even in the left hand of Peter Blue there was more power than in all the body of most men. Presently he carried a vast armful into the shack.


    “Ha!” cried the old man. “That was what the ringin’ of that axe meant, then? No, no, Peter Blue. You keep that wood for yourself in your own shack. If you’re in my house, you got to burn my wood. Why, what would folks be sayin’ of me? Man, man, drop that wood right there …  .” He started from his chair, filled with excitement and trouble, but Peter pushed him firmly back.


    “Now, you keep in your place, Uncle Harry. Tush! You think only of yourself.”


    “Now what might you mean by that?” Uncle Harry asked coldly.


    “You’d have me strip the clothes off the backs of Judy’s children, and take the food out of their mouths. Not a bit of it. Sit there … and watch this fire roar, will you?”


    Roar it did, in another moment, with all the drafts open and the flame hurtling up the chimney in such masses that the whole shack trembled a little. A glow crept across the cabin and the pain left the face of the old man. Then the sizzling of bacon sang in his ears.


    “Hold on, Peter Blue!” he cried. “Lord, Lord, what are you doin’, man, to shame me? Cookin’ your own food in my house?”


    “Did you ask me to supper?” Peter Blue said.


    “Yes, yes, lad.”


    “Is there a bit of bacon in this house?”


    “I could fix you up … ,” began Uncle Harry.


    “Tush!” said Peter Blue. “You’ve asked me to supper, and here I am. It’s my right to bring what I want.”


    “It’s wrong,” said Uncle Harry, grasping futilely at the great shoulder of his guest, rubbery with muscles. But then the delicate fragrance of coffee reached the nostrils of the old man and he sighed and shook his head. “It ain’t hospitality, Peter,” he said.


    “No,” Peter Blue said, “it’s food and friendship. Shall I eat bacon up there in my lonely shack? And you stay down here and eat crackers in yours? Nonsense! You’re an old, wise, and dangerously crafty man, Uncle Harry, but you can’t drift me against the wind like that.”


    “Besides,” said the other, “you’ve ate already, Peter.”


    “I? I haven’t touched a thing since morning.”


    “You was lying, then?”


    “Smaller lies than some you’ve been telling. Sit down at that table and look some of this pone and bacon in the face … and here’s the coffee.”


    “I got no appetite,” said Uncle Harry. “I’ve ate already.”


    “Like a parrot or a hen,” said Peter Blue. “But now you can eat like a man.”


    “Son,” said the veteran, “it’s kind of you, but enough is enough, and I can’t touch a bite. Lord, Lord! Your food and in my own house.”


    The forefinger of the giant leveled like a gun. “Then,” he said, “I’ll write to Judy and tell her that you’re starving yourself to put clothes on the backs of her youngsters.”


    “Not that, Peter! You wouldn’t be doing that. Then I see you’re going to bully me into it, so I’ll take a mite.”


    They faced one another at the table, and presently, as he ate, the eyes of the old man were going up and down, from the loaded plate to the face of his guest. “Ah, Peter,” he said, “you’re a good lad.”


    “If you won’t eat any more,” said Peter, “why not tune up that old guitar and give me a song while I do the dishes?”


    “Me sing? My throat has forgot all my songs, boy. The singin’ muscles have forgot their business complete.” But he picked up the guitar. “What shall it be?”


    “You know McVey?”


    “Yes.”


    “Sing that one of McVey’s fight with Barnegat.”


    “Lemme think. Now I remember. Hey … how it rolls back the years!” He leaned back in his chair, his eyes closed, a smile on his lips, and he sang in an infirm but pleasant tenor voice:


    
      Barnegat, Barnegat, belt on your gun,For Marty McVey is a-comin’,He’s ridin’ to hell or to heaven for funAnd the wind in his hair is hummin’.

    


    The bass of Peter Blue, softened that it might not drown the leader, chimed in with the chorus:


    
      Marty McVey, Marty McVey,Barnegat’s gun will talk today.Barnegat, Barnegat, gimme your hand,For he’s galloping up the river.Barnegat, Barnegat, take your stand,For I feel the ground a-quiver.


      Marty McVey, Marty McVey,Barnegat’s gun will talk today.Barnegat, Barnegat, that’s my name,And who the hell are you, sir?Barnegat, Barnegat, you’re to blameWhen I …  .

    


    The voice of the singer died away.


    “Go on, Uncle Harry.”


    “It’s clean popped out of my mind.”


    “Wait a minute and it’ll pop in again.”


    “No, not tonight. You can’t force an old man’s mind. It’s like a young horse. Whipping only makes it balk all the more. Now, I could tell you about that fight, though.”


    “The devil you could! You’ve heard about it?”


    “I saw it.”


    “The fight between Barnegat and McVey? I thought it was only a story.”


    “No, sir. I seen McVey come ragin’ into the town with the wind blowin’ through his long, bright hair. And I seen Barnegat take his stand in the middle of the street, with a gun in each hand. McVey had a big Colt poised with its nose in the air, and he rode straight down the street. Barnegat, he dropped one gun level and fired, but McVey come right on. Barnegat dropped his other gun level and fired, but still McVey galloped at him with his own Colt hanging in the air, ready to shoot. Barnegat was a crack shot, y’understand? But I suppose that shooting at McVey was too much for him. It whittled the manhood out of him. He give a yell, dropped his guns, and turned and ran for it. McVey rode right on down that street, just laughing. Seems McVey had bet that he would make Barnegat run without firing a shot. One of them two bullets slipped right straight through the body of McVey, but that didn’t keep him from laughing. He’d won his bet.”


    “Ah,” Peter Blue said, his head raised and a smile on his lips, “there was a man, that McVey.”


    “Not a man, but a lion. They don’t make his kind any more. Big and foolish, and simple and wild, and kind and cruel … they don’t make his kind any more.” Here his eyes narrowed at the younger man and he added thoughtfully: “Except now and then, maybe.”


    
      IV

    

    The sheriff had two guns newly oiled and freshly loaded when he walked up to the door of the Truman shack the next day. In the doorway he paused to look in at big Peter Blue, who was seated studiously at a table, facing a little mirror, with a gun before him. The sheriff paused abruptly. In such a mirror, so placed, Peter Blue might be able to see the open doorway. At his hand lay the ready revolver. For such a trickster with weapons, such an uncanny marksman, would think nothing of snatching up his Colt and taking a snap shot over his shoulder.


    The sheriff forgot his own two guns. “You’re still here, Blue?” he said.


    The other turned sidling in his chair. “Still here, Sheriff. Have they traced any rustled cows my way, as yet?”


    “Set and grin,” said the sheriff coldly. “This day is your trick, because I ain’t going to arrest you. I’m here in this county to enforce the law, and not to commit suicide. But I’m coming back with enough to handle you. Mark that, Blue.”


    He backed away, regained his horse, and galloped for the town. A little shame mixed with his anger, and, accordingly, his horse dripped with black sweat before Dunkirk gained the town. Then he let his mustang fall into a dog-trot that dusted him and his rider with white. The sheriff took no heed of a little dirt, however, for, as he jogged the horse down the long, winding main street, his glances were busy prying at the houses on either side and making mental notes.


    He wanted picked men. He could have a hundred rough-and-ready riders, rough-and-ready fighters, in five minutes, but what chance would they have on the trail of Peter Blue and Christopher? No, for such work as this he needed the finest horses and the keenest men, so he dismissed the inhabitants of each house as he swept by. In front of the hotel he drew rein, for here he must find someone.


    Suddenly he cried out and waved a violent hand. For he saw a tall man leaning against one of the wooden pillars, rolling a cigarette—a tall man with nobly developed shoulders and a long pair of sandy mustaches, grown after an outworn fashion. “Livernash! Livernash!” he called. He fairly flung himself from his horse and ran to the hotel steps. There he checked himself under the stare of a pair of cold blue eyes.


    “What’s on me?” Livernash asked calmly. “What you want of me, Dunkirk?”


    The sheriff laughed. “You’re wrong this time, Steve,” he said. “I want to use you, not to jail you.”


    Livernash breathed a long sigh. “Have the makings,” he proffered kindly.


    “I’m talking, not smoking, Steve. I’ll finish the job today,” he continued rather wildly. “God or the devil must have planted you on this porch just in time for me.” He added abruptly: “Is that your horse?” He pointed to a down-headed mustang that stood in front of the porch near the watering trough.


    “That’s mine,” Livernash said, nodding.


    “Not good enough. Not half good enough,” said the sheriff. “But you can have the pick of my string. For this job, it will be more important to mount you well than to have me on a racer.”


    “And what’s the game?” Livernash asked.


    “I’ll tell you later. Wait here. I want to collect half a dozen more. Be back here in a few minutes …  .”


    “I ain’t making a long stop,” Livernash advised. “I got important business. You better tell me now.”


    “No matter what your business is, it’s not as important as this.”


    “What’s important to you and me might be a speck different, Dunkirk.”


    “Today, my business is yours. Trust me for that.”


    He started down the hotel steps but Livernash called: “Sorry, Sheriff! I can’t wait. My job is pressing.”


    So Dunkirk unwillingly turned and frowned at this interruption. “Every minute that you hold up the posse,” he said, “the rascal will be putting miles behind him. I give you my word that you want to do this job even more than I do, Steve.”


    “Who is it, then?”


    “The first man in my life that I didn’t try to arrest single-handed,” said the sheriff. “Told him yesterday to leave the county. Came back today and found him in the same place … and he simply smiled at me, but I swallowed that and came to town.” He repeated what he had said before on this day: “I’m here on the range to enforce the law, not to commit suicide.”


    “Ah,” Livernash said, more and more interested, “I got a funny idea that maybe your trail is mine, old-timer.”


    “I tell you it is! Take my word for it. How many times have you fought, Livernash? Never mind. I know. And you were beaten only once.”


    “Wait, wait,” said the tall man. “I know the time you mean. Ain’t the whole world been grinding that one time in on me? But I swear to God that what beat me was a new gun. I hadn’t had a chance to file off the sights. And it stuck in the leather … it stuck in the leather. I didn’t even fill my hand that day.”


    “I believe it,” said the sheriff, “and I know that you want to get at Blue again.”


    “Want it?” Livernash said, drawing in his breath as though the air were wine. “Want it? I’ll tell a man I want it, Dunkirk.”


    “You’ll have your chance, then, if our horses can bring us up with him today. That’s why I don’t want to waste any more time. I’ll round up a party in ten minutes, Steve, and …  .”


    A long arm shot out and a lean-fingered hand fell on the shoulder of the sheriff.


    “Us?” he said. “Party?” he echoed.


    “To get Pete Blue.”


    “No, old-timer. Not me. I’m not in no party to get Peter Blue.”


    At this, Dunkirk bit his lip. “That other time made you a little down-hearted, Steve,” he suggested coldly. “But I thought that just now you was raving to get at him.”


    “Not with a posse,” said the other. “What posse did Blue have behind him when he dropped me that day in Juárez?”


    “Ah,” said the sheriff, able to smile suddenly. “You mean you want to play a lone hand?”


    Livernash brushed his long mustaches with painful care and then spoke with deliberation. “Five months ago I started north,” he said. “I missed him by a week in Phoenix.” He checked off the item on one finger. “I was two weeks behind him at the Colorado. He left Carson one day before me. But then he put on one of his damned bursts of speed and I was eight days late at Butte. I bought two new horses and twisted back south on his heels. I dodged him into Idaho and back to Montana. I trailed him to Kansas City when he took a fling East. I doubled back on his heels, one train late, and nearly nailed him in Denver. Then two weeks out in the mountains. I had him in the circle of my glass once when he was going up one divide while I was on the top of the next one. I was out of range. Damned if that didn’t near break my heart. Then I came down here, and you tell me that he’s in reach. And you want me to join up with a posse … a posse!” He parted his mustaches and spat far into the street.


    The sheriff, in the meantime, had grown darkly thoughtful. “I know you, Steve,” he said. “I got a lot of trust and faith in you.”


    “Leave that be,” interrupted Livernash harshly, “and tell me where this hound might be.”


    “Just a moment, Steve. I say that I have a load of faith in you. But now we’re talking about Peter Blue.”


    “Bullets won’t sink into him, maybe?” Livernash asked with a sneer.


    “Sometimes these fellows don’t like to face the same man twice,” declared Dunkirk. “If you’ve followed him so long … why, man, it almost looks as though he was running away, doesn’t it?”


    “Running away? If I knowed that he was in front of me, didn’t he know that I was behind him? Why did he slide from Carson to Montana as fast as those long-legged horses of his could snake him along?”


    “I never heard of fear in Peter Blue,” declared the sheriff thoughtfully.


    “There ain’t any use for talk,” Livernash said. “Lemme do something besides wag my jaw, will you? Where does he camp?”


    Dunkirk made up his mind. “After all,” he admitted, “he would run away from more than one or two. And if he ran, what can catch Christopher? Follow this road straight out of town. Never leave it. When you cross the first creek, there’s a big trail bearing to the left. Don’t take it. Head straight, leaning always toward the river, when you’re in doubt. Finally you’ll come in sight of the Truman shack, standing on a hill, without no trees around it … so’s he can keep on watching the road, I suppose. You’ll find him there, living quiet and studying up some sort of hell-fire. So long, Livernash. Good luck to you and …  .”


    He let his words die away, for Steve Livernash had flung himself on the back of his mustang and rushed down the street. He disappeared; the muffled beat of hoofs trailed rapidly into a faint pulse of sound and a great cloud of dust floated in the windless air.


    “It’s wrong! It’s wrong!” the sheriff cried suddenly, as his second thought came strongly home to him. He hurried to his own pony and was about to put foot in the stirrup when he saw the beaten condition of the mustang. Before he could change mounts, Livernash would be far out of reach. So Sheriff Dunkirk came wearily back toward the verandah steps. “Maybe he’ll have the luck, though,” said the sheriff. “You never can tell. Sooner or later they all get theirs. Sooner or later the greatest of ’em go down.” He sank into a chair and tilted it back against the wall of the hotel, but although his body was at rest, his brow was still furrowed. “Hey, Dunkirk,”—came a voice from the hotel door—“have you heard about Christy’s new house he’s gonna build?”


    “But not Peter Blue,” said the sheriff.


    “What’s that?”


    Dunkirk pushed a hand across his knotted forehead. “Don’t talk, man. My brain’s overcrowded now!”


    
      V

    

    It was not more than an hour after the sheriff brought his warning to Peter Blue that his daughter rode on the same trail, but with a different destination, for she turned in at the shack of the old man which, as has been said, stood about half a mile from the Truman house.


    There she found Uncle Harry busily sweeping out the cabin with a broom made of a thick twist of straw fastened on a stick. Some dried apples were stewing on the stove and filling the place with a delicate fragrance as though a sort of faded spring had been restored to the world. Uncle Harry’s pipe was in his teeth, however, and he was puffing forth clouds of strong tobacco smoke that usually drowned the perfume of the fruit entirely. Through the back door of the cabin, the girl saw a deer hung up on the branch of a tree.


    “Ah, Uncle Harry,” she said, “what a jolly place you keep here, and you have everything so comfortable that I’m almost ashamed to bring you this bit of cake.” She laid it on the table, a fine fruit cake, the brown-baked crust of which was raised or broken here and there by the crowding nuts and raisins that filled it.


    “Hey,” cried Uncle Harry, “he’ll be glad of that now! God bless you, dearie, but he’ll be glad to put a tooth in that cake.”


    “Who will?” asked the girl rather anxiously.


    “Who but Peter Blue, of course? I ain’t got any other neighbors that I know of.”


    “Ah,” the sheriffs daughter said. “I’ve come to talk to you about him.”


    “Nothin’ I’m gladder to talk about,” said Uncle Harry. “Excepting my Judy, of course, and my boy,” he added with a rather guilty afterthought. “What you going to say, Mary dear?”


    She was rather abashed by this enthusiasm on the part of the old man. But she went on gravely: “Do you mean to say that he’ll come here and eat with you?”


    “Why not?” said Uncle Harry. “Ain’t it his right to come here and have a meal … him and me both being lone men?” He added: “Hold on a minute!” He hurried to the door of the oven and opened it, pulled out a broad roasting pan, and basted several big grouse that were browning beautifully. The steam and the delicious aroma of the roast poured into the room, and he said as he slammed the oven door again: “Peter’ll be set for those by noon, I reckon.”


    “Peter?” she cried. “Peter Blue, do you mean?”


    “Aye, Peter Blue.”


    “Oh, the rascal! To live on the charity of a …  .”


    “Tut, tut, honey. No charity. Except on his side. He shot these here birds.”


    She stopped, the next words dying on her lips. “He shot them?” she said more faintly.


    “Aye, he did. He shot them. Left-handed, Mary. And them on the wing. I seen it. We walked out in the dawn, him and me. He’s learning to shoot left-handed, y’understand? God knows how fine he could shoot with his right, but he says that everybody had ought to have two hands, instead of just one. So he’s going to forget that he has a right hand, and try to train his left hand until it catches up with his right. Now, ain’t that a rum idea, Mary darlin’? Them kind of ideas, he’s full of. He won’t touch his right hand to nothing. He eats and sews and rolls cigarettes and sweeps and shoots, all left-handed. Only been doing it a short time, he says, but, girl, it’s a wonderful thing to see how good he manages. Now and then he spills things, of course. He missed the first deer that we spotted. But he got the second one.” He pointed exultantly through the open door. “Look at it hanging there, Mary.”


    She looked, and shook her head. “Uncle Harry, I see that you’re fond of him.”


    “Fond of him? I have roved and ranged up and down this here world for nigh onto seventy-five year or more, honey, and I never before seen young man or old, or boy or woman, that ever fitted into my mind as fine and quick and snug as Peter Blue does. I ain’t knowed him hardly at all. Not a day, hardly, but if my own son was to stand here in the shack beside him, dog-gone me if I would know which I loved the most of the pair of them.”


    The sheriffs daughter bowed her head a little.


    “Are you doubting me, Mary?”


    “Oh, no, Uncle Harry, but I’m only wondering whether it’s right for me to tell you what I know about him? If you like him so well …  .”


    “Oh, well,” said Uncle Harry, “I suppose that a gent has got to hear gossip about a friend, now and then. I might as well hear it from you, Mary, as from somebody else.”


    “Not gossip … but facts,” she said.


    “Everything that’s living is changing,” said the old man. “Peter is tolerable much alive. There ain’t no facts but dead ones, my dear. You ain’t going to poison my mind ag’in’ Peter.”


    “Look,” said the girl, “you are setting yourself hard against me, and yet I can tell you things that will simply tear your faith in Peter Blue to pieces.”


    “Try it,” Uncle Harry said with a faint smile. “You jes’ sit down and try it, honey.”


    She said earnestly: “He’s dangerous company for you or for any man, Uncle Harry.”


    “Tut, tut. I’m too old to worry about danger, Mary.”


    “Do you know why he’s learning to do everything with his left hand?”


    “Well, you can tell me.”


    “Because he isn’t satisfied with the number of murders that he’s done with his right alone, and he wants to be able to slaughter with two guns at once!”


    She said it with fire and seriousness, and Uncle Harry blinked at her a little.


    “Do you mean to tell me,” he said, “that Peter is a gunfighter?”


    “Oh, Uncle Harry, the most low, despicable sort of a gunfighter, a true safety killer.”


    “One of them that shoots from behind a hedge, maybe?”


    “No, no, I don’t mean that. I mean a man who has so much skill with a gun that no other person has a chance against him. He picks fights, and lets the other fellow grab for a gun first … and Peter Blue always gets in the first shot, and the first shot always kills.”


    “A gunfighter. A gunfighter,” Uncle Harry said, blinking a little again. “I dunno that I like that idea. I seen old Tom Leicester killed by a crooked gunman from El Paso. I always hated the professional gunfighters ever since that day. Because what chance does an ordinary gent stand against them? What chance?”


    “None at all,” said the girl. “Not a bit of chance. While you’re here cooking and getting a meal ready for that scoundrel, he’s probably up in that other shack, practicing with guns and getting ready for more murders. Oh, Dad has told me all about that sort of a person.”


    “Practicing murders? I dunno.” Uncle Harry grinned. “Except that my old Dan and Dandy would sometimes get a gent pretty mean and ornery in disposition. But, otherwise, it don’t look like the preparings for a murder, do it?” He stepped to the front door and pointed across the trail and down the long, soft slope toward the river where the slow oxen were running the furrow—and a man held the handles of the plow behind them.


    “I don’t understand,” Mary said, staring.


    “Peter Blue,” said Uncle Harry. “Is that murder, my dear?”


    She turned around and faced the old man with a frown. “It’s very odd,” she said, her voice fainter than before.


    “Ain’t it?” Uncle Harry said. He took out a tobacco pouch and refilled his pipe.


    “What a beautiful bit of old pigskin,” Mary observed. “Like amber … but so rich and dark.”


    “It ain’t bad,” admitted Uncle Harry. “It would have to be pretty good, because Peter give it to me … along with the tobacco in it. And Peter, he don’t give away no cheap things. Not him.”


    She half closed her eyes. “I was going to warn you to have nothing to do with that terrible man-killer, Uncle Harry. Why, he’s famous for the list of men he has killed. But it seems to me as though … as though … well, as though I must be wrong.” She opened her eyes and looked rather wildly about her, at the steaming apples on the stove, at the deer that hung on the tree outside, and listened to the sizzling of the baking birds in the oven. Although she no longer faced the fields, across the back of the brain she could feel the two patient oxen toiling, and the hands of the warrior gripping the handles of the plow.


    “Shooting of men,” Uncle Harry stated, “is a pretty bad thing, though I suppose that the reason that more of it ain’t done is that there ain’t many folks with the courage to take the chance. Besides, honey, suppose that a horse has the knack of running extra fast, are you going to blame that horse for liking races … and are you going to blame him for winning the races when he starts?”


    She sighed, hunted for words, and found that she could do nothing but stare. That lonely little cabin on the roadside was always a burden on the minds of the sheriff’s entire family. In the old days, when Uncle Harry came over to visit Grandpa Dunkirk, they could feed the visitor well, and take his socks for patching, and send him back equipped with anything from an old coat to a side of bacon. But since he no longer visited, it was hard to know how to handle him. He was not a beggar, and rank charity could not be offered to him. So, each time they passed the shack, the sheriff and his people bit their lips, and felt a burden fall upon their consciences. And here was the cabin converted by a magic touch and filled with such warmth of good cheer that her heart was melted.


    She heard Uncle Harry saying: “He’s coming up from the field for lunch right now. You’ll have a chance to see him.”


    “I don’t want to,” said the girl. “I wouldn’t look into the face of that brutal …  .”


    “Brutal fiddlesticks!” Uncle Harry laughed. “I’ll tell you what, Mary darlin’, now that I look at you close and hard, I can see that you’re pretty near good enough to stand up beside him. You’re almost nice-looking enough to be Missus Peter Blue.”


    “What a silly way to talk,” the girl said, crimson.


    “Ain’t it?” The old man grinned. “Tolerable silly and tolerable true.”


    “Do you think,” she asked, “that I would ever look at a vagabond assassin who … ?”


    “Look at him?” He laughed softly. “When you see Peter Blue, you’re just gonna ask yourself … ‘Could God please make this here man love me?’ ”


    “Uncle Harry, you almost make me mad … you do.”


    “When you see Peter, you’ll forget all about me, dearie. When you see him standin’ up there, fillin’ that doorway, big and grand and a sort of a sad look in his eye, honey … a sad look, because I suppose that it grieves him considerable that there ain’t any more men in the world that will stand up to him and give him a fight … I say, when you see him standing up there, you’ll just get weak in the knees.”


    “As if I haven’t seen men before,” Mary cried, rosy and laughing.


    “No,” he said, “you ain’t. You’ve seen folks, that’s all. But here’s your chance to see a man, if you’ll stay to lunch with us. You’ll see your first real man, my dear. It will sort of scare you, but it’ll make you terrible glad that you stayed.”


    “I must go, Uncle Harry. I really must …  .”


    “Hey? If you start now, it’ll be plain that you’re runnin’ away from him. Would you be doin’ that? Listen! He’s takin’ pot shots with his Colt as he comes up from the field. Left-handed pot shots at birds or rocks or twigs … he don’t care what. And … well, you’ll stay, I see. There’s the sparkle in your eye, dearie, and I know that you’re thinkin’ of him.”


    
      VI

    

    Mary Dunkirk stayed for lunch. She felt a vague excitement, and a peculiar sense of guilt, and a delicious sting of delight, because, before Uncle Harry finished his talk, she had never wanted to see any man as she wanted to see this same Peter Blue. She saw him take the span of oxen to the watering trough. She saw him place them at the feed rack. She saw these things by glimpses, so she flew here and there about the cabin, opening the stove, putting in more fuel, examining and basting the roasting birds, but now and then she could catch a glance through a window and see a stalwart back or a vaguely distant form.


    “You keep fussin’ around and workin’, honey,” said Uncle Harry, “and he’ll never figger you got excited about seein’ him. He’ll just take it for granted that you been all heated up by the cookin’. You keep right on, Mary, because I’ll tell you that there ain’t nothin’ that opens up the heart of a man so quick as to see a pretty girl in a kitchen … if I only had a white apron to tie around you, I’d just about guarantee you to fetch him. Dog-gone me if you ain’t a lovely girl today, Mary Dunkirk.”


    “Uncle Harry … you’re simply maddening! Why, he’s going up the hill.”


    “Now, now … don’t you worry and fret … he’ll come back.”


    “Nonsense. How you will talk. I don’t worry or fret about him. I never even think of him.”


    “If lyin’ was shootin’,” said the old man, “you’d sure leave more dead behind you than ever Peter Blue done. Peter’s gone up the hill to fetch his horses out to water. And you watch him come rarin’ down the hill with ’em.”


    “Ah,” said the girl, “I hear that he has two fast horses … and nothing else to call his own. Who but robbers and thieves need such fast horses, Uncle Harry?”


    “He has two legs and two arms and two hands that will break other men in two … look at this bare piece of firewood, honey, and see how he slashed it with one cut of the axe. He’s got the finest head that was ever set on a pair of shoulders, and the grandest heart that ever beat in a man’s breast. That’s what he’s got, and what has any man got more? As for his fast horses … well, he wants ’em for the glory of ridin’ fast and far. Besides, would any common nag match him, I ask you? Wait … listen! Now you come look.”


    He caught her by the arm and dragged her to a window so forcibly that she could afford to hold back and pretend that she did not wish to go. There from the window she saw Peter Blue come out of the Truman shack with a span of horses, and she saw him throw himself on what seemed a black horse with a white foreleg …  .


    “It’s Christopher!” she cried.


    They galloped madly down the slope, Christopher leading in spite of the weight of his rider, and the bay racing a close second. They flashed into a closer sweep of her eyes. She saw Peter Blue for the first time as he was in action.


    “Look at him racin’ and tearin’ along!” cried Uncle Harry. “Oh, see if God ever made another like him. Nothin’ so fine, so wild, so careless, so free, so plumb beautiful. Nothin’ so big, so strong, so terrible fierce and so brave!”


    “Oh, they’ll crash into the fence!” Mary worried.


    “Not them. No, open your eyes.”


    She opened her eyes, and she saw Peter Blue and Christopher hanging in the sky—so it seemed—then shooting forward across the fence. The bay followed. So they rushed to the watering trough, and Mary hurried back to the oven.


    “Come back here,” said the old man. “He won’t notice that you’re spyin’ on him. He wouldn’t care if he did. There ain’t nothin’ spoiled or mean or low about him. He must have had admiration around him all of the days of his life. So you come and look again, honey, and don’t you fear that he’ll notice.”


    “I wouldn’t have come the first time,” she said angrily, “if you hadn’t pulled me to the window.”


    “But I didn’t hold you there,” he said, cackling. “Oh, Mary, you young beauties was made to fool the boys, but never to fool the old fellows. You could fool maybe even Solomon, when he was young. Maybe when Peter comes in, he’ll think that I got an angel in here cooking for me. I’ll tell you what, honey, if you’re real good, I’ll keep you here to wash the dishes, and make Peter stay, so’s you can see something more of him.”


    “I won’t listen to another word!” she cried. But she felt a little dizzy, and her hand fumbled twice as she burned the tips of her fingers before she found the knob of the oven door.


    Then someone was whistling in the distance, and coming closer. It was he! Aye, and a grand bass voice suddenly struck up:


    
      Barnegat, Barnegat, belt on your gun,For Marty McVey is a-comin’ …  .

    


    It seemed to the girl that it was a marvelous organ music that reached to her heart of hearts.


    A moment later, the shrill treble of the old man joined the chorus:


    
      Marty McVey, Marty McVey,Barnegat’s gun will talk today.


      Barnegat, Barnegat, gimme your hand,For he’s galloping up from the river,Barnegat, Barnegat, take your stand …  .

    


    Into the doorway came the lofty form of Peter Blue, his lips still parted with his singing and his great voice thronging through the cabin and throwing strong, sharp echoes back from the walls, so that Mary Dunkirk felt as though the very ground were trembling under her feet. Then he saw her and took off his hat, and his grave, dark eyes looked straight into hers.


    She had expected someone boisterous, gay, wild, ignorant—and, as she met him, at last, she felt quite at sea. She was glad, for the first time, of the chattering of old Uncle Harry, as he made the big man welcome, and talked of the plowing, and asked how the oxen had pulled through the tough ground farthest from the riverbank, and how the blackbirds had followed the plow.


    Then the men were at the table, and she served them with her own hands, and she heard old Uncle Harry saying: “Now look at the brown of them birds, Pete, will you? It takes a woman, to cook like that! Just slice into ’em and see the juice run, will you? That’s Mary’s touch. Now, dog-gone me if she ain’t going to make a wife for a king, one of these days. Then why not for you, Peter?”


    She felt as shamed and as helpless as a child, and stamped her foot. “Uncle Harry!” But then she met the mild, amused eyes of Peter Blue. He was not in the least embarrassed.


    “He’s old enough to talk like that,” Peter Blue said to her. “Don’t let it bother you. Aren’t you going to sit here? Do you know that Uncle Harry hasn’t told me your name?”


    “I’m Mary Dunkirk.”


    “You’re the sheriff’s daughter?”


    “Yes.”


    Once more those dark, keen eyes looked at her with quiet understanding, but without malice or scorn or amusement. Even more than when she had seen him sweeping down the hill on the back of Christopher, she knew that he was a very strong man.


    She really dared not sit down. For she felt that, if she did, she would be foolishly aware of her feet and her hands, and that she would never be able to meet the eyes of this tall fellow about whom she had come to warn Uncle Harry. So she made it her business to wait on the table, and always found something to do.


    “She’s her mother’s daughter,” Uncle Harry said when Peter protested. “Let her wait on the men, if she wants to.”


    But, after a time, she grew a little more comfortable and more at ease; she could look at them both; she could enjoy the merry eye of Uncle Harry and the handsome face and the prodigious appetite of Peter Blue. All the time a great happiness was growing in her—greater than could be believed, almost. It swelled her heart and made her smile. She felt a strange sense of possession and kindliness, which enveloped the entire world of her knowledge.


    Then, as the smile grew out on her lips, she heard the rapid hoofs of a horse in the distance, the beating, insistent, hurrying hoofs of a horse driven up the trail by some hard-handed rider. She listened, and the smile went out, for she felt that calamity was drawing close, and the charm that held this circle in such an enchanted happiness would suddenly be snapped.


    
      VII

    

    She turned at last from the stove to the window, in time to see a flying horseman rush up the trail and drive straight at the door of the Barnes shack. The wind of his gallop furled the brim of his hat above his eyes and parted his streaming, pale mustaches. He was out of the saddle the instant the pony he rode came to a halt, and, as it stood with hanging head, the tall fellow strode into the doorway of the shack, saying: “Is there anybody here that knows where I can find a hound by the name of Peter Blue that has been living up the road in the … ?”


    Here he stopped himself and finished his sentence with a sweep of the hand that brought out a revolver. He covered Peter Blue, where the latter sat at the table, half turned toward the newcomer.


    “And here you are, Steve?” Peter murmured to the tall stranger.


    “Fill your hand, you low skunk!” bellowed Steve Livernash. “You ain’t gonna talk yourself out of this hole, Blue. Fill your hand and lemme see you fight, if you can.”


    Mary Dunkirk had shrunk to the corner of the room, but now she sprang into action, for she knew that the process of “filling a hand” was a most perfunctory matter. It was a little flaw in the code of Western honor, which declared that it was quite permissible in a pinch to kill any man, so long as that man had a gun in his hand and was facing the enemy. It mattered not if the victor covered a victim with a steady rifle on a rest and bade the other grasp a weapon. As long as the hand was “filled”, shooting became legitimate. So, knowing this, Mary Dunkirk sprang straight back into the line of fire between Livernash and Peter Blue. As she came between them, she felt as though death were already reaching for her.


    “Fair play!” cried Mary Dunkirk, and she faced the stranger magnificently with her head high.


    “Get out of the way!” yelled Livernash, and he sprang to get to one side of her.


    She moved on the inside of the arc, and still cut him off, and the next instant he found himself facing a double-barreled shotgun, securely gripped in the withered hands of Uncle Harry, whose old eye squinted down the sights.


    “I’ll take a hand in this,” said Uncle Harry. “Mary dear, you’ve done real fine. But now you go sit down and cry, because I know that you must feel like it. You go over there and sit down. Now, stranger, if you got any talking to do, I’ll talk to you. What is it that you want to say?”


    Mary Dunkirk turned and threw a frightened glance at Peter Blue.


    He had not yet filled his hand. No, this lightning gunman had not swept a weapon from his holster, but he was rising slowly from his place, and then he took her arm.


    “You’d better do as Uncle Harry says,” he suggested. “You’re a tremendously brave girl, Mary Dunkirk. If your father could have seen you do that, he would wish that you were a boy.”


    “Oh, oh!” gasped Mary. “Is it all over?”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “There’s no more danger … you’re not going to be murdered?”


    “Certainly not … thanks to you.”


    She would always feel that it was chiefly because Uncle Harry had suggested tears that she began to weep bitterly. Peter Blue brought her to a chair and kneeled beside her and dried her tears with his handkerchief.


    “I’m ashamed,” said Mary, choking.


    “You’re a dear,” Peter Blue insisted. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


    “You’ll despise me,” said Mary.


    “No, I shall not.”


    There was so much honesty in his voice that she began to control herself. It was hard to lift her eyes from the floor to his face, but, when she managed to do so and saw him smiling faintly, she could not help breaking into laughter.


    “I’ve been a perfect idiot,” Mary Dunkirk announced.


    In the meantime, the would-be assassin had been backed out the door and held with his hands above his head by old Uncle Harry Barnes.


    “You step right out there in the open,” said Uncle Harry. “I ain’t going to get you killed there on my floor. I been working for a week whitening up that floor, and here you’d be spoiling all my work for me. If you got your heart right set on dying, why, Peter’ll kill you right here. And we’ll bury you wherever you say, stranger.”


    “You damned old fool,” Livernash said, his hands in the air, but his eye was bright and as dangerous as ever, “I’ll have the pleasure of twisting your neck for this, one day.”


    “Son,” said the old man, “don’t you go talkin’ foolish. You better be sayin’ any prayers that you can remember. Think about the friends that might be needin’ messages from you. Because I would jot them down and send them through the mails.”


    “You be damned, will you?” Livernash yelled.


    “Hey and hello,” said Uncle Harry. “Ain’t the man wild, though. No friends? No religion? No nothin’? Leastwise, you might be thinking over where you would like to have us put you away. I’d suggest that rise, yonder. It faces south and gets the winter sun. And the first flowers, they come out there in the spring. What would you say to that, Steve? Or then, there’s the bank of the river, down there. If you’re special fond of rivers and such, we could bury you there in the shade and that would keep you cool. Or right out there in the garden patch, maybe you’d rather be planted for fertilizer, because there’s some that likes to be useful, living or dead. I reckon that you’re that kind, Steve.”


    Steve exploded in a violent assortment of curses.


    “Hushaby, honey,” old Harry said. “The girl’ll be hearin’ you and she ain’t old enough to quite appreciate such language as you got in your deck. Just tie up that tongue and leave it behind you when you come to call again, Steve. Well, here’s Peter come to settle you.”


    “Aye,” said Livernash, half hysterical with fury. “By God, I’ve run him over half the continent in the last six months, and now I’m double-crossed and murdered by an old thug and a damned cowardly …  .”


    “Steady, steady,” Peter Blue said, and smiled. “Have you really been chasing me for six months, Steve?”


    “You know it!” cried Steve.


    “I know it?”


    “Aye, and you’ve been sneaking through the mountain like a whipped puppy.”


    “Steve,” said Peter Blue, “I understand why you felt like this. You’ve never got over the last time we met. After that, you had enough time to think things over in the hospital, and you should have learned some sense. But it seems that you haven’t. Go back to town, Steve, and think this over. Afterwards, I’ll meet you wherever you wish … with people to see what’s happening. But I don’t want to kill you today. Uncle Harry, just see that he gets away down the road, will you?”


    He turned deliberately back into the house, while Uncle Harry said: “Climb onto your hoss, young feller. It seems that you ain’t going to be planted today, after all. Now, I’d call that downright generous of Pete. But I’ll tell you something more, on my own part. If I see anybody skulkin’ around here, I got such poor eyes that I might take ’em for a coyote sneakin’ around, and then I’d be apt to take a pot shot. And I don’t often miss with a rifle, old son!”


    The other had remounted his horse with his mind in a whirl. He did not speak again, but favored Uncle Harry with one murderous glance, and then rode down the trail toward town as slowly and with as little spirit as he had come with speed and fire.


    Uncle Harry went back into the cabin and found the girl putting on her hat. She was excited and trembling and felt that she should go home at once.


    “And after not touching a bit of nothing,” said Uncle Harry. “Well, if you got to go, I suppose that you’ll be seein’ her home, Peter.”


    “No, no,” Mary said.


    “Yes, yes!” said Uncle Harry.


    Peter left the room.


    “I don’t want an escort,” she insisted. “And … I can’t wait.”


    “But you will, though.” Uncle Harry grinned. “Hey, it ain’t every day that a girl has Peter Blue to ride across the hills with her. Oh, you’ll wait for him, Mary. I was proud to know a girl like you this day. Dog-gone me it was a fine thing to see you come sashayin’ in between the murderin’ gun of that varmint and my Peter! Another split part of a second, and there would have been a killing.”


    She covered her eyes with her hands. “He would have murdered Peter Blue,” she said.


    “Him? Him?” snorted the old man. “Don’t you fool yourself, honey. Peter didn’t have no gun in his hand, but what’s that to Peter? Quicker than a wink he would have filled his hand and finished off that gent. And then what would’ve happened? Why, he would have had to ride out of the county, and maybe I would never have laid eyes on him again. That was why I got my gun and marched that Steve gent out of the shack. But, Lord, wasn’t our Peter fine and easy and grand?”


    “Yes,” Mary agreed, smiling faintly as she looked back on the memory of all that had happened. “Wasn’t he?”


    “You could see that he had the thing in hand all the time. He wasn’t bothered none. Oh, I tell you what, you could lay ten men together end to end and six deep, and they wouldn’t make up the bigness of Peter Blue. ‘Go back to town and think it over, Steve,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to kill you today!’ Well, think of it, Mary. Think of havin’ the life of a man in your hand like that. Think of bein’ insulted the way that our Peter was, and then bein’ calm and cool and forgivin’ the way that he was. Don’t it warm your heart, honey?”


    They heard the distant tramp of a horse.


    “I must go!” cried Mary.


    “Aye,” said the old man, “you hurry along, now, so’s you won’t keep Peter waiting, because here he comes.”


    The color rushed into her pale face at that. “I had no such idea, Uncle Harry, and you know it,” she declared.


    He wagged a forefinger at her. “You go fix your hat,” he said, “and make yourself pretty. Dog-gone me if you ain’t almost got him already. And if you let him see you smile a couple of times on the way home, who can tell if you won’t have him landed before you see your house? Hurry, honey, and I’ll go out and talk to him.”


    He rambled from the door of the house to where Peter waited, holding his tall Christopher and the pony of the girl.


    “Ain’t she wonderful, Pete?” he asked. “Ain’t she a girl in a million? Aye, you don’t have to answer me. Your pride, it don’t fool no one. Because I know the kind of a girl that fits into the heart of a man as snug as a nut into its shell. And, hey, Peter, lean down your ear, will you?” When he had been obeyed, he whispered: “I got an idea that she likes you a little, son. Just a mite. Be kind to her. And keep her smiling. Who knows but you might land her before even you see her house today.”


    Mary came out and was given a hand into her saddle. Then off they went, side-by-side, with Mary looking back, at last, and waving with a sudden joyous laugh to Uncle Harry.


    “Oh, Lord,” said Uncle Harry, “ain’t they a picture, now? Ain’t they a picture, I ask you?” He went back to the door of the shack and watched them out of sight. He began to laugh a little, and rubbed his thin hands together. “What a day’s work for me,” he said. “What a bang-up, full day’s work. I dunno that I’ll waste time plowin’ this afternoon.”


    All the time that he was washing the dishes and the tins, his high, uncertain tenor was never still, but wavered through one after another of the old ballads of his youth.


    Now and again, too, he would step to window or door and scan the skyline with a careful glance, but that skyline showed no threatening form. Steve Livernash had not come back as yet.


    
      VIII

    

    The gloom with which Livernash started on his disappointed way back to town lasted all the way to the village. Not once did he lift his head, not even when a stag broke cover out of a little copse and dashed across the trail just fifty yards before him. The killing of a deer meant nothing to Livernash now, because his heart was filled with much greater concerns.


    He knew not who to reproach. As for himself, he felt that his work had been flawless. He had found his man and taken him by surprise and secured the drop on him. Then what had happened? Two perfectly negligible quantities began to operate on him. A girl sprang before his gun, and then an octogenarian covered him with a shotgun. Such things could not be foreseen, and therefore Steve began to feel rather grimly comforted, and decided that he would place the blame with fate.


    He was troubled, too, by something more than his mere failure, for the manner in which he had failed was of great importance. He had had victory within his grasp. But he could not understand the sluggishness of big Peter Blue. There had been no move on the part of Blue to defend himself, and Steve felt that this could be explained in only one of two ways. Either Blue had been frightened out of his wits, or else he despised the danger too greatly to give it the slightest attention.


    In spite of himself, Livernash felt that the latter explanation was apt to be the more accurate one, and, although he gritted his teeth with rage at the thought that he had been merely despised, yet he made sure that this had been the case. He vowed, of course, that one day he would teach Peter Blue to respect him thoroughly. But in the meantime, it would pay him to practice with his guns every day. For he felt more assured than ever before that Peter was no common man.


    This was the humor of Livernash, partially chastened, partially infuriated, and wholly sulky, by the time that he reached the village. There he rode down the main street and encountered the sheriff before he met another soul. Dunkirk drew up with an exclamation.


    “You didn’t find him!”


    “The hell I didn’t,” Livernash snapped, and he rode straight on.


    “Wait a moment.”


    He turned grimly and faced the sheriff. “Why didn’t you tell me that he was out there livin’ with an old fool and his granddaughter?”


    “Hello?”


    “I say, a withered old goat …  .”


    “Uncle Harry Barnes, you mean? But Harry has no granddaughter.”


    “There was a girl there. That’s all I know. A damned pretty one. Well, Blue always had his way with the women. The rattleheads. A solid man, he ain’t got no attraction for the skirts. But a damn’ good-for-nothin’ like Blue …  .”


    “Steve, tell me what happened.”


    “I missed him in the first shack. I seen the other place up the trail and headed for it, and, when I got there to ask if Blue was around, there he sat havin’ lunch. I had him covered like that.”


    “My God, man!” breathed the excited sheriff.


    “Don’t count up the money before it’s paid,” the other said. “Fact was Blue knew that he was a goner, and he didn’t make a move, not even when I told him to fill his hand.”


    “That’s hard to believe, old fellow.”


    “Don’t call me a liar, Sheriff. I’ve stood for a good deal today. But I won’t stand for that. Just as I was about to drive a bullet through the gizzard of that crook and end my long trail, a bit of calico stepped in between me and my target …  .”


    “You mean that the girl jumped between?”


    “Quick as a wink. Blue gets all the girls so crazy about him that they’re all glad to die for him. This little fool, she was no different from the rest. She stood there lookin’ like it would please her a good deal if I was to send a bullet through her heart.”


    “Who could that girl be?” Dunkirk exclaimed, biting his mustache. “How did she look, Steve?”


    “Too damned pretty to be good, was how she looked. But to hell with her. I’m talkin’ about Blue. I say, I was about to yank that fool of a kid out of the way and ram a yard of lead down the throat of Blue, when the old goat that was there … Barnes did you call him? … he brought down a shotgun, and took a bead on me, and walked me out of the shack.”


    “Uncle Harry did that, eh?” murmured the sheriff. “Well, he was always an old fire-eater and a grand old chap.”


    “A grand old chap, eh?”


    “Go on, man. What did Blue do?”


    “He stayed behind to tell the girl that it was lucky she didn’t get killed, and to hear her say that he was worth dyin’ for, I suppose. Anyway, he finally come out and he says that he didn’t want to kill me today … was how he put it … and so he would wait for a better time, and would I please to let him know when I wanted to die, because then he would be glad to oblige me.”


    Livernash, in the excess of his fury, quirted his own horse heavily across the shoulders, and then sat the beast with gritted teeth and wrenched at its jaw as it bucked. When it was quiet again, he said: “So I’m gonna wait, and maybe you would like to name the time and the place where I’m to kill Blue?”


    “No,” Dunkirk responded, “he’ll be on his way out of this county even now, Steve. And you’ll have another six months of trails to find him.”


    “Do you think that?”


    “I know it.”


    Livernash considered, and then he shook his head. “It’s plain that you ain’t seen this kid that’s so sweet on Blue,” he said.


    “Eh?”


    “Because she’s a beauty, old fellow. A plain beauty. I tell you, she’s a girl that could make a whole town fall in love with her in ten seconds. That there girl, Dunkirk, heard Blue promise that he’d meet me when I was ready. No, he’ll never run out on me. If she was a mite less of a corker, he might beat it, but I figger that even a varmint like Blue had rather die than to have this here girl turn up her nose at him.”


    “Who could it be?” the sheriff wondered with a grunt, and he frowned at the ground. Then he added: “The important thing, Steve, is that I cannot wait until you’re ready to polish off Blue. I simply can’t wait. It’s a matter of honor with me.”


    Livernash gaped. “It’s a matter of honor with you, eh?”


    “It is.”


    “Why, hell, man, and what is it to me? Ain’t I swore that I’d find him and kill him?”


    “Tell me how you’ll go about it, Livernash?”


    “If I can’t think of a better way,” he responded, “I’ll write out and invite him to come into town and settle this here deal with me in the main street.”


    “Would he do that?”


    “The girl’d shame him into it. And the old man … what was his name?”


    “Barnes.”


    “Barnes? I’m familiar with that.”


    “You may have met his son.”


    “Aye, maybe I did. What’s Barnes to Blue?”


    “God knows how Blue wormed himself into the confidence of the old man, but he seems to be there. So far as I know, they’re strangers to one another.”


    “Barnes?” the gunfighter said to himself, and he frowned at the sky, heedless of the voice of the sheriff, who was stating: “I’ll tell you what, Steve. If you think that you have a ghost of a chance with Blue … a ghost of a chance to make him fight it out with you, I mean … I’ll wait for you, because I know that you’ve set your heart on that meeting. But my duty really is to run him out of the county pronto. I’ll think it over.”


    Dunkirk turned his horse and started off, and still the other remained in the saddle, staring at the sky. Finally Livernash started on slowly down the street, lost in his brown study, and, when he arrived at the hotel and had put up his horse, he said to the proprietor: “You know old man Barnes down the road, yonder?”


    “Uncle Harry, you mean?”


    “Yes. He has a son, eh?”


    “Yep.”


    “By name of what?”


    “By name of Dick.”


    “Ah,” Livernash murmured, a glint in his eye. But he went on slowly: “A sort of an ornery-lookin’ gent, eh?”


    “Sort of.”


    “With a scar in the holler of his cheek?”


    “Oh, that’s him, all right.”


    “By God, then,” said Livernash, “it fits in, after all.”


    “Fits into what?” asked the hotelkeeper.


    But Livernash was already striding off.


    
      IX

    

    Altogether, the sheriff felt that it might be as well to let this complicated affair rest as it was. If he directly rode out with a posse to catch the gunman, Peter Blue would range swiftly away on his matchless horses. If he went alone to make the arrest, he would fall under the bullets of the man of battle. But if he left the matter in the hands of Livernash, the latter would be sure to execute his revenge or else die in the attempt.


    Absolute insistence upon the course of duty was not in the heart of the sheriff. He was accustomed to handling each affair as it arose and in a special manner. All that he cared about was to finish off the career of Peter Blue, so far as that county was concerned. But if in addition the life of Blue were actually ended, the sheriff had not the slightest doubt that it would be for the good of society. He wanted no government warrant to encourage Livernash in the latter’s earnestness for revenge.


    His heart was now lighter than it had been for some days, and he rode home that evening, singing softly to himself. As he drew closer to his house, he heard the sweet voice of Mary singing the very song that was on his lips, and the sheriff reined in his mustang and listened. She sang well. To the sheriff, it seemed that she sang perfectly. Above all, because he could remember the day, long years ago, when he had taught her that same song.


    He put up his horse and went into the little house through the kitchen door, where his wife was busy with her cookery. “Mary’s fair busting with song tonight,” he observed with much satisfaction.


    “I wish that she’d bust songs, instead of dishes,” said his wife. “She’s smashed a plate and two glasses, setting the table tonight.”


    “Aw, let her be, let her be,” Newton Dunkirk murmured. “What’s a dish or two in a girl’s life?”


    “Me?” the housewife cried sharply. “Are you going to marry her off to a millionaire, maybe?”


    “Ain’t she worthy of it?” asked Dunkirk.


    “A fine chance she has to take up with one,” Mrs. Dunkirk replied, heated with the stove and her work. “A fine, fair chance that girl has, after we’ve spread ourselves on her education and all. No, but she’ll be picking up with some lowdown, ignorant, good-for-nothin’ cowpuncher, and then slave the rest of her life away the same as other women have done … that I could tell you about!”


    The sheriff felt the imputation and bit his lip. But he never struggled against the will of his better half when he found her in such a humor. Instead, he went obediently out of the room and found his daughter in the dining room putting the last touches to the table in the form of a bunch of wildflowers in a flat glass dish.


    “Hey and what?” the sheriff grunted, grinning broadly. “What young gent is comin’ for dinner tonight, honey? Is it maybe Jeff Dixon?”


    “Stuff!” said the girl. “Jeff Dixon is hardly more than a baby.”


    “It’s Bud Loomis, then,” he declared.


    “Bud? Poor Bud. He’s just a youngster.”


    “Look here, Mary, those boys were your best friends just around the corner of yesterday, and what’s made you grown up past them, so quick?”


    “Shall I tell you, Dad?”


    “By the Lord,” the father said, “I think that you’re going to tell me something worth hearing.”


    “I am! Something that’ll surprise you a lot. I’ve met a man.”


    The sheriff looked deeply into her shining eyes and felt a chilly sense of loss. But, after all, every daughter must marry someday. So he braced himself and smiled back at her. “An honest-Injun hundred percent man, Mary?”


    “An honest-Injun one. Really! There’s only one trouble.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “He’s a man that you don’t like.”


    “Ah, I got the pleasure of knowing this gent before, have I?”


    “Yes, you have. It makes it rather hard to talk to you about him. Because you’ve seen him in the wrong way.”


    “Going or coming, do you mean?”


    “I mean he’s the man that you’ve always written down as a rascal and a bad fellow. But he isn’t at all.”


    “I’m glad to know that,” the sheriff stated more grimly. “Well, I’ll guess who it is.”


    “No, you never could.”


    “It’s that spindling, squint-eyed, hard-headed Casey Langhorne!”


    “No, no, no! How horrible.”


    “Horrible, eh? Why do you say that? Is this man you’re talking about the one that you’re going to marry?”


    “Yes, if he’ll have me.”


    “If?”


    “He hasn’t asked me.”


    “Hold on, now, Mary. Are you makin’ a joke of me?”


    “No, not a bit.”


    “Have you been losin’ your heart to a gent that ain’t even looked at you favorable?”


    “I have.”


    “My God, honey, what do you know about him?”


    “Nothing at all. I never saw him before today.”


    The sheriff sat down suddenly. He felt weak and rather old and useless in this dizzy world of youth.


    “You never seen him before today?” he echoed.


    “Never.” And she laughed at him joyously.


    “But you know that you love him, of course?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “So much that you put flowers on the table in honor of him, even though he ain’t coming to dinner?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Maybe he’s a married man, honey?”


    “Maybe he is.”


    “Confound it, Mary, doesn’t that make any difference?”


    “Not a bit, really.”


    “Hey?”


    “I couldn’t help it if he were married, could I?”


    “You could forget about it if you had to, though.”


    “No, I couldn’t.”


    “Then you tell me what you could do, young lady!”


    “Why, I’d just take him away from his wife, of course. I mean, I would if I could.”


    “You would, eh? You’d run off with a married man?”


    “I would in a minute.”


    “With a wife and kids at home?”


    “I’d never give them a thought.”


    “Mary, if I didn’t know that you’re lyin’ to me, this here would make me pretty sick.”


    “I can’t help laughing, because I’m so happy,” said Mary. “But as a matter of fact, I’m terribly serious.”


    “I believe you,” Dunkirk said gravely. “So now you go ahead and tell me something more about this gent that you’re going to run away with, and leave his wife and his babies at home. How long is he gonna keep on loving you?”


    “Forever, I hope. But if not, it’s worthwhile to have him even for a day or a week …  .”


    “Dog-gone me if I’m not paralyzed the way you talk, Mary. It ain’t because it’s so indecent, but because it don’t sound like you. Your voice has changed, even. If I was in the other room and overheard you, I wouldn’t recognize that it was my own girl talking to me.”


    “I have changed, Dad. He changed me in two minutes.”


    “I’d like to find out the name and the address of this here philanderin’ married man,” the sheriff hissed through his teeth. “Because if he’s got a temporary home, maybe I could give him a permanent address.”


    “Do you mean in town?”


    “I mean in hell!”


    She merely laughed again. “Dear Dad,” she said, “he’s not that kind of a man.”


    “What?”


    “I mean he’s such a wonderful man that no one would ever dare to stand up to him.”


    “Where did you meet this here wonderful lion?” asked the sheriff with a sneer.


    “In old Uncle Harry’s house today.”


    The sheriff leaped from his chair and caught his daughter by the arms. “Lovin’ God!” said the sheriff. “You ain’t meaning what you say, Mary?”


    “Why do you act like this, Dad? Why shouldn’t I go to poor old Uncle Harry’s house?”


    “It was you!” the sheriff cried hoarsely.


    “I who did what?”


    “Who jumped in front of the gun of Livernash and saved the life of Pete Blue.”


    “Oh, that? I’d almost forgotten. Yes, I did stop that big, ugly man. Not that Peter needed saving. He could have blown Mister Livernash off the face of the earth, if he hadn’t been so kind-hearted.”


    “Mary, Mary, stop babblin’ and laughin’, will you, and listen to me, before I go mad!”


    “Of course, I’ll listen, but I simply can’t stop laughing. Only tell me … is Peter really married?”


    “Damn Peter! Eternally damn and blast him! How do I know? But I do know that he’s a renegade man-killer, a professional life-taker, and a butcherin’ …  .”


    “Dear old Dad, you just don’t understand. Why, you should see the way Uncle Harry loves him, and he’s just like a son to Harry. You’ve said yourself that Uncle Harry never makes a mistake about a man.”


    “The miserable blind old idiot is in his second childhood. Knows? He knows nothing. Mary, Mary, Mary, are you meanin’ what you say? You ain’t jokin’ with me? You ain’t laughin’ at me to make me mad? But for God’s sake tell me that you don’t mean that you’ve fallen in love with that devil of a man, Peter Blue.”


    “Sit down again, and I’ll tell you everything, of how I rode over to warn Uncle Harry against him, and of how I first saw Peter, and how I came to know him, and how he rode home with me, and how I loved him, and how he didn’t so much as speak to me, hardly, all the way here … and yet I’m so happy that I hardly know myself!”


    
      X

    

    Newton Dunkirk was not a man to be overthrown by a single shock, and, although he had never before been so staggered as he was now by the outburst of his daughter, he listened gravely to all that she had to say. Not that he changed his opinion of Peter Blue, but because it was important for him to understand the exact viewpoint of Mary. As he listened, he felt that he could understand why Peter Blue might have tried to fascinate the girl. He, the sheriff, had threatened to drive the gunman from the county, and was it not more than probable that, with malicious craft, Blue was striving to wound the man of the law in his most vulnerable spot?


    The problem of Dunkirk grew more and more complicated, for now he must adjust his plans in another fashion. Merely to drive Peter Blue from the county would be worse than useless, from his own point of view, because the girl would continue to worship this new idol at a great distance. Death is an ugly word, but the sheriff felt that it might be the only one that could supply the solution for this difficulty. He had thought of meeting the gunfighter with foul play, but he was determined to overwhelm Peter Blue by the force of the law.


    That night, after dinner, he wrote a batch of telegrams directed far and near and confided them to one of his ranch hands to carry to the telegraph office. Those telegrams were inquiries directed north and south and east and west to officers of the law who would be apt to know something concerning the past life of Peter Blue. Not about the crimes of Blue did the sheriff ask, but concerning the record of the famous gunfighter with women. For on that score he hoped to dig up a scandal or two that might daunt Mary in spite of her professed carelessness.


    When he had dispatched these telegrams, he felt more at his ease, and, coming into the sitting room, there he found his wife with her knitting. Her resolute thriftiness forbade her to keep a servant, and the one quiet hour in her day was this just before bedtime, when she sat with her lap filled with knitting, crooning a little song and oblivious of the world.


    The sheriff, looking at her time-marked face, wondered how she could be the mother of Mary Dunkirk, whose gay song was floating from her room, dimmed by distance but not made less joyous. Yet he was fond of his wife. Her pressure had turned him from a careless, rollicking youngster into a settled man of middle age, with a prosperous ranch, and a chance to take out his restless love of adventure in the work of his paid office as sheriff. He admired her foresight. He respected her courage. But his affection was tempered a good deal by fear. Yes, if the truth must be known, the sheriff was afraid of his better half.


    He picked up a paper, tried to read it, and then crumpled and tossed it to one side.


    “Sally.”


    The humming continued from the knitter.


    “Sally?”


    “Aye, Newt.”


    “Do you know what you’re singing?”


    “I don’t know. Was I singing?”


    “You was. You are now.”


    “Newt.”


    “Well?”


    “Mister Fitzgerald came back today to have another look at that stack of barley hay.”


    “Did he?”


    “I told you that he’d be back. He looked it all over. ‘I’ll give you fourteen and a half a ton,’ he said. ‘Don’t you talk to me,’ I said back. ‘I’d let you have that hay in a minute, but my husband, he holds out steady for sixteen.’ ”


    “I don’t, Sally. Fourteen and a half is a grand price! Twelve would be good enough for that unbaled stuff. Why should you make a Jew out of me?”


    “Because you’ll get the pleasure of the money, and why shouldn’t you take the blame for the bargaining, can you tell me?”


    “Did he leave then?”


    “He offered fifteen, told me to tell you about it. I know he’ll be back to give the sixteen, though, before the week’s out. He wants it bad. I told him that the Marshall brothers had sent out a man to look at the hay.”


    “But they didn’t!”


    “What difference does that make? If the Marshall brothers was real businessmen, they would’ve sent out a man.”


    Another pause.


    “Sally, will you stop that damn’ singin’?”


    “Was I singin’, Newt?”


    “You was. What song … d’you know?”


    “I can’t guess. It was in my throat, but not in my head, Newt.”


    “ ‘Little Brown Jug’. Dog-gone me if I ain’t listened to that song every evening for these twenty years … and still you will keep on with it to drive a man mad. Sally! You’re at it ag’in.”


    She made a slight pause in her knitting and looked at him over the rim of her glasses. “What’s on your conscience, Newt?”


    “On my conscience? Nothin’.”


    “Oh, yes, there is. There’s always something on a man’s conscience when he acts the way that you’re acting. Come out with it.”


    He glared at her. He felt bitterly triumphant to find her wrong, for this once. “My conscience is as clean as the palm of my hand,” he said.


    “Soap and water is good for the skin, an’ repentin’s for the conscience,” she advised.


    “But I ain’t got nothin’ on my conscience, woman!”


    “Lord, Lord,” said his better half, “the more a man talks, the more he gives himself away.”


    There was a pause. Then: “Damn it, Sally, will you stop that singin’ or do you want me to leave the room?”


    “It’s a tolerable bright, soft night, out,” Mrs. Dunkirk commented. “Mary’s happy, tonight, ain’t she?”


    The voice lilted in the distance, and the music flowed softly through the house.


    “And d’you know why?” he barked.


    “Why, then?”


    “She’s found a man.”


    “She’s comin’ to the age,” Mrs. Dunkirk said.


    “Woman,” cried the indignant sheriff, “you ain’t got no nacheral feelin’ in your heart for your girl! You don’t even care who the man is.”


    “You mean this last one?” said Sally Dunkirk.


    “Yes.”


    “Peter Blue?”


    “Hey? Has she told you?”


    “Of course. First thing.”


    “And you don’t care?”


    “What good does carin’ do?”


    “You’d let her go off and marry that scoundrel?” the sheriff asked bitterly. “You wouldn’t be bothered none?”


    “I ain’t even thought about it.”


    “After her sayin’ that she’s in love?”


    “What good does lovin’ do?” she asked. “Marryin’ is what counts.”


    “Suppose he’s married already, I ask you?”


    “Time and tide take care of all things, Newt.”


    “Damn the time and damn the tide! Double damn it! D’you know what kind of a man Peter Blue is?”


    “I’ve heard tell of him, I think.”


    “A gunfightin’, man-killin’ hound!”


    “Them things,” Mrs. Dunkirk said, “will sort of bring a girl’s eyes on a man.”


    “Will you stop that knitting and talk sense?”


    “I don’t think very good unless I got my hands busy,” she said.


    “You’re gonna throw your girl away on him, are you?”


    “Is he so bad?”


    “I’ve told you what he is!”


    “Man-killin’?”


    “Ain’t that bad enough?”


    “What counts,” she said, “ain’t what he is to men, but what he’s gonna be to his wife? Has he got no eddication?”


    “Maybe he can read and write, I dunno. He can shoot, that’s what the world knows about him.”


    “Read, write, and shoot,” murmured Mrs. Dunkirk. “What more could you do when I married you, Newt?”


    He leaped from his chair. “Badgerin’ me is always what you’re keen on,” he declared. “Mary, she don’t count.”


    The knitting ceased. The hands of the knitter folded one on top of the other.


    “Do you know something, Newt?”


    “Not according to you!”


    “I tell you, all our talkin’ and strivin’ wouldn’t change that girl no more than it would keep the wind from blowin’.”


    “I’ll see about that. I’m her father.”


    “Don’t you go tryin’ it. She’s different from us. She’s plumb different from us, and she always was, and she always will be.”


    “Ain’t she our flesh and blood?”


    “I was a pretty girl,” said her mother, “but I never had the eye that Mary has. And you’re a strong man, Newt, but you never had the strength of our Mary.”


    “I dunno about that.”


    “I’ve seen her put you down a hundred thousand times. If she don’t handle you with a frown, she’ll handle you with a smile. But she’s always got something left that you and me can’t guess at. The best plow in the world can’t follow a racer, Newt.”


    “So you’re gonna fold your hands and let her go?”


    “I am.”


    “And take no care for her? Woman, ain’t you got no shame?”


    “I can pray for her,” said the other. “But handle her I can’t. Nor can you.”


    “We’ll see what happens!” the sheriff hissed, more and more savage.


    “What will you do?”


    “All that a gun can do!”


    “Aye,” said the mother, “but a six-shot brain ain’t enough to handle Mary.”


    
      XI

    

    In the faint light of the early dawn, Peter Blue left the Truman shack and stood with a Colt fifty paces from a slender sapling. He fired three shots in one minute—three deliberate careful shots—and then he walked closer to investigate. He had chosen as a bull’s-eye a little lump on the side of the tree, and he saw that it was quite blown away, and a treble hole, the inner edges of which almost touched, driven through the heart of the sapling. He stood back with a smile.


    That was not bad. Even right-handed shooting could not surpass this very greatly. As he walked back to his distance again, he told himself that the painful hours he had spent working before the little mirror with pencil and paper had not been wasted. They had keyed up his motor senses in the fingers of that hand and made it closer to a real organ for action.


    But such slow target work was, of course, useful for hunting but very little use, indeed, for fighting. Fights with men, according to his experience, did not happen after that fashion. Two men did not face each other and take deliberate aim. Instead, it was a chance encounter as one swung around a corner, or it was a single angry word of insult that caused the explosion, or it was the slamming of a door—and one turned to face a foe. Or perhaps one wakened in the night and heard a stealthy stir through the darkness, or it might be that a quiet foot stole up behind one—then, with tensed nerves, to whirl and fire from the hip. Not in a third of a minute. Not even in a second. But to move so that one’s movement almost overtook one’s thought, to think the bullet home, and actually to drive it to the spot. That was what a man might do, and without that power for action, accuracy was nothing whatever. Particularly to Peter Blue, surrounded as he was in this quarter of the world with enemies of the heartiest fashion.


    So you may understand that his lips were tight as he stood with his back to the sapling, the gun in its holster—on his left hip. He tensed body and nerves, then, at a mental signal, he whirled and snatched at the revolver and fired …  .


    Fast enough, you would say. And look! the bullet has clipped the rim of the sapling. But Peter Blue beat his numb right hand against his forehead.


    “Dead, dead, dead!” he said aloud with a groan. “Dead as I turned. Dead before the gun was clear of the leather … and even in the finish, I missed the heart.”


    He nerved himself once more. Again, again, and again he fired before he gave the thing up with a groan. He had not touched the sapling with any of the last three shots, and in addition each shot had been got off more clumsily than all that preceded.


    He went back slowly to the shack. The early morning darkness in the little house was too much for him, and he went into the horse shed and leaned his head against the mighty shoulder of Christopher. There he was sure of consolation, no matter what else. So he stayed until the day was brighter outside, but although the day grew brighter, his heart did not grow more bright, you may be sure. He had failed, and he knew that his failure was practically complete.


    Shoot left-handed he could, but he knew that he could never think with the sinister hand, and that was what he needed. To forget that he had such a thing as a right hand when the time came for critical action, that was what he needed. He pondered this gravely, steadily, meeting the truth with open eyes. His right hand could never recover. He had been told so by a doctor who never missed in his judgments any more than Peter, in the old days, had missed with a gun. Nothing but the left remained to him, and with that left he knew that he could never attain to the old heights of skill.


    He mastered himself with a great effort, but, as he walked out through the hills, he wondered what he could do. In a wave of weakness, he wished to let the world know of his stricken condition. Very shame might then hold back his enemies. No, the hundred faces looked suddenly in upon his mind—dark eyes, sneering lips, keen, cruel faces, as merciless as the faces of wolves. They would never forget and they would never forgive, and they would pity him no more than the wolves pitied a failing moose, caught in the snow.


    When he had come to this decision, he discovered a rabbit flying across the hillside before him, and he downed it, not from the hip as his old custom had been, but with one of these deliberate, careful shots. The rabbit fell, but it had been almost out of effective shooting distance before he could pull the trigger, and he told himself with a bitter smile that a human fugitive could have filled him with lead during the interval.


    Such was the conclusion of Peter as he turned down the hill again and saw the smoke rising above the roof of Uncle Harry’s cabin. He stopped and smiled in a different fashion. Ah, if he could change some of the old wild days and ways for a little of the quiet happiness that might be had in that same shack with that same old man—but he shrugged the idea behind him. What is impossible is impossible, and he determined that he would say farewell to Uncle Harry that same morning.


    So down he marched to the cabin with the rabbit for breakfast, and he found the stove shimmering with heat, the floor freshly swept, and Uncle Harry busily skimming a thick, stiff layer of cream from a pan of milk that stood in the window.


    “Hey, Peter!” cried the old man, “come look at this, will you? Never seen cream standing so thick in my life. The old cow, she must be comin’ into good days again!”


    He turned and gestured with the dripping skimmer. Peter could hardly recognize him as the wan old meager-faced man who he had first seen only a few days before. There was color in that face, and there was life in the eyes, and the body was held straighter, and the hand trembled no longer. So much meat and drink had done for him, and, more than that, happiness which fills the heart of old age as well as ever it filled the heart of youth. He examined the cream and praised it. It was due, perhaps, to the change of the cow from the long grass to the short. Long grass always made thin cream, said Uncle Harry.


    “Or maybe it’s due to you, Peter. You bring so much luck along with you.”


    They had breakfast shortly afterward, facing one another across the old table, which Peter had braced until it stood strongly on its legs as in the times of its youth.


    “Are you plowin’ or studyin’ this morning?” asked Uncle Harry.


    Now was the time to break the news, but as Peter hesitated before answering, old Uncle Harry broke in: “No, no, lad … there’s no plowin’ for you, unless you want to do it. For me, I’m never happier than when I see the loam turnin’ before the share. I want to tell you something that I been turning over in my head, the same as the grass turns before the plow. Peter, look out the window, and you tell me what you can see.”


    “I can see the river, on the right,” Peter said patiently. “And then the meadows between us, with the strip of the plowed ground … how that strip’s growing! And then the rolling ground that goes up from the meadows toward the hills.”


    “You see all of that?”


    “Yes.”


    “Anything on that ground?”


    “Some good oak … and some fine pine groves up on the hillside.”


    “Now I’ll tell you something, lad. All of that ground that you see there, it belongs to me. Every peg and leg and stitch of it belongs to me.”


    “Hello!” said Peter. “Then you’re a rich man.”


    “Someday I will be,” the veteran agreed with fiery eyes rolling over the landscape, “if I could get anyone to go in with me and help at the work and bring some of that land under cultivation. Why, man, there’s five thousand acres of farm land out there … and fifteen hundred acres that could be irrigated from the river in a dry spell.”


    “Yes,” Peter said. “I believe that.”


    “I wanted my boy to stay,” said old Uncle Harry. “If he had stayed here to work the ground with me, we could have got in a little the first year, and a little the next, and every year sunk back the profits in buying more tools, more horses to work the ground … and finally we would have been working the whole lay of the land. But he wouldn’t do it. I tried to get the sheriff interested, but he thinks I’m too old to have sense. And nobody believes that anything will grow on this land, except by the edge of the river. But I’ve tried. I’ve dug up bits of ground all the way to the ridge of the hill and planted the spots with grain and everything … and it all prospered fine. Though not like a garden, the way that it is in the hollows. I tried to tell my boy all of this, but he was always lookin’ away across the hills. Boys is like that. They figure that a happy day is waiting for them … maybe tomorrow. If they only shift scenes often enough, they’ll get to a paradise where everybody is rich, including themselves. They always raise their eyes fixed far off. But as a matter of fact, you can’t see so far toward the skyline. Stand anywhere on the face of the earth, Peter, and the longest distance you can look is straight up over your head. It’s all the same. Why should you travel? The gents that you meet is no different from your neighbors at home. They ain’t any kinder, braver, meaner, or wickeder. They’re just men. If I’d seen that myself before I was past sixty-five, I would’ve had all of this here land blossoming around me. D’you believe that?”


    “I believe that,” Peter answered gravely. He felt that he would have to postpone his departure until the afternoon. He could not break in upon this rosy dream.


    “But you and me, Peter, could do wonders. I know that the bank would start me with a loan, if they was sure that I had a good partner … and, with that, we’d begin ripping the ground open … now, Peter, what do you think of the idea?”


    “Why,” Peter said, “it might be a wonderful thing.”


    “In two years,” said Uncle Harry, “we’d have a fine big house built there on the hill. Dam the creek beside it and make a fine little lake, and then you and Mary could live up there like a king and a queen, and, every Sunday morning, you could come down here and have a breakfast of broiled trout. Now tell me if that ain’t practical, son?”


    “Why … ,” began Peter.


    “A half interest to each of us, y’understand?”


    “Uncle Harry … take a half interest in your land?”


    “The only question is … could you settle down? Could you be content to live right here … with Mary to keep you sort of entertained, say?”


    “Could I be happy?” Peter Blue closed his eyes. “God … yes!” he said at last. “Couldn’t I … just!”


    
      XII

    

    The imagination of the old man flowed fast and free, after this. He saw the fences built, the ground enclosed, the timber cleared, the soil plowed and seeded. With a few sentences he crowded the rich pastures along the hills with fine cattle and with blooded horses, and with a few more he built corrals and barns and sheds. But it required some time for him to pour forth his fancy upon the subject of the house on the hill, in all its wide-armed magnificence and to describe Peter Blue riding forth on his Thoroughbreds, with his children on ponies beside him.


    “And what of your son?” Peter asked, willing to humor the old man in his daydreaming.


    “He’ll come back,” Uncle Harry announced. “The finest lad that ever laid a foot in a stirrup, my boy! You’ll know him and you’ll love him. Goes six months without writing a letter, but that doesn’t matter. Some of these days he’ll turn up … pray God.”


    He added the last two words with a sudden wistfulness, and Peter Blue could tell that this was the most weighty sorrow of Uncle Harry’s life. He had his doubts about the career and the reappearance of that young man. But he would not for this world discourage his older companion.


    Uncle Harry went out to the plow, and Peter, waving good bye to him, knew that he had not enough courage to say farewell to him face to face. Instead, he would write a little note.


    He washed the breakfast dishes first, smiling at the conscience that urged him on. Then he sat down to write, but words would not trickle swiftly from the end of his pencil. He sat for some time chewing the base of the pencil, and he looked up from the meditation to see a horseman clattering toward the door of the cabin.


    “Uncle Harry!” called the stranger. “Hey, this is for Uncle Harry,” he continued when he saw that Peter was alone in the shack. “I brung it up from the mail box for him.”


    Peter followed to the open door and squinted hard at the letter. Letters were not over-frequent in the days of Uncle Harry, he knew, and, if this were word from the son or the daughter of the old man, he would want to have the news at once.


    However, it was a great distance from the shack to the farther corner of the meadow beside the river, and Peter raised the letter to the sun, squinting shamelessly into it, in the hope of descrying some telltale word through the envelope. Like all Western horsemen, he hated a long walk. He could make out several words at once, for the envelope was thin and the writing was in a powerful, broad, heavy hand. But the words that interested him most came at the bottom of the sheet. They were the signature: Stephen Livernash.


    All indecision left Peter Blue, at that. He held the envelope in the dense cloud of steam that issued steadily from the spout of the kettle on the stove until the mucilage of the flap was softened. Then he pulled the flap open and extracted the contents, twisted them open, and read:


    
      Dear Mr. Barnes,


      I was out at your place the other day, I didn’t have the chance to look things over very well, so you may remember that I was kind of hustled away before I could do much talking … or shooting. But when I come back to town, I found out that you’re the father of Dick Barnes, which made me kind of wonder how come that you are still the friend of Peter Blue. But then I asked around, and I found out that nobody out this way has got the news, yet, about the death of Dick, which I thought that it was only right I should sit down and write to you about it. I was personally myself in the room in Eutaw Corners when your boy Dick Barnes come into the place and I seen Peter Blue pull out a gun and shoot him down. Dick died without having no chance to defend himself. He didn’t even have a chance to get his gun out.


      I ain’t going to say nothing to nobody about this, but, just the same, I would like to know what you figure on, and how Peter Blue comes to be a friend in your house? It looks to me as though the explanation must be that you ain’t ever heard the facts about what happened that day in Eutaw Corners.


      If that’s the case, then maybe you’ll be aiming at some sort of a revenge, when you get a chance. I suggest that you keep Blue on quietly in your shack without letting him know nothing, and then the rest of us, maybe a dozen or so, will go out and arrange a little necktie party and string him up for the murdering of your boy. Let me know what you think.


      
        Stephen Livernash

      
    


    When Blue had finished with the letter, he tapped his fingers thoughtfully on it for a long moment. It was almost as much of a shock to him as it would be to Uncle Harry. He could remember that evening in Eutaw Corners when the raw-boned youth, heated with liquor, had entered the room where he was sitting at cards. Perhaps moonshine whiskey had crazed the brain of Dick Barnes—if that was his name. At any rate, he certainly had not tried to fight fair, and probably he might have killed Peter Blue on that night had it not been for the fire in the eyes of the youth when he looked at Blue on entering. That glance had been warning enough, and, like a cat, Peter had watched the other stride down the room until he was at the side in a most effective position. There the voice of the youth had bellowed—“Blue, you devil!”—and a gun had gleamed in his hand.


    Only a snap shot from the hip from beneath the table enabled Peter Blue to drop the would-be assassin. Barnes pitched on his face and was dead when they picked him up. What had caused him to make the attempt was a mystery, for Peter had never seen him before, but there are many reasons why ambitious youngsters should strive to sink a bullet in Peter Blue. Just as there were reasons, in the old days, why young men often picked quarrels with famous duelists in the hope that some of the settled fame of the older fighters might be inherited by their slayers.


    At any rate, that was the true story of the killing of the young man at Eutaw Corners, an attempt so exceedingly rank that Peter had not been even questioned by the sheriff. Now Livernash was striving to falsify the facts enough to poison the mind of the old man against him.


    The hot blood rushed into the brain of Peter Blue and a temporary madness seized him. He controlled himself with a great effort and forced his mind to clear. After all, he could no longer surrender to the old, wild, fighting impulses. His deadly tools were blunted. But what a dastardly thing it was! He had not realized, before this, how much Uncle Harry meant to him. To others, he was the reckless, bloodthirsty desperado, Blue. To Uncle Harry, he was all that was desired or desirable in human character. Now, with a single lie, Livernash could blast his good name and leave him an object of eternal hatred to the old fellow.


    All of this Peter Blue considered. But what was he to do? If he fled and destroyed the letter, Livernash would simply write another, and the news would be believed because Peter had fled in the meanwhile. What possessed Livernash, however, to use such underhanded means? He had never been a coward. No man in the world had more ample confidence in himself than had Steve Livernash, and yet now he was working with the craft of a lowly, secret poisoner. The only explanation, in the eyes of Peter, was that Livernash felt his enemy was entrenched among friends in the shack of Uncle Harry. He wished to blast Peter out of the trenches with this letter as with a bomb, then he would catch and fight his foe in the open. Perhaps that was the way that Livernash had worked the thing out, which did not diminish the dastardly nature of the lie in that letter.


    Peter sat down by the window and looked across the pleasant slope, misted with brightness of the morning sun, and, as he sat there humming “Barnegat, Barnegat!” to himself, he turned the letter back and forth in his mind. He might slip away from this snare. But other snares awaited him. Sooner or later, they would corner him and they would down him. Why not now, then, as well as later? Suppose that Livernash kept his word and said nothing to anyone until he heard from Uncle Harry … suppose that his lie was kept to himself … why, then, if he, Peter Blue, could kill the liar, the tale would never reach the lips of Uncle Harry. Could he not kill the man? He would have to die himself in order to do the trick. For he could never shoot straight enough with that left hand to down Livernash before Steve fired, and, when he fired, Steve fired straight. Yet, even with two or three bullets in his body, a man could still maintain a battle. Or, at least, a man could rouse himself for a single death effort.


    So said Peter Blue to himself, his eyes glaring out the window and the muscles of his jaw tense. Time to concentrate on the firing of one shot was all that he asked. Given the time, he did not doubt that even his left hand could shoot straight enough. He would pay for that time with a dozen death wounds, if necessary.


    That plan was vaguely forming before the eye of his mind, and yet he paused again and again to shake his head and sigh. Suppose the very first bullet from the gun of Livernash should be through head or heart …  .


    A rattle of hoofs outside the door—and there was Mary Dunkirk leaning far off to glance inside, calling from the saddle: “Uncle Harry! Uncle Harry!”


    Peter walked out to her.


    “Hello!” she said. “Where’s Uncle Harry?”


    “In the field, plowing,” Peter answered. It seemed to him rather odd that she should have ridden down the road without noticing the old fellow at the plow, so clearly in view even at this distance.


    “Oh, well, then,” she said. “I’ll just leave this with you for him.” She gave him a basket from her arm.


    Peter sniffed at it, and then smiled up at her. “An apple pie … by the Lord,” he said.


    Her eyes had widened a little under his smile. “I was going to town,” she explained, very rosy of cheek. “I thought that I might as well leave a pie here on the way.”


    “There’s no place where one will be more appreciated.”


    “Tell me,” she said, abruptly getting on to another point, “are you helping Uncle Harry to put in that ground?” She turned and waved toward the river meadow.


    “Do you know what he wants me to do?” he quavered.


    “Well?”


    “Stay with him permanently, and become his partner.”


    “Ah, ah!” cried the girl. “What a wonderful idea. Will you do it? Will you?”
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    It seemed a bit off to Peter that she should have said it in the manner of one making an appeal for herself rather than asking a mere question. In spite of himself he could not help remembering a certain thing that old Uncle Harry had said to him before.


    “I don’t know,” Peter Blue said carefully. “I’ve thought of some such thing. But I don’t know. You see, he has very sweeping ideas for fencing in the whole range to the crest of the hills, yonder, and putting all of the lowlands under cultivation … and ranging cattle through the hills themselves. Up yonder,” he went on, watching her face cautiously, “he would have a house for me. A big house. For he says that, of course, I must marry at once.”


    Her face was crimson, and then white, and then rosy red once more. “It seems to me a beautiful idea,” Mary said.


    “If it could be done,” Peter mused. “Do you think that a girl would be happy, living out here so far from town … such a very lonely place for a house?”


    She answered hastily: “I think it would be a glorious place for a house. I can’t imagine a better one.”


    “There would be a lake beside it, Uncle Harry says. He would dam the creek and make a little lake beside the house.”


    “The very thing, of course,” said Mary Dunkirk.


    “All that southern slope would be a lawn, perhaps, with spots of flowers.”


    “Why has no one ever thought of it before?” Mary asked.


    “And the hollow behind would be the barns and sheds and such things.”


    “To keep them from the northers, yes!”


    “I suppose a yellow house with a red roof would look rather well.”


    “That’s the finest color, of course.”


    “And it would be Spanish style, don’t you think?”


    “Anything else would be silly. Oh, of course, you’ll stay and do it?”


    “It’s tempting, isn’t it?”


    “I’ve never heard of anything so perfect. I can see it all so clearly. I’ll never be able to rub the picture out of my mind. That’s a happy place for a home, Peter Blue.”


    All at once Peter, in turn, saw the picture that he had been describing—the yellow walls, and the glowing red of the roof above the oak trees, and the terraced lawn going down the hills, and the dim red roses growing there. It came breathlessly on him, and, looking from the hill to the girl, it seemed almost as though they had built the place together, out of their two minds, with thought and with love. He closed his eyes for an instant, and his face turned gray.


    The girl was heedless of him, now, for her head was high, and she faced the proposed site of the house with eyes misted with delight. As she stared, she was singing softly: “Barnegat, Barnegat, take your stand …  .”


    “You know that old song?” he asked her abruptly.


    “Uncle Harry is always singing it.”


    “Will you wait one moment while I write a note that I’d like to send to town?”


    “Oh, of course.”


    It took him more than a moment. With painful care, sitting at the table in the kitchen, he scrawled the letters. It was amazing to see how his skill in the management of that left hand had grown. This is what he wrote:


    
      Dear Livernash,


      I promised to meet you, and now I’ll give you the time and the place of the meeting. I didn’t want to make too much of a disturbance out here; or else I should have finished you off the other day when you came. However, I’ll come in tomorrow at noon and kill you in front of the hotel, where the rest of the town can see what’s happening.


      I want to give you a fair chance, Livernash. And since I’ve seen that you can’t stand up against my right hand, I’ll promise to use my gun in my left.


      In case I don’t have a chance to speak to you again except with a gun, I wish you a pleasant journey into the long night.


      
        Faithfully yours,


        Peter Blue

      
    


    When he signed it, he smiled a little. He knew that bluff counts a great deal in this world. He had tried it many a time before, but he had not the slightest expectation that it would affect Livernash, except to make him thoroughly furious. But that was another way of gaining his point. For anger is almost as helpless as fear. He, Peter Blue, was always cold as steel when he went into a battle.


    He went out and gave his missive to the girl.


    “And,” she said, taking it, “Mother wants to know if you can’t come over to dinner … with Uncle Harry!”


    He smiled faintly. “I don’t think that your father would like that very well.”


    “Oh, don’t you mind Dad. He’s noisy and blustering. But he’s a heart of gold. When he first came across you in the county … he … he didn’t understand. But I’m sure that he does now.”


    “Do you think so?”


    “Oh, yes. I told him that he was completely wrong.”


    “Ah?” said Peter Blue. “Thank you for that.”


    “But will you come?”


    “Yes, of course. That is, I hope so.”


    “Then tell me when. Tonight?”


    “Tomorrow night would be better.”


    “Tomorrow night, then. Mother … will be awfully pleased. So will Dad, I know. Good bye.”


    She whirled her horse away, and, as the mustang galloped furiously away, Peter heard the thin, sweet voice whistling down the wind.


    
      Marty McVey, Marty McVey,Barnegat’s gun will talk today!

    


    As Mary Dunkirk rode into town, her head was high as the head of a flower, and her smile never died all the dusty way, until she drew up at the hotel verandah.


    Half a dozen cowpunchers rushed to take the little envelope that she extended.


    “It’s for Stephen Livernash,” she said. “Do you know him, any of you? Is he here?”


    “He ain’t a man not to know,” said the brown youth who had got the envelope by sleight-of-hand. “Sure he’s here. I’ll see that he gets this, pronto. And … are you gonna be at the dance Saturday, Mary?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t think so,” Mary replied, and rode on down the street, singing as she went.


    So up the stairs went the messenger and gave the letter to Stephen Livernash, who lolled in his room, industriously practicing with dice, rolling them on a blanket. He was averse to work, was Livernash, and he studied the easy ways of extracting coin from the pockets of absent-minded men. He took the letter and turned it twice over in his hand. He did not recognize the writing. It was big, sprawling, heavy, and the letters were formed with a curious clumsiness, a troubling clumsiness, like the handwriting of a child. Yet there was something about the character of the letters that was not the touch of a child. He opened it, and, with almost the first word that he read, he began to curse heavily. When he came to the conclusion, he balled the paper in his hand. Dashing it to the floor, he ground his heel into it. Then he picked up a gun and ran to the window, as though he half expected to see this hated enemy charging into view at that moment. But the street was empty, and then, with a second impulse, he went to the crushed letter, unfolded it carefully, and read it through a second time.


    His face burned. It seemed impossible that any man would so dare to talk down to Stephen Livernash. As for the threat of fighting him with the left hand, that, of course, was the purest bluff. A bluff tried on Stephen Livernash! He had grown so furious with anger that he could not contain his wrath. With the letter in his hand, he went down the stairs into the lobby of the hotel.


    “Hello, Steve,” said the proprietor. “What’s up, old man?”


    “Hell’s up!” said Livernash. “A damned fool is trying to drive us crazy. Look at this! Look at this!” He thrust the paper under the eyes of the hotelkeeper, then snatched it away and pinned it up on the bulletin board.


    “Who brought that letter?” he called loudly. “Who fetched that letter in to me?”


    “Why, young Mary Dunkirk done it.”


    “The sheriff’s daughter? You don’t mean her?”


    “I do, though. There’s only one Mary Dunkirk.”


    “Has the sheriff got a finger in this? Well, damn the sheriff and everybody else, and here’s for Blue’s letter!” He whipped out a pair of guns, and, firing from the hip, he blew a double succession of shots into the letter and the bulletin board behind it. Twelve liberal punctures tore through the paper. But when he had ended his shooting without a miss, the writing still could be made out by guessing a little at a missing word, here and there. A crowd came to stare and whisper. Livernash went out on the front verandah, gritting his teeth.


    “Left-handed?” he heard somebody say behind him. “That’ll be a fight. Blue is a cold-blooded devil, I guess.”


    “I’ll left-hand him into hell,” vowed Livernash, whirling on the speakers. As he turned back, he saw a pretty girl galloping briskly up the street.


    “Who’s that?” he asked.


    “That’s the sheriff’s daughter. She must have some good news. Listen to her singing.”


    By she swept, and her song trailed behind her:


    
      Barnegat, Barnegat, belt on your gun,For Marty McVey is a-coming …  .

    


    Livernash, suffused with wonder and with rage, felt as though the girl had deliberately flung the threat at him as she swept past the hotel. She knew about the challenge and she was mocking him.
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    It was not very wonderful that Livernash was extremely excited, and after a moment he left the hotel and hurried across the first hill behind it. There, in the little hollow, he got his hand in practice by blowing fifty rounds of .45-caliber lead slugs at the stump of a tree. At thirty paces, he walked up and down, emptying his guns, and whirling about and trying snap shots, and, when he had finished, he walked up to the trunk and examined it. Some of the holes were blurred together, as many of the bullets had pierced the wood near the center, but, on the whole, the marksmanship had been excellent. He could count or guess at the marks that forty-five bullets had made. Only five had gone astray, and, when one remembers that the distance was nearly a hundred feet, the target five inches in diameter, and the shooting done when on the constant move, one can see that it was a startling bit of work. You who doubt, take a kicking, snorting, rearing, bucking Colt in either hand and try it out at a target of any size while you’re walking up and down, to say nothing of whirling about and trying snap shots from the hip.


    When Livernash had finished examining the state of his target, he grinned a little. In his heart of hearts, he felt that he was the greatest pistol shot in the world. There were others who could do better on a stage before an audience, but he felt that he stood on a stage by himself so far as man-to-man duels were concerned. There was only the one serious blot upon his record, and that was the day that he had failed to beat Peter Blue. But he swore that was an accident, and, with all the fervor in his heart, he had taken up the trail of Peter Blue as soon as his wound permitted him to do so.


    Today, looking at his target work, he assured himself that there would be another story for the world to tell if he could make Peter Blue live up to his word the following day. His hatred of Peter was not based upon that single encounter. He had felt for many years that Blue had usurped a reputation to which he had no legitimate claim. He had always felt that his own record was more impressive. Certainly it was far more bloody. From Alaska to Argentina he had left his trail of dead men; what were the exploits of Peter Blue compared with this odyssey of crime? But men did not talk about his exploits so freely. They knew him as a hard fighter and a straight and quick shooter. But even the youngsters would take a chance against him, a thing that they would never dream of doing against Peter Blue, unless they were maddened with a hunger for fame or with a quantity of moonshine. Long and bitterly Livernash had brooded upon the thing. There was a real fame to be had in the working of an accurate Colt. Men got into books. Men were pointed out among their fellows. Men were hailed as immortals of the frontier because of their skill with weapons. Why, then, did they not write books about Stephen Livernash? Why did they not hail him as one of the immortals?


    There was only one explanation, so far as he could see. It was not enough to do things. Performance was only a portion of the battle. It was apparent that two and two did not make four, humanly speaking. Otherwise, the great badmen would be rated according to the list of their killings, and that was not the case. No one said that Tucker, who had killed seven men, was as terrible a warrior as Chuck Moffit, who had killed only three. No one really compared Stephen Livernash, in spite of all his mighty deeds, with Peter Blue.


    Why not? The burden of this injustice weighed terribly upon the brain of Livernash. It had kept him awake at night. It haunted him. Perhaps one will simply say that it was because Blue had met and beaten him. No, before he actually met Blue, the repute of Livernash was even lower than it was at present. After he had met, fought, and been dropped by Peter Blue, Livernash gained more fame through this defeat than he ever had possessed before. Was it a great wonder that the problem maddened him? For, indeed, the men who dared to stand before Peter Blue in a fair fight instantly became celebrities.


    Why? cried Livernash to himself. He received no answer. It simply was the fact.


    He wandered back to the hotel, warmed and comforted within by the knowledge that his skill never had had a finer edge than at present, but bruised and sullen as he reflected upon the injustice of the world and the capriciousness of fame. And there, in the street beside the hotel, he met the sheriff passing with his usual quick, nervous step. He stopped instantly and caught Livernash by the arm.


    “What’s all this nonsense, Steve?” said the sheriff. “What’s all this tom-foolery? Blue to ride in here and fight a duel with you in front of the hotel at noon?”


    “According to the word that he sent in,” said Livernash, “that’s about what’s gonna happen.”


    “It can’t happen at all!” cried the sheriff in great excitement. “I never heard of such confounded folderol. Am I the sheriff of this county or not?”


    “I reckon that you are.”


    “Well, then, is the sheriff gonna let a pair of gents meet by appointment and try to murder one another?”


    Livernash made a thoughtful pause, after hearing this, and stroked his mustaches. Then a glimmer of amusement came into his eyes and he said gently: “I see how it stands with you, Sheriff. But I would like to ask you a couple of little questions.”


    “Go on, then. Ask them. Fire away with them.”


    “What I want to know is … have I got the reputation of a gent that’s too damn’ good to associate with the rough ones? When I come into a town, does everybody breathe easy and feel safe and secure?”


    “I dunno what you mean, Steve. You got a rough enough name, if that’s what you’re driving at.”


    “I mean,” said Livernash, “if I was to be bumped off in a fight, would there be a lot of wailing and carrying on and weeping and gnashing the teeth, and what not? Would there or wouldn’t there?”


    “Maybe there wouldn’t,” Dunkirk answered. “You’ve done a tolerable lot of harm to one man or another. You can’t talk with a Colt, and talk straight, and still keep yourself loved by everybody. I dunno that you’ve ever put up the dough to run an asylum for the widows and orphans that you’ve made, Steve.”


    “Tell me straight, then. Would the county and the town, and the whole damn’ state sort of breathe a sigh of relief if I was to be dropped dead right here in the street right in front of the hotel?”


    The sheriff was silent, frowning, and the other continued: “Then take up the case of Peter Blue. Is he so damn’ holy that the state is glad to spend money chasing him? Or has he killed enough folks to make the state hanker to drape a rope around his neck?”


    “Blue is a sneaking scoundrel,” said the sheriff, filled with his own grievance against the gunfighter.


    “Aye!” cried Livernash, “that’s a true thing that you’ve just said. He’s a sneaking scoundrel. Then, I say, let him and me meet and shoot it out, and, if we both drop, it’s a good thing for everybody. No matter how it turns out, nothing is lost to the state. Am I right or am I wrong?”


    “Maybe folks would see it that way,” the sheriff answered, musing.


    “More than that,” said Livernash, “if you was to try to stop this here fight, maybe you’d find it a tolerable dangerous job. Besides, who would thank you? This here town is set to see that fight, and they would call you partly a damn’ fool for spoiling the fun, and partly a blockhead for not letting them die that need killing. You smoke a pipe on that and you’ll see that I’m right. And when Blue comes prancing into the town, let us have our little party.”


    “With his left hand!” exclaimed the sheriff. “Confound him, I wonder if he really means to fight you with his left hand?”


    “Pure bunk and blood!” bellowed Livernash. “He knows damn’ well, down in his heart, that I’m a better man than he ever dreamed of bein’. I know it, and he knows it, and he’s gonna use his right hand. You can lay to that.”


    “I don’t know,” Sheriff Dunkirk said, shaking his head. “I understand that he’s been working to make himself ambidextrous. Working day and night to make his left hand as good as his right. And perhaps he’s managed to do it.”


    “It can’t be done,” said Livernash. “One hand has got to lead. One hand has got to do the brain work. No, he’ll fight with his right, and wish to God that he had two right hands instead of one, before I’m through with him. And now you tell me this, Sheriff. How come that Peter Blue has got such a name, anyway?”


    “Why, man, he’s fought for the name that he enjoys, I suppose that you’ll admit.”


    “Fought? Fought? Well, who’s he fought, then?”


    “Why, Livernash, what are you talking about? Everyone knows how he killed Don King and young Lomax, for instance, when they went up Snyder Cañon to get him.”


    “Oh, hell, man, but I’m tired of that yarn! Is he the only man that ever faced two and killed ’em? Ain’t I held my own ag’in’ four and dropped two of ’em and made the other two ride like hell to get where they could tie up their wounds?”


    “Ah.” The sheriff smiled suddenly. “I understand what you mean, Livernash. You want to know why it is that he has such a great reputation, isn’t that it? And here you are … as good a man as he … as you and I and some of the wise ones know … but without half as much fame. That’s what you want to know?”


    “Sheriff,” said the tall gunfighter, “I sure do crave to know that from you. Can you explain?”


    “I’ll tell you how it is, old-timer,” said the sheriff. “It ain’t what a man does. It’s the way of doing it that counts so much. When two gents is working hard, it’s the one that don’t seem to be trying that gets the applause. And that’s the way with our friend Peter Blue. He handles himself so plumb graceful that folks worship the way that he does things.”


    Livernash gritted his teeth. “Let him handle himself plumb graceful tomorrow, then, because graceful dyin’ is all that he’s gonna have a chance to do!”


    “Are you dead sure of yourself, Steve?”


    “Am I? I’m gonna plaster that second-rate thug, and you can lay to that! Only, you tell me first how come that your girl works with Blue? Have you give him a chance to smile at her?”


    “Works? For him? What in hell d’you mean?”


    “She brung me his letter. And then she rode by singin’ me a sassy song about beltin’ on my gun, because somebody was comin’ …  .”


    “I understand,” said Dunkirk. “She’s always singing ‘Barnegat’, you see. She couldn’t have meant you any harm, and there isn’t a chance that she knew anything about the challenge that was in that letter. But that Barnegat song she’s always singing. Uncle Harry taught her.”


    “What Barnegat song is that?”


    “The yarn about how Barnegat and McVey met, y’understand?”


    “I’ve heard something about it. I forget what.”


    “McVey comes up to fight Barnegat, you see? Barnegat gets his guns and stands in the middle of the street, and McVey comes tearing in on him, riding a horse. And Barnegat fires a couple of times, then he gets scared, and turns and heels it to get away.”


    “Hold on! It ain’t possible, Sheriff. No man would do a thing like that with a crowd standing by and looking on.”


    “No man? Barnegat was quite a man, as some will tell you. But he done just that. He got nervous. And nerves is hell, Steve. Nerves is hell!”


    Livernash spat, and turned on his heel. “You get a good place to look on at this here fight yourself,” he advised, “because there ain’t going to be no holding of me.”


    So saying, he swaggered off down the street, and the sheriff watched him go with concern and yet with pleasure. He began to feel reasonably sure that Livernash would win, after all. For in all the sheriffs life, he could not recall a man who had approached a grave battle with such a boiling confidence in himself. And is not self-confidence half the fight?
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    You may be sure that there was no self-confidence in the heart of Peter Blue the following morning. He knew that he had come to the last day of his life, unless a miracle saved him. As he looked across the hillsides, he told himself that he never again would see the glimmer of the early sun.


    He did not go down to the shack of Uncle Harry. He had walked behind the ox-plow all of the preceding afternoon; he had wrung the hand of the old fellow when he said good night after supper the evening before. Although that might serve for a farewell, he decided that now he must leave some other note.


    He sat down to write it, and scrawled out the letters with an odd swiftness and ease. Certainly that left hand was gaining a greater mastery every day, and he told himself that, if the battle with Livernash could only be postponed for another month, he might have a ghost of a chance to win. But as it was, he had to fight and die.


    He wrote his letter, and then he waited until it was nearly eleven o’clock. It would take the greater part of an hour to ride into town. Dimly in the distance he could see Uncle Harry pursuing his way behind the plow, by the river, as he rode down the slope to the shack.


    He entered, placed the sheet of scrawled-over paper on the table, and for a paperweight he laid his wallet upon it. Then he remounted and rode away, only pausing at the top of the rise to look back toward the shack where he had come to know the old man.


    But when he rode on, the swarm of pictures remained clearly in his mind’s eye. Uncle Harry, and the glowing stove, and the smell of comfortable cookery, and the lovely face of Mary Dunkirk smiling at him tenderly …  .


    


    Where was Mary herself on this morning? The sheriff himself had given her no word, not a syllable of the thing that was to happen on this day. But he had left the house late to ride in, and he had gone off carelessly, as if there were nothing of importance before him. Not even to his wife had he breathed a word.


    But he was not well out of sight before a young cowpuncher galloped up to the house and sang out at the kitchen door: “Hello! Sheriff! Are you in?”


    Mrs. Dunkirk thrust open the door.


    “He ain’t here. Hello, Tommy. What you wantin’? No more cattle rustlers, I hope?”


    “ ’Mornin’, Missus Dunkirk. No more cattle rustlers. But I just wanted to know … is the sheriff gonna let the fight come today? Or is he gonna shut it off?”


    “Shut it off?”


    “I mean, is it gonna be worthwhile for us boys to ride in to see the fun, or is the sheriff gonna keep the game from coming off?”


    “What game are you talkin’ about, Tommy?”


    Mary Dunkirk at her open window listened and waited, vaguely apprehensive.


    “Why, I mean Blue and Livernash, of course. What else? I mean, are they gonna be allowed to fight it out, the same as Blue wants to do?”


    “Fight it out?” echoed Mrs. Dunkirk. “The two of them wild men to meet?”


    “Aye, at noon … if Blue can have his way. But if you don’t know … maybe the sheriff is going to let them have their whirl … and if that’s the way … I’m gonna be there.”


    He turned his horse in such excitement that he forgot to say good bye.


    Before the rattle of hoofs died in the distance, Mary Dunkirk was down the stairs and rushing through the kitchen to the back door.


    “Hey, Mary!” cried her mother. “Mary, darlin’. Mary, dear, where are you going? You can’t do any good … it’s the wild, wicked way of men … a woman can’t stop them. Mary! Mar-y-y!”


    But Mary was gone to the corrals, and a moment later, on her fleetest mare, she was dashing past the house, so that her mother had sight of only a set, pale face. And she knew that further protestation would do no good.


    “Love and misery! Love and misery!” said the mother. “They always come together. Poor Mary. Poor dear.”


    But Mary was now far, far down the road. She did not check the gallop of her horse until she saw Uncle Harry toiling behind his plow close to the road. To him she went like a streak.


    “Wait, girl, what’s wrong? House on fire?”


    “Where’s Peter? Where’s Peter Blue?”


    “Pete? He’s up at the Truman shack studyin’, I suppose. No, hold on a minute. I seen him ride down to my shack a while back. Maybe he’s still there.”


    She waited for not another word, but swept from the field and rushed for Uncle Harry’s house. She swung from the saddle and rushed in. No Peter was there, but on the table she saw the time-stained pigskin of the wallet and the paper beneath. She snatched it up, and read:


    
      Dear Uncle Harry,


      Saying good bye to you is the hardest thing that I’ve ever done. But I couldn’t say good bye and make a clean breast of everything face to face, so I’m doing it now in writing.


      I’m about to ride into town and meet Livernash. He’s hounded me into it, and I have to go. Besides, even if I dodge Livernash today, I’d soon have to meet some other gunfighter that’s on my trail, and I’d go down. I’ve had my luck. Now I’m due for my bad time. It won’t be long, because Livernash shoots straight.


      You’ll wonder why I’ve given up hope before even meeting him. I’ll explain. You know that I’ve been playing a game about the left hand, Uncle Harry. Training it and working away with it. But as a matter of fact, it hasn’t been for fun. A bullet tore through my right hand and arm less than a year ago, and, when the wound healed, it left the right hand and arm good for nothing. I can’t even write with it, let alone handle a gun. And that’s why Livernash is sure to kill me.


      Keep this a secret, though. I’ve written to him that I’ll come and fight with him with my left hand. And when I go down, I want people to think that I went down trying to do a foolish thing, but taking a good chance. I don’t want the world to know that my back is against the wall.


      So much for that. Now for another thing.


      Your boy will never come back to you. He lies in Eutaw Corners, buried in the churchyard. He walked into the saloon in that town, saw me in the gambling room, and drew a gun on me without warning. I shot him, and he died without speaking.


      God knows that I wish that I could call that bullet back to me. But it’s done, and can’t be undone.


      Go to Eutaw Corners and ask for the true story of what happened there that night. Your boy must have been nearly drunk. I know he was a clean lad, but the drink must have maddened him.


      Try to remember me kindly in spite of that unlucky bullet I fired in Eutaw Corners.


      I have no one to whom I care to leave whatever I have. I want you to have the bay horse. You’ll find him sound and fit in every way. He cost me twelve hundred dollars, and after the education I’ve given him, he’s worth something more than that today. He’s a clean-bred one. Sell him and buy a plow team of horses. Besides, I have something in cash. You’ll find about eighteen hundred in this wallet. It’s yours.


      In exchange, I want you to keep Christopher if he lives through the fight. I almost hope that one of the bullets of Livernash knocks over Christopher. Because he and I have lived through so much together that we ought to die together, too. But if he lives, I know that you’ll take good care of him. Let Mary ride him, if she pleases, but no other soul on earth. Let him have the run of a good pasture, and God bless you for any kindness you show him.


      When Mary has married and her first child has come to her, I want you to tell her that I loved her. You can tell her then that I wanted to say good bye to her, but that I can’t find the right words to put on the paper.


      
        The best of fine luck to you.


        Peter Blue

      
    


    Twice and again she had to brush her eyes clear of moisture before she could go on with the reading. Now she crumpled the paper in her hand and rushed back to her horse. Her mind was whirling as she swung into the saddle. But there was no help for her except the speed of her horse. And how could she get to town before noon struck?


    There was one possible way—the short cut across the unused trail over the hills.


    That was the way that Mary Dunkirk galloped, leaning into the wind, her teeth set, and her face white, straining the good mare staunchly onward in that wild race against time, to tell Livernash and all the rest that a helpless man was coming that day to attempt a madman’s battle …  .


    She dared not look at her watch. But with an upward glance, now and again, she saw the sun nearing the zenith, and the heart swelled in her breast.


    
      XVI

    

    Outside the town, Peter Blue dismounted.


    He took from the saddlebag a little whisk broom, and with this he went carefully over his clothes. He untied his bandanna from around his neck and shook the dust out of it. From another pouch he produced a small stiff brush and with that he groomed Christopher until the great horse shone like a glossy panther, and all the little leopard dappling showed dimly in the sun. The boots of Peter received an extra polish, now, and then he climbed into the saddle and viewed himself in a small hand mirror.


    It is a pity that one must write down such unfortunate details of one who was riding in toward danger of death. But the fact is that Peter Blue wished to die handsome in act and in person, also. He was not above that smallness, and therefore it must be chronicled. In fact, he had never been the free-swinging, careless type of the range. There was something fastidious in his deviltry, from the very beginning.


    Now, with all in place, neat, well-brushed, spotless as though from a bandbox, Peter Blue rode into the town. As he journeyed on, he saw that the houses on either side of him gaped forth at the street with open, empty door and windows. Everyone had deserted those houses, and he knew instantly what had happened. The news had been spread. Every soul in the countryside must have gathered there in front of the hotel to see the duel fought.


    Well, that was as he would have had it. There was only one drawback—it was he who must fall in the encounter.


    How, then, should he carry himself, so as to be ready for the critical moment, and how should he die with the utmost gallantry—in the eyes of the audience?


    Vain Peter Blue! Even then he was thinking of his audience. Even then he was upon a stage! As he went slowly on, thinking, a song rose lightly in his throat. “Barnegat, Barnegat!”


    Ah, what an apt song for this day! Except that McVey had not come softly in on a walking horse. He had come in thunder, with a flash and a rush.


    Suddenly the thought took Peter by the throat. That was the way for him to die!


    He touched Christopher, and a long, panther-like bound answered him. He spoke, and the stallion was instantly in full racing stride. It flared up the brim of Peter’s hat. It whistled the wind into his face. And even as he rode in to meet death, he was filled with the joy of Christopher’s matchless gallop. Did not Christopher himself know that a great moment was at hand? For what other reason would he have pricked his ears so joyously?


    The street widened—he turned a corner, and saw the hotel not far away, and every window thronged with faces. And a wild cry went tingling up, and swept down the street and crashed against his ears!


    “Peter Blue’s coming!”


    There were enough to make that death scene worthwhile! In front of the hotel he saw the tall form of Livernash, with the sun glistening on his long, saber-shaped mustaches. In either hand of Livernash glimmered a long, blue-barreled revolver. For answer, Peter caught out his own Colt, and poised it high in his left hand.


    That left hand felt clumsy and thick in the wrist, and weak. He knew that he could never drive home a bullet true to the mark from the back of a galloping horse. But forward he rushed.


    Then he saw those two long guns raised. A puff of smoke from the barrel of one, and a hornet singing at his ear. A miss.


    A smoke puff from the other gun, and a heavy blow struck Peter over the chest. But he leaned resolutely forward. There was no pain. There was only a sense of numbness in his chest. He knew that he would be able to ride in to close quarters and there, perhaps, fire the finishing shot!


    Calling to the stallion, he felt such a wave of joy rise in him that he could not help laughing, and as he laughed a cry of wonder and fear came from the throng of the hotel. For it seemed more than human that a man should ride down on a deadly marksman in this fashion with a laugh on his lips.


    Then Peter saw a horse swerve into the street through an alley-mouth farther on, and, through the cloud of the dust, he saw that it was Mary Dunkirk.


    Well, then, let Mary see how her lover could die! And with an unconquerable joy, he laughed still as he rode.


    Again and again the guns spoke before him, but he did not hear so much as the sound of the bullets whirring past. He saw now that the legs of Livernash were braced far apart, as though to withstand a shock, and his mouth had sagged open, and there was in his face the horror of a man who sees a ghost walking at midnight.


    Still the gun was poised stiffly in the left hand of Peter Blue. For suddenly he knew. It came upon him like a revealed prophecy. As with Barnegat in the song, so with Livernash this day. Yes, for suddenly the tall man in the street dropped his guns with a hoarse cry and bolted blindly toward the door of the hotel, flinging out his hands before him like a child running out of the terror of the dark toward a light. And Christopher flashed past like a meteor.


    A mild uproar sounded in the ears of Peter Blue; Christopher was coming to a stop. He could not tell whether it was the roaring of a sea behind him, or the sound of many voices. And then, through a mist, a sweating mare flashed up to him, and he saw the face of Mary Dunkirk.


    “Peter, has he killed you? Has he killed you?”


    “Killed me, Mary? There aren’t enough guns in the world to kill me today.”


    “Your whole coat is turning crimson … it’s dripping with blood. Peter, Peter, come down to me, dear.”


    She was standing by the mighty shoulder of Christopher, and Peter leaned from the saddle, his foot slipped, he crashed headlong in the street.


    


    But he did not die. Not all the guns in the world, he had said, could kill him. Not even that bullet, so terribly close the heart, could end his days.


    In that hotel, in the best first-floor room, he came back to life, and to the white-faced smiling Mary Dunkirk, leaning above him.


    “How could you dare to be so brave, Peter?” she asked him, another day.


    “It was not I. It was a song that did the thing for me, Mary.”


    “Tell that to Uncle Harry. He’s waiting to see you.”


    His face turned gray with sorrow.


    “Hush!” said the girl. “He never read that letter. But I read it. And he shall never know. And who would dare to tell him … ever?” So she went for Uncle Harry.


    “Hello, Peter,” said the thin voice from the door.


    “Hello, partner,” said the sick man.


    “You see, Mary?” Uncle Harry said, chuckling. “I told you that him and me was to start business together. And I dunno but that we’ll have to take you in for a third member of the firm.”

  

  
    
      Speedy’s mare

    

    
      “Speedy’s mare” was originally published in 1932 in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      Gloomy gun

    

    High on a hill above Sunday Slough, in the dusk of the day, three horsemen sat side-by-side, two very large, and one a slenderer figure. The sun had set, twilight had descended on the long gorge of the mining ravine, and the last dynamite shots of that day had exploded, sending a roar and a hollow boom whizzing upward through the air. From the highest of the surrounding mountains, the rose of the day’s end had finally vanished, leaving only a pale radiance, and now the smallest of the three silhouetted horsemen spoke:


    “Señor Levine, as you know, I’ve come a long distance, because it is the pleasure of a gentleman to defy miles when one of his brothers calls for him. But it is already late, and I must inform you that, instead of going to bed, I intend to change horses and return, before the morning, to my own house.”


    He spoke his English with the formality and the accent of a foreigner.


    The largest silhouette of the three, a gross shape that overflowed the saddle, answered: “Now, look a-here, Don Hernando. I ain’t the kind that hoists up a white flag before I gotta need to.”


    “That’s the one thing that he ain’t,” said the third member of the party. “You take Levine, before he hollers, he’s got his back ag’in’ the wall.”


    “Aw, shut up, Mike, will you?” demanded the big man, without the slightest passion. “What I wanna say, if you’ll let me, is that I ain’t called for you, Don Hernando, except that I needed help. And everybody knows that Don Hernando is Don Hernando. It would be a fool that would yell for him, unless there was really a wolf among the sheep, eh?”


    “Thank you,” said the Mexican. He raised his hand and twisted his short mustaches, forgetting that the dimness of the light robbed this gesture of half its grace and finish. Then he said: “We all love to see reason according to our lights. What reason do you think you can show me, Señor Levine? This a wolf … those sheep … which may they be?”


    “This sheep,” said Levine, “we’re the sheep. Me and my friends down there in Sunday Slough. There was a time, not far back, when we owned the town. What we said went. But then along comes the wolf, which his name is Speedy, what I mean to say. You don’t need to doubt that. Because he’s the wolf, all right.”


    “I have even heard his name,” said the Mexican politely.


    “You have even heard his name, have you?” said One-Eyed Mike Doloroso. “Yeah, and you’ll hear more’n his name, if ever you got anything to do with him. You’ll hear yourself cussing the unlucky day that you ever bumped into him. That’s what you’ll hear.”


    “One never knows,” said Don Hernando. “He is not a very large man, I am told.”


    “Oh, he ain’t so big,” said Sid Levine, “but he’s big enough. There was me and Cliff Derrick. Maybe you heard of him?”


    “He was a very great man,” said Don Hernando. “Yes, yes, some of my friends knew him very well, and one of them was honored by having the Señor Derrick steal all that he owned in this world.”


    “Cliff would do that, all right,” said One-Eyed Mike. “I tell you what I mean. Derrick, he’d steal the gold fillings out of your teeth, while you was saying good morning and glad you’d met him. Derrick, he was a man, what I mean.”


    “Yes,” said Don Hernando, “I have heard that he was such a man. And he was your friend, Señor Levine?”


    “Yeah,” said Levine. “I had Sunday Slough all spread out, and along comes Derrick, and him and me get ready to take the scalp of Sunday Slough so slick and careful that the town won’t hardly miss its hair. Then along comes this no-good, guitar-playin’ hound of a tramp, name of Speedy, that looks like a worthless kid, and that turns the edge of a knife, and bites himself a lunch out of tool-proof steel … what I mean.”


    “That I hardly understand,” said Don Hernando.


    Mike Doloroso explained: “What the chief means is this Speedy looks soft, but he’s hard-boiled. He’s more’n an eight-minute egg, is what he is. You take and slam him the works, and they just bounce off his bean, is what the chief means. He lunches on boiler plate, and dynamite sticks is toothpicks for him, is what the chief means.”


    “Aw, shut up, Mike. Lemme talk for myself,” said the chief, “will you? Don Hernando, he understands English like a gentleman, all right.”


    “I think I understand what you mean about Don Speedy,” said the great Don Hernando. “It is to get a surprise, to meet him.”


    “Yeah, you said it then, Hernando,” said Levine. “A surprise is all that he is. I was saying that me and Derrick, we had things planned, and we had this here county all lined up, and tied, and ready for branding. And then we find out that Speedy is in the way, and first Derrick stumbles over him and pretty near breaks his neck, and then along comes my best bet, which it was my old friend, Buck Masters, that I had got made the sheriff of the county.


    “Why, Buck Masters was worth ten times his weight in gold to me. He was set with diamonds, was all he was to me, and along comes that sneak of a wolf of a Speedy, and he picks off Buck Masters, too, and all that Buck gets is fifteen years minus hope, for pushing the queer, which was a rotten break for any gent, I say. And there’s Derrick in for life, and a matter of fact, I mean to say, that there ain’t any fun around here, like there used to be in the old days, when we had Sunday Slough all spread out and waiting to be scalped.”


    “I seem to understand you,” said Don Hernando. “I also, in a small way, have a little town at my service. It is not much. We in Mexico have not learned the big ways of you americanos. It is very small that we work, in a modest way. Still, it is a comfortable town. Everybody pays me a little bit, not much, partly because I love my people, and partly because they have not much to pay. But we understand one another. If my friends make five pesos, one of them they pay to me, and all is well.


    “They are poor, simple people. Some of their pesos they pay to me in oil, others in wine, others in chickens, or in goat’s flesh. Fine flour and cornmeal they send to me. Their donkeys toil every day up and down the steep road that goes from my castle to their city. So we understand one another. I am not one who rides down suddenly and robs a man’s house. No, not I … unless the scoundrel has refused my rightful tribute to me. But I leave all of my people in peace. Like a great family, we live all together, Señor Levine, and that, I dare say, is how you lived here in Sunday Slough before this accursed Speedy, who I already despise, came to spoil your happiness.”


    “Yeah,” said Levine with a sigh. “You can say that we lived like a happy family, all right. I won’t say no to that. The boys didn’t know where they stood, except that it was better a lot to stand on the sunny side of me. I can talk out to a fellow like you, Don Hernando, I guess?”


    “Frankness is as frankness does,” said Hernando, wasting a smile on the darkness—only the gleam of his teeth showed through.


    “Now, then,” said Levine, “in the old days, I ran the biggest gambling house in the town, and I got everything my own way. There’s only one side to be on in Sunday Slough, and that’s my side, what I mean. All the boys in the know are on the right side of the water, believe me. But along comes this runt of a singing fool, this here Speedy, and slams everything, and busts up the picture, and why, I ask you?”


    “That I cannot tell,” said the great Don Hernando.


    “Because,” said Levine, his voice warm with indignation, “because, if you’ll believe it, I wouldn’t let the low-down son of a sea hound get away with nothing. And there was a half-witted sap of a crooked prospector that was a friend of his, by name of Pier Morgan, that claimed to own a mine, and my friend, the sheriff, he turned that mine over to a friend of mine and got Pier Morgan jailed for vagrancy, which is being a tramp, to say it in good English. And Pier Morgan starts shooting his way out of jail, and only shoots himself onto the junk pile, and along comes this here Speedy that nobody had ever heard of, and he takes and picks Pier Morgan off the tin cans.


    “Then he takes him off into the hills, and goes and gets him well, what I mean. And while he’s getting well, Speedy, he comes down and gets himself a job as a seven-day man, I mean, as a deputy sheriff. You know how it goes. The deputy sheriffs, they didn’t last more’n about seven days apiece, in those times, that’s what kind of a wide-awake town we had around here, Don Hernando. But Speedy, he starts throwing monkey wrenches into the machine. He goes after my scalp, unbeknownst to me, and he picks off Cliff Derrick, and then my pal, Buck Masters, that was sheriff.


    “And now comes along the election for sheriff … and whatcha think? If they don’t go and put up Speedy for sheriff! Why, he ain’t got no name, even, and he calls himself John James Jones, and they laugh their fool heads off, but they get all ready to vote for J.J.J. just the same. Now, I ask you.”


    “That would be hard on you, señor, to have him for the sheriff of the county?”


    “It was heart failure and rheumatism to me to have him only for the deputy sheriff,” sighed Levine, “so what would it be to have him for sheriff? There was a time, when my house down there, the Grand Palace, it took in nine tenths of the coin that was pushed over the felt or over the bar in Sunday Slough. And now what kind of a trade have I got? Nothing but the crooks that hate Speedy so bad that they won’t patronize the joints that he lets run. So they come to me, and drink my booze, and run up bills and don’t pay them, and the roulette wheel, it don’t clear five hundred a week.”


    He hung his head for an instant with a groan, and then he went on: “Now, I’m gonna tell you what, Don Hernando. I know how to clean out this here Speedy. There’s a friend of mine called Dick Cleveland, Crazy Dick, that was smeared around by Speedy once, and he’s spotted the place where this Pier Morgan is finishing up, getting well and sharpening his knife for my throat at the same time. Now, Don Hernando, if I can snatch this here fellow, Pier Morgan, away, and put him in a safe place, this here Speedy will line out after him, and that’ll take him out of my path, and, while he’s gone, I clean up on Sunday Slough. Is that clear … I mean, is it clear if you’re the place where Pier Morgan is taken to?”


    “I see your reason, señor, but not mine,” said Don Hernando rather crisply.


    “I got five thousand reasons for you,” said Levine.


    “Reasons, or dollars?” asked Don Hernando.


    “Both,” said Levine.


    
      The Mexican hand

    

    In Sunday Slough, later on that day, Speedy, public choice for sheriff, sat in his office, which had formerly been office and home of the late sheriff, Buck Masters, now in the penitentiary where Speedy had put him. He sat at his window, much at ease. In dockets upon his desk were various documents that had to do with his workmen wanted by neighboring states, by neighboring counties. But Speedy allowed such business to roll off his back. He was interested in only one thing, and that was cleaning up the town of Sunday Slough.


    The job would have been more than half finished, at that moment, except that Sid Levine was still decidedly at large. The great Levine was the major force with which, as Speedy knew, he had to contend. Although he had cut away, as it were, the right and the left hand of the gambler, there still remained the man himself, with his brain so resourceful in evil, and upon the subject of the great Levine the thoughts of Speedy were continually turning.


    He heard a light, stealthy step crossing the porch in front of the little wooden building that housed him and his office. Then came a light knock at the door.


    “Come in, Joe!” he called.


    The door opened. Joe Dale, short, thick-shouldered, strong as a bull and quick as a cat, came into the room. He waved his hand in the dusk.


    “Why not a light, Speedy?” he said.


    “I like it this way. I think better by this light,” said Speedy. He began to strum, very lightly, the strings of the guitar that lay across his knees.


    “If you don’t stop playing that blooming thing,” said Joe Dale, “I’m gonna go on out.”


    “All right. I’ll stop,” said Speedy gently. And stretching himself, he settled more deeply in his chair and watched the other man.


    “What’s up, Joe?” he asked.


    “I meet up with Stew Webber,” said Joe Dale, “and the fool don’t know that you’ve gone and got a pardon for me out of the governor. When he recognizes me, he pulls a gun. I kicked the gun out of his hand. I slammed that bird on the beak so hard that he nearly busted the sidewalk when he sat down on it. Then I told him what was what. He was gonna collect some blood money out of that, Speedy.”


    “He’s a fool,” said Speedy. “He’s a fool, though I don’t know him. How are things in town, Joe?”


    “Everything’s so good that it’d make you laugh,” Joe Dale said. “I’ll tell you what. There was a bird come into the Best Chance Saloon, and he starts telling the boys that he won’t vote any ex-tramp for sheriff of this here county. And the boys listen to him a while, and then they take him out and tie him backward on his hoss, and give him a ride out of town. That’s what they think of you, Speedy.”


    “I hope the poor fellow doesn’t get a broken neck,” said Speedy.


    “No, he didn’t get no broken neck,” the deputy replied. “All he got was a fall, and a dislocated shoulder. One of the camps took him in off the road. He wasn’t hurt bad.”


    “Dog-gone it,” said Speedy, “I’ll have to go and see him, tomorrow.”


    “Say, what are you?” asked Joe Dale. “A visiting sister of mercy or what?”


    “Oh, lay off that, Joe,” Speedy said. “What’s the other news?”


    “There was a riot started down in the Thompson Saloon. I got there as the furniture begun to break. A big buck hauled off and was about to slam me, but somebody yelled … ‘That’s Speedy’s man!’ Well, the big bozo, he just backed up into a corner and hollered for help, pretty near. He started explaining how everything was wrong that he’d been thinking. I lined him up and made him pay for the breakages, which he done plumb peaceable. Afterward, he bought drinks for the crowd. Thompson, he says that any bird that don’t vote for you, and announces it loud and high, he don’t get no liquor in his saloon. And election day, he’s gonna run wide open, with free drinks for everybody. I told him that was a fine idea, but the Best Chance Saloon already had the same idea. He said that he’d go in one better than the Best Chance, because he’d loosen up and give a free barbeque, along with the drinks. It’s gonna be a great day when you’re elected, Speedy.”


    “Humph!” said Speedy.


    “Like you didn’t care, is what you mean to act like, eh?” Joe Dale commented. He sat down on the window sill, his big shoulders silhouetted against the street light.


    “I care, all right,” said Speedy. “But what I’m after is Levine, not the job of sheriff of the county. I don’t want that job, Joe, unless I have to have it before I can get Levine.”


    “I know you want Levine,” Joe Dale said, “but you’re human, Speedy. You want the sheriff job, too.”


    “I don’t,” said Speedy. “I’m human, all right, but not that human. Hunting men isn’t the kind of excitement that I want. Only I have to get Levine, because he’s got so many others.”


    “I’ve gotta believe you, if you say so,” answered Joe Dale. “But, if I was you and circulated around the town and heard the boys singing songs about Speedy and J.J.J., it’d give me a thrill all right.”


    “What’s the rest of the news?” Speedy asked.


    “There ain’t any other news except you. It’s all that anybody is talking about. All the big mine owners are gonna close up shop, that day, because they want to make sure that their men get a chance to vote for you on election day.”


    “That’s kind of them,” said Speedy. He yawned. “Anything about Levine?” he asked.


    “Levine is cooked. His place don’t draw no business, no more,” said Joe Dale. “The tables are mostly empty, day and night. Levine is cooked in this town. It’s a funny thing that the fool keeps hanging on.”


    “He’ll hang on till he gets me, or I get him. He’s no hero, but his blood’s up.”


    “He’s beat,” declared Joe Dale. “He’s only a joke, now. He’s got no hangers-on.”


    “He’ll have them five minutes after I’m dead,” answered Speedy. “Oh, I know how it is with the boys. They like the top dog. You say Levine is beat, but I tell you that I’m more afraid of him right now than when he was on top of the bunch here. Bad times sharpen good brains, and Levine has a brain in his head, don’t doubt that!”


    “He has a lot of fat in his head, is what he’s got,” said the other. “You’re all wrong, Speedy. Levine is finished in Sunday Slough. Gents have had a taste of law and order, and they like it better than Levine’s rough-house. Only, Speedy, we oughta do more about the outside jobs. We get letters every day about thugs and crooks that’ve come over into our county. We’re expected to clean up some of those boys. We oughta do it.”


    Speedy yawned once more, very sleepily. Then he said: “They behave, over here. They don’t even lift cattle. They pay their way. I know a dozen of ’em around town, right now. But as long as they stay quiet, this can be their port of missing men. I don’t mind having them about. I don’t care how many other states and counties want them … all I want is peace in Sunday Slough. It was a rough nest when we came here, Joe, and now it’s settling down, I think.”


    Joe Dale grunted, but, before he could answer, a rapid drumming of hoofs was heard, the rider stopping before the shack. Then, he threw himself from the horse and ran forward.


    “Speedy! Speedy!” he called, in a guarded voice.


    “It’s Juan. It’s the half-breed,” said Speedy. Instantly he was through the window, going like magic past the form of Joe Dale.


    The panting runner paused before him.


    “Juan, you idiot,” said Speedy, “what are you doing showing your face in town with a price on your head?”


    Juan shook the head that had a price on it, as though disclaiming its importance, then he said: “Pier Morgan, the Señor Morgan, he is gone, Speedy!”


    Speedy got him by the shoulders and backed him around until the street light, made of the dull shafts of distant lights, fell upon his face.


    “Say that again!” he demanded.


    “The Señor Morgan, he is gone. I, señor, have a bullet hole through the side of my neck. That is why the bandage is there. I still bleed, my friend. It is not for lack of fighting, but the evil one himself came and took Pier Morgan from me.”


    “D’you know the name and address of this evil one, Juan?” asked Speedy.


    “It is Don Hernando of Segovia, señor. I saw his face only in part. But I knew the scar on his forehead. I was once one of his people. It was Don Hernando, and you will never see Pier Morgan again. He is gone to Segovia. He is gone forever.”


    “Where’s Segovia?” snapped Speedy.


    “A little on the other side of the Río Grande. It is more than a day’s ride from this place, señor. But it might as well be the journey of a life, for those who go into it never come back. They are held in the teeth of Don Hernando forever! Ah, señor, it was not carelessness on my part, but … .”


    “Be still, Juan,” said Speedy. “You know the way to Segovia?”


    “I know the way, señor.”


    “Will you take me there?”


    “I take you within sight of it,” Juan said. “I do not dare to go closer. I have been in the dungeons of Segovia. I shall never go there again.”


    “I’ll go all the way, Speedy,” offered Joe Dale.


    “You’ll stay here and run Sunday Slough,” Speedy answered. “I’ll find out about Segovia on the way down, but I imagine that this is a one-man job. You know, Joe, that an army often can’t take a place by open assault, but one crook can pick the lock of the gate.”


    
      Intrepid youth

    

    Segovia stood among rocky hills, bare as the palm of the hand. The town itself was an irregular huddle of whitewashed adobe, without a tree in the streets, without a bush to cast shadow. In fact, vegetable life could not exist beside the famous goats of Segovia which, men swore, could digest not only the labels of tin cans, but the tin as well.


    How these people lived was a mystery which it was hard to solve. The naked eye could see almost nothing except, now and then, a dun-colored patch of cattle, scattered here and there in the distance. But distances mean little in Mexico, and a cow will run two days to drink of water on the third. A cow will walk thirty miles a day, grazing on a few blades of grass or tearing at a frightful cactus now and then. Still the cow will live and grow, becoming fat enough for marketing in the early spring.


    So it was that the outlying herds fed the town of Segovia. In addition, it was said that some of the hardy inhabitants worked along the river, not as boatmen or agriculturists, to be sure, but in other sorts of traffic, generally done at night, work that pays well per hour, but whose pay and pleasure is well salted with death, now and then, death that spits out of the guns of federal patrols and Texas Rangers on the northern side of the stream.


    Some of the sons of Segovia, also, went at times to the mines, or to very distant ranches, returning to their homes with money to blow in. They helped to support the two cantinas of the town and the little stores, where the women bought each day enough food to keep starvation off for twenty-four hours. There was even a store, in Segovia, where one could buy clothes, and it was notorious that the second-hand department of that store was filled with wonderful bargains, usually in styles and materials from north of the great river.


    These people of Segovia were a race apart, a race all to themselves. Almost to a man, they were slender, agile, and strong. They were like their own goats, which seemed to eat the sand and the sunshine, for there was little else on the ground where they grazed. They and their ancestors had inhabited this place since the days of the conquistadores. The old Spanish blood mixed with the Indian in their veins. They were paler than other peónes. They bore themselves like caballeros. They were fierce, cruel, revengeful, patient, enduring. They loved their friends with a passion; they hated their enemies with still more fervor. They were people to be noted, and to be feared.


    All of these terrible clansmen, for like a clan they clung together, looked down on the rest of the world, and looked up to the castle of Don Hernando Garcías.


    It was not really a castle. Once, to be sure, the walls had been of stone, cut and laid together with the priceless skill of the Mexican stonecutters. But the centuries had cracked, molded, and eaten the big stones until they had fallen from their places, and a ragged mass of adobe finished in part the outline of the earlier walls.


    Still, it remained a castle to the proud, stern peónes of Segovia. When they raised their eyes, a saying had it, they never found heaven or aught higher than the walls of the castle. For in that building, for three centuries and more, there had always been a Garcías called Hernando.


    They were as like one another as peas in a pod, all those lords of Segovia. They all looked like the villagers themselves, that is, they were lean, hardy, tough-sinewed, erect, quick-moving, passionate of eye. They all wore the same sort of bristling, short mustaches. They all bore themselves like conquerors.


    Sometimes when the people of the town were called the children of their overlord, there seemed to be more than words in the phrase, such a family resemblance existed among them. Their devotion to their lords of the castle, therefore, was all the more passionate and profound because they looked upon them, in true medieval style, as children upon parents. They rejoiced in the pride, cruelty, and wealthy grandeur of their masters and paid the heavy exactions of the Garcías family with perfect calm of mind. Most Mexicans are resolved democrats, but the men of Segovia preferred to be under the thumb of an autocrat.


    For one thing, he preserved them from paying taxes to the state, for when tax collectors came to Segovia, they strangely disappeared, and finally they had fallen out of the habit of going to the mysterious little white town above the river. For another thing, according as he was a great and lordly freebooter, they themselves picked up plenty of profit from his expeditions. The present Hernando Garcías filled all the requirements.


    He was rapacious, stern, and ruled them with a rod of iron. On the other hand, in settling their village disputes, he was as just as he was cruel. Furthermore, he had always had some large employment on hand. It might be the organization of a long march into the interior, where he harried wide lands and brought back running herds of the little Mexican cattle, to be rustled across the Río Grande and sold “wet” into the northern land. It might be simple highway robbery, organized on a smaller scale, but paying even better. It might be a midnight attack upon an isolated house or a mountain village. It might be a stealthy smuggling of liquor or drugs.


    But he was always occupied and always providing employment for his “children”, as the men of Segovia loved to call themselves. Since he had come into power, they rode better horses, wore brighter sashes, ate more meat. The cantinas offered them beer, wine, and distilled fire; they had money to buy it. What other elements could they have desired in a terrestrial paradise?


    The sun of the day had set, and in the twilight the white town had been filmed across with purple, and the lights had begun to shine out of the doorways, flashing upon groups of children who played and tumbled in the deep, white dust of the streets. Then night gathered about the town, and it seemed to huddle, as though under a cloak, at the knees of the castle, and about the home of Garcías the stars drew down out of the clear sky—or so it seemed to the villagers.


    It was at this time that a rider on an old gray mule came into the town, and stopped in front of one of the cantinas to play on a guitar and sing. His voice was good, his choice of songs was rich and racy on the one hand, profoundly sentimental on the other. His hair was dark, so were his eyes; his skin was the rich walnut color of Mexico; his handsome face seemed to fit exactly into his songs of love.


    So a crowd gathered at once.


    He was invited into the cantina. He was offered drinks. Then they brought him some cold, roasted flesh of a young kid, cold tortillas, hot tomato and pepper sauces. He ate with avidity, leaning well over his food, scooping it up with the paper-thin tortillas.


    A jolly, ragged beggar was this minstrel, with a ragged straw hat on his head of the right Mexican style, its crown a long and tapered cornucopia. In the brim of it were a few twists of tobacco leaf and the corn husks for making cigarettes. Furthermore, somewhere along the road, he had found a sweetheart, who had rolled up a number of cigarettes and tied them in pretty little bundles, with bits of bright-colored ribbon. These, also, were attached to the brim of the hat.


    He had on a gaudy jacket, the braid of which had tarnished here and ripped away there. His shirt was of silk, very soiled and tattered, and open at the throat. However, a splendid crimson sash was bound about his waist and narrow hips. The flash of his eyes and his white teeth as he ate, or as he sang, or as he danced, made the tawdry costume disappear, particularly in the eyes of the women who crowded about the door of the cantina to look on at the diversions of their lords and masters.


    Particularly was he a master of the dance, and it was really a wonderful thing to see him accompany his flying feet with strumming of the guitar, while he retained breath enough in his throat to sing the choruses, at least. Furthermore, and above all, his spinning was so swift that he could unwind the sash that girded him and keep it standing out stiff as a flag in the track of his dancing, and so remain while, without the use of hands, he wound himself into it again.


    The old men sat in the corners of the room and beat time with their feet and hands. Their red-stained eyes flashed with fire. The younger men stirred uneasily, nearer at hand. Sometimes one of them would fling his voice and his soul into a chorus. Sometimes one of them would dart out, with a bound, and match the steps of the visiting master. Whenever a village dancer came out to rival the minstrel, the ragged fellow welcomed him with such a grace, such a bright smile, and nodded in such approval of the flying feet, that each man felt Segovia had been honored and flattered.


    It was almost midnight before this entertainment ended. By that time the minstrel had collected, it was true, not very many coins, but he had been surrounded by good wishes and ten men offered to give him a bed for the night. However, it appeared that the little glasses of stinging brandy had done more than their work on the minstrel. Like a drunkard, he declared that he would not bother any of them to put him up for the night. Instead, he would gain admission to the castle, where there were sure to be many empty beds!


    They listened with amazement. Some of the good-hearted warned him that Garcías’s household could not be wakened with impunity in the middle of the night, but the fume of the liquor, it appeared, had made him rash and, therefore, the whole lot of them flocked along to see the performance.


    They even pointed out the deep casement of the room of Hernando Garcías, and then they crept away, into hiding in nooks and corners and shadows among the nearer horses to watch the fortune of the rash young entertainer, as he strove to sing and dance his way into the house of the great man.


    
      Music on the air

    

    Don Hernando was about to sink into a profound slumber with the peaceful mind of one who has done his duty and done it very well.


    For a little earlier, that evening, he had arrived with his prisoner, the gringo, Pier Morgan, and had ridden up to his house, not through the village streets, but up the narrow and steep incline that climbed the face of the bluff and so came directly to the outer gate of the building. By this route he came home, partly because he did not wish to be observed, partly because he would thus have his prisoner closer to the dungeon cell in which he was to be confined, and partly, also, because he loved to impress and mystify his townsmen.


    He knew that some of the household servants would soon spread everywhere in Segovia the news that a prisoner had come, a gringo. Even the little children would soon be buzzing and whispering. But just as surely as the story was bound to fill every house in Segovia, so sure was it that not a syllable would pass beyond. The secrets of Don Hernando were family secrets, as it were, and the whole town shared in them and rigorously preserved them.


    The good Don Hernando, having lodged his captive in one of the lowest and wettest of the cellar rooms of the old house, posted a house servant with a machete and a rifle to watch the locked door. He had then gone on to his repast for the evening, content.


    He had been told by Sid Levine that he would have to use every precaution to keep his prisoner from falling into the hands of Speedy again, and this subject constituted part of his conversation with his lady, as they sat together at table. She was a dusky beauty, and now that the years were crowding upon her and she was at least twenty-two, she began to be rounder than before, deep of bosom and heavy of arm. Her wrist was dimpled and fat, and so were the knuckles of her fingers. But her eyes were bright, and she carried her head like a queen, as befitted the wife of Don Hernando Garcías.


    When she had seen and distantly admired the new thickness of the wallet of her spouse, he explained the simplicity of the work which he had done. It was merely to receive from one man the custody of another, and to ride the man down across the river and hold him in the house.


    “This Levine, who pays me the money for the work, is a simpleton,” he said. “He seems to feel that his enemy, Speedy, is a snake to crawl through holes in the ground, or a hawk to fly through the air and dart in at a casement. But I told the señor that my house is guarded with more than bolts and locks and keys, for every man within the walls of it has killed at least once. This vagabond, this Speedy, of whom they talk with such fear, had he not better step into a den of tigers than into the house of Garcías?”


    The same fierce satisfaction was still warm in his breast when he retired to sleep, and he was on the point of closing his eyes when he heard the strumming of a guitar just under his window. For a moment he could not and would not believe his ears. Then rage awoke in him, and his heart leaped into his throat. It was true that the townsmen took many liberties. It was true that they acted very much as they pleased within their own limits, but those limits did not extend to the very walls of the castle. No, the space between the last of their houses and his own outer wall was sacred ground, and no trespassing upon it was permitted!


    “A drunkard and a fool,” said Garcías to himself, as he sat up in his bed.


    He listened, and from the outer air the voice of the singer rose and rang and entered pleasantly upon his ear. It was an ancient song in praise of great lords who are generous to wandering minstrels. On the one hand, it flattered the rich; on the other hand, it poured golden phrases upon the singers who walk the world.


    The purpose of the song seemed so apparent that Garcías ground his teeth. No man could be sufficiently drunk to be excused. He, Garcías, was not in a mood to allow excuses, anyway.


    He bounded from his bed and strode to the window, catching up as he went a great crockery wash basin from its stand. With this balanced on the sill, he looked over the ledge, and below him, smudged into the blackness of the ground, he made out clearly enough the silhouette of the singer, from whom the music rose like a fountain with a lilting head. Garcías set his teeth so that they gleamed between his grinning lips. Then he hurled the great basin down with all his might.


    It passed, it seemed to him, straight through the shadowy form beneath. Even the stern heart of Garcías stood still.


    It was true that his forebears, from time to time, had slain one or more of the townsmen, but they had always paid through the nose for it. The men of Segovia were fellows who could be struck with hand or whip, by their master, but, when it came to the actual taking of a life, they were absurdly touchy about it. They insisted upon compensation, much compensation, floods of money, apologies, declarations of regret in public, promises that such things should never happen again. On certain occasions, they had even threatened to pull the old castle to bits and root out the tyrants.


    So Hernando Garcías stood at his window, sweating and trembling a little, and cursing his hasty temper. For the song had ceased, or had it merely come to the end of a stanza?


    Yes, by heaven, and now the sweet tide of the music recommenced and poured upward, flowing in upon his ear. At the same time, Don Hernando unmistakably heard the tittering of many voices.


    “By heavens,” he said, “the louts have gathered to watch this. It is a performance. It is a jest, and I am the one who is joked at.”


    He said other things, grinding them small between his teeth. It was excellent cursing. It was a sort of blasphemy in which the English language is made to appear a poor, mean, starved thing. For the Spaniard swears with an instinctive art and grace. There are appropriate saints for every turn of the thought and the emotions. And Don Hernando called forth half of the calendar as he cursed the minstrel.


    He turned. The washstand was nearby, and on it remained the massive water jug, half filled with a ponderous weight of water. It was not so large a missile as the wash bowl, but it was at least twice as heavy, and it was the sort of thing with which a man could take aim.


    The fear that he might have committed murder, the moment before, now died away in him. He wanted nothing so much as to shatter the head of the singer into bits. He wanted to grind him into the ground. So he rose on tiptoes, holding the jug in both hands, and he took careful aim, held his breath, set his teeth, and hurled that engine of destruction downward with the velocity of a cannon ball.


    It smote—not the form of the minstrel. It must have shaved past his head with only inches to spare, but the undaunted voice of the song arose and hovered like a bird at the ear of Don Hernando. The jug was too small. He needed a large thing to cast. And presently his hand fell on the back of a chair. It was an old chair, the work of a master. It had been shipped across the sea. Even its gilding represented a small fortune, and on the back of it was portrayed the first great man of the Garcías line.


    That was why it stood in the room of the master of the house. For every morning, when he sat up in bed and looked at the picture on the back of the chair, he was assured of his high birth and of the long descent of his line, for the picture might have stood for a portrait of himself. There were the same sunken eyes, the same hollow cheeks, the same narrow, high forehead, and even the same short mustache, twisted to sharp points. He thought not of the portrait, alas, as he stood there by the window, teetering up and down from heel to toe, in the grand excess of his wrath. But, catching up the chair, he hurled it out of the window, and leaned across the sill, this time confident that he could not fail of striking the mark.


    It did not seem to him that the minstrel dodged. But certain he was that he had missed the target entirely, for the song still arose and rang on his ears! Then, lying flat on his stomach across the window sill, he remembered what it was that he had done. The chair must be smashed. Undoubtedly the portrait was ruined. Woe coursed through his veins. For it was plain that he had cast away with his own hand what was as good, to him, as a patent of nobility. He groaned. He staggered back into the room, gasping, and buried his fingers in his long hair.


    Then he flung himself on the bell cord that dangled near the head of his bed, and pulled upon it frantically, not once, not twice, but many times, and, when he heard the bell jangling loudly in the distance, he hurled a dressing gown over his shoulders.


    Hurrying feet came to the door of his room. There was a timid knock; the door opened.


    “Manuel, fool of a sleepy, thick-headed, half-witted muleteer, do you hear the noise that is driving me mad?”


    “I hear only the noise of the singer, señor,” said poor Manuel.


    “Music! It’s the braying of a mule!” shouted Garcías. “Go down. Take Pedro with you. Seize the drunken idiot by the ears and drag him here. Do you hear me? Go at once! Go at once!” He seized the edge of the door and slammed it literally upon the face of Manuel.


    It eased his temper a little to hear the grunt of the stricken man, and to hear the muttered names of saints that accompanied him down the hallway.


    
      The angry Don

    

    Don Hernando lighted a lamp and paced hurriedly up and down the room. From the windows, he heard again the tittering of many voices. Yes, it was as on a stage, and the crowd was enjoying him as one of the actors. Rage seized upon his heart. He thought of the ruined portrait on the chair and a sort of madness blackened his eyes.


    At one end of the room hung various knives. He fingered a few of them as he came to that side of the room but, remembering the revolver, pistols, rifles, and shotguns that were assembled in a set piece against the opposite wall, he would hastily go back and seize on one of these, only to change his mind again. Nothing could satisfy him, he felt, except to feel the hot blood pouring forth over his hands.


    Then came rough voices in the outer court and stifled exclamations from the near distance. That soothed him a trifle. He shouted from the window, leaning well out: “Bring up the wreck of the chair and, if you pull off the ears of the singer, I, for one, shall forgive you!” He retired and sat in another chair, deep and high, wide as a throne and with a tall back. Seated so, nursing his wrath, his fingers moved convulsively, now and again, as though he were grasping a throat.


    Presently up the hall came the voices and the footfalls of Manuel and Pedro. The door opened. They flung into the room the body of a slender man, who staggered, almost fell to the floor, and then, righting himself and seeing the glowering face of Don Hernando in the chair in the corner of the room, bowed very deeply, taking off a tattered straw hat and fairly sweeping the goatskin rug with it.


    “Señor Garcías,” said the minstrel, “I have come many miles to sing for you. One of my ancestors sang for yours, generations ago. And so I have come.”


    The master of the house glared.


    Pedro, in the meantime, was presenting him with the wreckage of the chair. The old, worm-eaten wood had smashed to a sort of powder. Of the back panel, in which the face was painted, there remained no more than scattered splinters. He picked up a handful of that treasured panel. Only a twist of a mustache, only one angry eye glared forth at him from the ruin. Garcías dropped the wreckage, rattling upon the floor, feeling sure that he would kill this man.


    He surveyed him, the dark head and eyes, the large, over-soft eyes, like the eyes of a lovely woman. He regarded the smile, the sort of childish delicacy with which the features were formed.


    Then he said: “Señor minstrel!”


    The stranger bowed, brushing the floor once more with the brim of his hat.


    The fool seemed totally unconscious that he was about to receive a thunderbolt of wrath that would annihilate him.


    Suddenly Don Hernando smiled. It was a smile famous in the history of his family. Every Garcías had worn it. Every Garcías had made that same cold smile terrible to his adherents. All of Segovia knew it. Manuel and Pedro shuddered where they stood. But the idiot of a minstrel stood there with high head.


    One thing was clear. To act on the spur of the moment would be folly. Together with the rich, red Castilian blood, there flowed in the veins of Garcías a liberal admixture of the Indian. That blood mastered him now and, still smiling, he told himself that time must be taken with this affair. The painting on the chair had been a work of art. The revenge he took would be a work of art of equal merit, a thing to talk about. Why not? The fellow was not of Segovia. He was not of the chosen people. He came from a distance.


    So Garcías cleared his throat, and, when he spoke, it was softly, pleasantly.


    Another shudder passed through the bodies of the two servants. Like all the others in the house, each of these had killed his man, but the smile and the voice of Don Hernando, in such a mood, seemed to both of them more terrible, by far, than murder.


    “The Garcías family keeps an open house for strangers,” he said. “We have rooms for all who come. But chiefly for such good singers. I wish to hear you sing again. Manuel, Pedro, take him down to the most secure room in the house. You understand?”


    His fury mastered him. He thrust himself up, half out of the chair, with glaring eyes, but the half-witted minstrel was already bowing his gratitude and sweeping the floor with his hat, so that he entirely missed both the gesture and the terrible expression of the eyes.


    Don Hernando managed to master himself. Then he said: “My friend, you will be well looked after. You will be put in a safe place. All the enemies you have in the world could not disturb your sleep, where I shall put you. You, Pedro, will sleep outside of his door, armed. You understand?”


    “Señor, I understand,” said Pedro. He had heard the songs of this man. In his heart he pitied him, for he saw that the naked wrath of the master was about to be poured out upon his head. But it never occurred to him to disobey. Besides, he was really a savage brute. So were all of that household, hand-picked brigands. He soon mastered any feelings of pity or of remorse.


    “I understand,” he repeated. “The deepest room of the house, señor, if you wish.”


    “Yes, the deepest … the deepest! The one with the strongest door,” repeated the great Garcías through his teeth, “the smallest window, and the heaviest lock … the one where sleeping clothes are always ready, bolted to the wall. You understand? You understand?” His voice rose to a high, whining snarl, like that of a great cat. Then he added: “And in case he should want to sing, let him have his guitar. Yes, let him sing, by all means, if he wishes. I am only afraid that I shall not be able to hear the songs.”


    Manuel and Pedro grinned brutally. Their master laughed, but the fool of a minstrel was again bowing to the floor and seemed to fail to see or to understand his dreadful predicament. That was all the better. He would learn, soon enough, what was to befall him. The guards took him to the door of the room.


    “Strip him!” shouted the great Garcías, and slammed the door behind the trio.


    He went back, then, to the wreckage of his precious chair and picked up, again, the splintered wood upon which the remnants of the portrait appeared. Holding them tightly grasped in his hand, he groaned aloud, with such pain that he closed his eyes.


    He went to the window. His rage was overcoming him, and he was feeling a trifle in need of air. From the open window, he could hear long, withdrawing whispers and murmuring down all the alleys that approached the face of the castle.


    “Well,” he said through his teeth. “Very well, indeed. They shall learn that the old spirit has not died in the blood of Garcías. They shall learn that, if nothing else.” His spirit was eased as he thought of this. There is nothing that impresses a Mexican more than the signs of absolute, even cruel power. He was right in feeling that the men of Segovia would be impressed by the object lesson that he would give them in the person of the young minstrel, the unlucky stranger.


    Still, when he lay upon his bed, about to fall asleep, he roused to complete wakefulness. For it occurred to him that the many bows of the singer, as he stood in the presence of danger, might have been useful in concealing a certain smug expression of self-contented pleasure which, as Garcías remembered, had seemed to be lingering about the corners of the eyes and mouth, every time he straightened. At all events, one thing was clear, the man was an idiot.


    Then he soothed himself by devising torments. It was clear, above all else, that for the destruction of the famous Garcías portrait he deserved to die. With the placid emotions of a cat about to torment a mouse, the great Don Hernando finally fell asleep.


    
      Guest room

    

    The two house servants were conducting the young dancer and singer down winding stairs that sank toward the bowels of the earth, as it seemed. They grew narrower and narrower. The feet slipped in the moisture that covered the stones. The stones themselves were worn by the centuries of footfalls that had passed over them. Their steps echoed hollowly up and down the descending corridors. The head of the tall Pedro bowed, as he avoided the roof of the passage, rounded closely in. Finally they passed the mouth of a black corridor.


    “Down there,” said Manuel, “is the last dear guest that the Señor Garcías brought home with him. He, also, has a secure room. He, also, is guarded against intrusion. Oh, this is a safe house, friend. Danger never breaks in from the outside.” He laughed, and his brutal laughter raised roaring echoes that retreated on either hand.


    The minstrel merely said: “This should be cool. But also rather dark. However, darkness and coolness make for perfect sleep in summer.”


    They went on, the two servants muttering one to the other, and so they came to the last hall of all, in which there was the door of a single room. In the hallway lay slime and water half an inch thick, and the horrible green mold climbed far up the walls on either hand. There was a low settle in the hall.


    “You’ll sleep there, Pedro,” said Manuel with a chuckle.


    “A plague on my luck,” said Pedro. “If I don’t catch rheumatism from this, I’m not a man. It needs a water snake to live in a hole like this.”


    Manuel was unlocking the door. It groaned terribly on its hinges and gave upon a chamber perhaps eight feet by eight, and not more than five in height. It was like a grisly coffin. A breath of foul air rolled out to meet them.


    “Is this … is this the room?” gasped the poor minstrel.


    “Yes, you fool,” said Manuel. “Strip him, Pedro.”


    They put the lantern on the floor. Between them they tore the clothes from the body of the poor singer and flung them to the floor. But when he was stripped, they paused, and looked him over in bewilderment.


    For he presented not at all the picture which they expected to see, of a starved and fragile body. He seemed slender, in his clothes, to be sure. But he was as round as a pillar. He was as deep in the chest as he was wide, and over arms and back and legs spread a cunning network of muscles, slipping one into the other, strand upon strand. An anatomist, with a pointer, could have indicated his muscles without effort.


    “Hey!” said Manuel. “He could be a bullfighter.” He thumbed the shoulders of the captive. It was like driving the thumb into India rubber.


    “But what does it mean, my friends,” said the minstrel. “Why am I stripped? Alas, I am a poor man. I have done no wrong.”


    “Be quiet,” said Pedro. “You were told about a secure room and this is it. And you were told about bedding and this is it, perfect to fit you, like a suit of clothes ordered from the tailor.” As he spoke, he dragged a mass of chains from the wall, and then locked them around the wrists and the ankles of the trembling minstrel.


    “Ah, my friends,” said the youth, “this is cruel and unjust. Trouble will come upon your master for this act. Trouble, for sure, will follow him.”


    They left the room, slammed the door upon him, and turned the key in the lock.


    “There’s a guitar against the wall beside you. You can play and sing in the dark, amigo,” were their last words.


    They were hardly gone, when the minstrel raised his manacled hands to his head, and, from the base of a curl, he drew forth a little piece of flattened steel, like a part of a watch spring. With this, he began to work, cramped though his fingers were for space, upon the lock of the manacle that held his left wrist. He did not work long before the manacle loosened. It slipped away, and presently its companion upon the other wrist likewise fell to the floor. The singer stooped over his anklets. They presented a little more difficulty. But they, also, presently fell away, and he was free in the room. After that, he felt his way along the wall to the heap in which his clothes had been flung. There was a bitter chill in the air of the dungeon, and he hastily pulled on his garments, one by one, the shoes last of all. They had soles of thin whipcord, silent as the furred paw of a cat for walking over stone, and light as a feather.


    When he was dressed, he went to the door and felt of the lock. To his dismay, he found that the whole inside of the lock was simply one large sheet of steel. The key did not come through the massive portal! He stood for a time, taking small breaths, because the badness of the air inclined to make him dizzy. But eventually he had a thought. Outside, in the corridor, Pedro the guard was already asleep, for the sounds of his snoring came like drowsy purring into the dungeon cell. So the prisoner found his guitar and lifted his voice in song. He took care in the selection of his music. The ditties that found his favor, now, were the loudest, and he sang them close to the door.


    It was not long before there was a heavy breathing against the door, and then the loud voice of Pedro, exclaiming: “Half-wit, I, Pedro, wish to sleep! If you disturb me again, I shall come in there and make you wish that it were Garcías instead of me. He shall have only half of you. I’ll eat the other half.”


    “Ah, amigo,” said the minstrel, “I am as cold as a poor half-drowned rat. May I not have covering? The floor of the room is covered with wet slime and … .”


    “Shiver, then,” said the Mexican angrily. “I have told you before, what I shall do if you sing once more.”


    The singer waited until he heard the snoring begin again, and then, for a second time, his voice arose like a fountain of light.


    The answer came almost at once. The key groaned in the lock, the door was thrust wide, and in rushed big Pedro, cursing.


    From the shadow beside the door, the minstrel struck with a fist as heavy as lead, hitting home beneath the ear. Pedro slumped forward on his face in the slime.


    He was quickly secured, ankle and wrist, in the manacles, which had just held the singer. The wet filth in which he lay brought back his senses after a moment or so. He opened his eyes, groaning, in time to feel the revolver being drawn from its holster on his hip and, by the light of the lantern, he saw the minstrel smiling down upon him. Exquisite horror overcame big Pedro. Agape, he looked not so much at the slender youth before him as at a terrible vision of the wrath of Garcías when the lord of the house should hear of this escape. He could not speak. Ruin lay before his eyes.


    “Good bye, Pedro,” said the minstrel. “Remember me all the days of your life and never forget that I shall remember your hospitality. As for your master, who you are fearing now, don’t worry about his anger. He shall have other things to think of before many minutes.”


    He left the room before the stupefied Pedro could answer and closed the door gently behind him. He picked up the lantern and quickly climbed to the black mouth of the corridor down which, as he had been told, the last guest of Garcías was housed. He could guess the name and the face of that poor stranger.


    Down that corridor he went, and presently around a sharp elbow turn the light of another lantern mingled with that of the one that he was carrying. He went on at the same pace, dropping the revolver that he carried into a coat pocket. He could take it for granted that, if a guard waited outside the door of this prison, the face of the singer would not be known to the man.


    So he went on fearlessly and now saw the man in question seated on a stool that he had canted back against the wall. With his arms folded on his breast, he was sleeping profoundly. The minstrel laid the cold muzzle of the revolver against his throat and picked up the sawed-off shotgun from his lap. Then, as the rascal wakened with a start, he said: “Be quiet and steady, my friend. There is no harm to come to you except what you bring with your own noise. Stand up, turn the key of that locked door, and walk into the cell ahead of me, carrying the lantern.”


    “In the name of the saints,” said the guard, “do you know that it is an enemy of Garcías who lies there?”


    “I know everything about it,” said the singer. “Do as I tell you. I am a man in haste, with a loaded gun in my hand. Pedro loaned it to me,” he added with a smile.


    The guard, one of those Oriental-looking fellows one sometimes finds south of the Río Grande, with ten bristles in his mustache and slant eyes, studied the smile of the stranger as he looked up and suddenly he felt that he recognized in this man a soul of cold iron. He rose with a faint gasp and, striding to the locked door, turned the key and stepped into the gloom within.


    There, stretched on a thin pallet of straw, was the prisoner. He had not been stripped; there were no irons upon him. Plainly he had not excited the wrath of the great Garcías to the same degree as the singer, who now stooped over and fastened the manacles that were chained to the wall upon the wrists and the ankles of the guard.


    The latter was moaning and muttering faintly: “The saints keep me from the rage of Don Hernando! Oh, that ever I was born in Segovia!”


    The prisoner, sitting up, yawning away, settled his gaze beneath a frown at the other two and suddenly bounded to his feet.


    “Speedy!” he cried. “I didn’t know you, with the color of your skin and … .”


    “We have to go on,” said Speedy calmly. “There’s something more for us to do before we leave the house of the great Garcías. He’s fitted the two of us with such good quarters that we ought to leave some pay behind for him, Pier. Come along with me. This chap will be safe enough here. Rest well, amigo. When the others find you in the morning, or even a little before, they will give you the last news of us.”


    So he passed out from the cell and locked the door behind him.


    Pier Morgan, in the meantime, was gaping helplessly at him.


    “Speedy,” he said, “I’m tryin’ to believe that’s your voice that I’m hearing. I’m trying to believe that. I’ve never seen anything finer than your face, man, and never heard anything sweeter than your voice. But how did you come here? Did you put on a pair of wings and hop in through a window?”


    “Don Hernando asked me in,” Speedy said, smiling faintly. “He even sent out his men and insisted on my coming in. He’s a hospitable fellow, that man Garcías, and I can’t wait till I’ve called on him again. How do you feel, Pier? Are you fit to ride a bit, and do some climbing, perhaps, before we start the riding?”


    “I’m fit to ride … I rode all the way down here,” said Pier. “And I can ride ten times as far in order to get away. This here place is a chunk of misery, Speedy. I’ve had something like death inside of me ever since I smelled this dungeon. Let’s get out quickly and let your call on Hernando go!”


    
      The hanging Hernando

    

    The door of the bedroom of Garcías was locked from the inside. He had gone to bed, with the flame turned down in the throat of the lamp. Now he awoke, not that he had heard any suspicious sound, but because there was a sighing rush of wind through the room, as though a storm had entered.


    The nerves of Garcías were not entirely at ease. His dreams had been pleasant, but very violent. In his sleep, he had killed the insolent gringo singer by scourgings that had flayed his cursed body to the bone. Again, he had toasted his feet at a low fire, he had tormented him with the water cure, and he had hung up the American by the hair of the head. Also, he had dreamed of various combinations of these torments, and, although it was true that Garcías was to be the torturer, and not the tortured, it was also true that his nerves were jumping. All the tiger in him had been fed in his sleep. And the tiger in him now demanded living flesh, so to speak.


    At the noise of the murmuring in his room, like the rising whistle of a storm wind, he raised himself impatiently on one elbow and turned his head toward the door. To his amazement, that door was open! He rubbed his eyes and shook his head to clear away the foolish vision, for he knew that no one in the house would ever dare to attempt his locked door. Even if there were someone foolish enough to make such an attempt, the lock of the door would itself give simple warning, for the key in the bolt could not be stirred without making a groaning sound, audible all up and down the corridor outside.


    He opened his eyes again and scowled at the offending door, but now the vision was more complicated. A man stood in the doorway and was gliding with a soundless step straight toward his bed. The light of the lamp was very slight but, as he stared, the bewildered Garcías saw that it was the face of the gringo minstrel who was all the time drawing nearer to him.


    He grunted. In the distance, the door was being closed by a second shadowy figure. But there was always a weapon at the hand of Garcías, and now he snatched his favorite protection from beneath his pillow. It was a rather old-fashioned double-barreled pistol, short in length, but large in caliber. It was equipped with two hair triggers, and it fired a ball big enough and with sufficient force to knock a strong man flat at fifteen yards. He always had it with him, in a pocket during the day and under his pillow by night. It had served him more than once. He had killed men many a time in his life, but all other weapons had been less deadly than this old-fashioned toy.


    So, snatching it out, he tried to level it at the gringo. But he found his hand struck down, a cleaver stroke, as it were, falling across the cords of his wrist and benumbing the entire hand.


    The pistol slipped into the sheets of the bed. A second stroke, delivered with the flat edge of the man’s palm, fell upon the neck of Garcías, where the nerves and the stiff tendons run up to the skull. He floundered a little, but with only vague movements. He was stunned as though with a club.


    Before he was entirely recovered from the effects, he found that the minstrel was sitting comfortably on the edge of his bed, toying with that double-barreled pistol with his left hand, but in his right was a short-bladed knife, the point of which he kept affectionately close to the hollow of Don Hernando’s throat.


    The second shadowy form had drawn closer and stood on the farther side of the bed. With disgust, Don Hernando recognized the face of Pier Morgan. He had received twenty-five hundred dollars for taking Morgan into the southern land across the river. He would receive twenty-five hundred more for keeping him there, or for making away with him. This was a bad business, all around. He wished for wild hawks to tear the flesh of the minstrel.


    “I see,” said Garcías, “how it is. You tricked the guards and got away from them, but you know that you can’t get out of the house. Well, then, I am to let you go … through me you wish to manage it, but I tell you, my friends, that you never can persuade me. I know that you will not kill me, because you fear what will happen to you before you manage to get clear of the house. You think that you still have a chance to talk to me and to give me orders, but every door and every entrance to the house is guarded night and day!” He laughed a little as he ended. His fury made his laughter a tremulous sound.


    “Speedy?” said Pier Morgan, “we can’t waste time. We must hurry.”


    He said it in English naturally. But Don Hernando understood the language perfectly. Also, the name itself struck his ear like the blow of a club. He stiffened from head to foot.


    “You are not Speedy,” he exclaimed through his teeth. “Your skin is as brown as … .”


    “As walnut juice, amigo?” suggested Speedy.


    The lips of the Mexican remained parted, but no word issued from them.


    Then Speedy said: “You see how it is, Don Hernando? I knew that your house was so guarded that only a bird could fly in safely through a window. And I had no wings. So I came and sang at night, to disturb you. Do you understand?”


    The teeth of the Mexican ground together. He said nothing.


    “Then, when you were sufficiently annoyed,” Speedy said, “you sent for me to get me into your house and throw me into your hole of a prison. But I expected that, Garcías. I was prepared for all of that trouble, and it was worthwhile, because I had to reach my friend, Pier Morgan. I knew that it would be hard to hold me in a cell, because I know the language of locks.”


    Garcías rolled his eyes toward the door of his own room.


    “The others were no harder,” said Speedy. “Besides, your men are all fools. Like dogs that are kept half starved. They have plenty of teeth, but no brains whatever. They pointed out the room where Pier Morgan was kept on the way down to your slimy pigpen in the cellar. One of your servants sleeps in one of those cells, and another sleeps in the second. They are not happy, Don Hernando, because they are afraid of what you will do to them when they are set free.”


    “I will have them cut to pieces,” said Garcías, “before my eyes. I will have them fed to dogs, and let you watch the feeding, before you are cut to bits in your turn!”


    “You are full of promises, Don Hernando,” Speedy observed, “but that’s because you don’t understand how simply we can get out of your house through that window with a rope of bedclothes.”


    “Idiots!” said Don Fernando. “Segovia lies beyond, and will have to be passed through. And there are always armed men there!”


    “True,” said the minstrel, “and I shall let them know that I am passing. I shall sing to my guitar.”


    “Are you such a half-wit?” Garcías said with a snarl.


    “They know that I was dragged into your house,” said the other, “but they don’t know that I was treated like a whipped dog.”


    “Ha?” said Hernando.


    “Besides,” Speedy said, “I shall have something to show them, which will prove that Garcías forgave me for disturbing him in the middle of the night.”


    “What?” demanded the man of the castle.


    “A ring from your finger,” said Speedy.


    Don Hernando gripped both hands to make fists. His fury was so great that his brain turned to fire and threatened to burst. For he could see that the inspired insolence of this gringo might very well enable him to do the thing that he threatened.


    “I shall believe when I see,” said Don Hernando.


    “You will believe and see and hear, all three,” Speedy said, “for I shall put you on a high chair to look things over. I shall put you where you’ll be found in the morning. Tie his feet, Pier. I’ll attend to his hands.”


    Hand and foot, the lord of the town of Segovia found himself trussed and made utterly helpless. That was not all, for then a gag was fixed between his teeth. The language of Speedy was more terrible than the insulting treatment he was giving to his host. He apologized, every moment, for the necessity of being so rough with so great a gentleman in his own house. For his own part, he regretted such a necessity. He would do much to avoid the occasion for it. It was only, after all, that murder and cruelty and dungeon tortures were not popular on the northern bank of the river, and even here, to the south of it, the people must be shown an example. They must be shown that tyrants are also cowards and that cruel beasts are really fools. For that reason he, Speedy, intended to give the people of Segovia an object lesson in the person of their master.


    As he spoke, he drew from the struggling hand of Don Hernando almost his dearest possession, his signet ring. It was merely a flattened emerald of no great value, but it was carved with the arms of the house of Garcías. That ring and the portrait which had been ruined that night were his two clear claims and proofs of gentility.


    He saw the second one departing in the possession of the same scoundrel; he turned blind with fury. When he recovered from the fit, he was hanging from the sill of a window of his room by the hands, his back turned to the wall. Strong hands held him at the wrists. Presently his arm muscles would weaken. The strain would come straight upon bones and tendons. And then the real torment would commence. But what would that matter compared with the exquisite agony of being found in this humiliating position in the morning by the loyal populace of Segovia?


    
      In Segovia

    

    In all the house of Garcías, among all of his people, was there not one careful soul to look out a window, at this time, and see the two villains who now clambered down their comfortably made rope of bedding to the ground?


    No, well filled with food and drink, they were snoring securely in their beds. As for the guards, they would be awake. He always took pains to be sure that they would sooner risk their necks than fall asleep either at the main door or at the one that opened over the bluff. But now he wanted a guard outside the place, and not within the massive old walls.


    His anguish grew. He turned his head and saw the wretches standing upon the paving stones at the base of his wall. He bowed his head to stare down at them, while rage choked him, and there he saw Speedy remove from his head the hat with the tattered straw brim and sweep the ground with it, making a final bow.


    Anguish, shame, fury, helplessness, fairly throttled the great Garcías. He became alarmed. He was unable to breathe well. He had to give all his attention, for a time, to drawing in his breath deeply. Fear of strangling at once made his heart flutter desperately. He compared it to the beating wings of a trapped bird, a bird dying of fear. Aye, he was like a bird, he thought, like a chicken hanging by the feet in the market, plucked, ready for the purchasers to thumb before making sure that it was fat enough to buy and take home. If only he could cry out!


    He had only his bare feet to kick against the wall, and he soon bruised the flesh of his feet to the bone. But no one answered. No one looked out of the adjoining windows to discover the master, so crucified in shame and pain. Then he heard a sound that fairly stopped the beating of his heart again. It was rising from the lower streets of the town, and it was the strumming of a guitar, and the sound of a fine tenor voice that rose and rang sweetly through the air.


    It was true, then, that the rascal had determined to do all as he had said? Was he to outbrave the fierce men of Segovia and increase the shame of Garcías? A demon, not a man, was walking down the street and playing on that guitar, singing the words of those old songs.


    But Speedy and Pier Morgan did not get unhindered from the town.


    It was said that the men of Segovia slept as lightly as wild wolves, which they were like in other respects, also, and, when they heard the voice of the minstrel, one, then another and another, jumped up in the night and went out to see what the disturbance might be. For they had seen the fellow dragged within the walls of the house, and what had happened to him in there was much pleasanter to guess than to see.


    So they came running out, a score of those ragged, wild men, and found the minstrel, as before, mounted on the ancient gray mare, with a white man walking at his stirrup. This was too strange a sight to let pass.


    There was one elderly robber, long distinguished in forays, known as by a light, by the great white scar that blazed upon his forehead. He was gray with years and villainy, and music did not particularly tickle his fancy.


    He took the mule by the bridle and halted it. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “I saw you snatched into the door of the castle like a stupid child. High time, too, what with your caterwauling. Now you are here. Who set you free?”


    “An angel, father,” said Speedy, “walked into my room, wrapped me in an invisible cloak, and took me away, with this man.”


    “So?” said the desperado, darkening. “I’ll have another kind of language out of you, before I’m through.” He pulled out a knife as long as a sword, and glared at the boy in the saddle.


    “If you’re in any doubt,” Speedy continued, “take us back to the house. If Garcías is wakened again, tonight, he will be interesting to the people who disturb him. You, however, are a wise man and know best what is to be done.”


    The veteran scowled. Some of his companions had begun to chuckle. They enjoyed this predicament.


    “I ask questions when I can’t understand,” he said. “Now let me ask these questions again. Señor the singer, you will sing a new tune, if you try to make a fool out of me. You are here after midnight. So is this man. People do not start a trip at this time of the night.”


    “Look at his hands,” said Speedy.


    “Aye,” said the other, “I see that they are tied together behind his back. And what do I understand by that?”


    “You will understand,” Speedy said, “when Garcías knows that you have stopped me in the streets and made me explain before the people. I am taking this man to a friend of Garcías.”


    “Ha!” said the man with the scar, coming a little closer, glowing his disbelief. “Taking him where? How will you prove that?” He snatched a lantern from the hand of another, and held it up to examine the face of Speedy.


    The latter used the light, thrusting forward his left hand with the emerald ring on the largest finger. “Do you know the signet of Garcías?” he demanded harshly. “Would he give it to me for pleasure, or because of an important errand in his name?”


    The other was stunned. He squinted at the ring. The face of it was well known. His companions were already falling back from the scene. They did not wish to interfere where the will of the master of Segovia was expressed in such unconditional terms as this.


    The man of the scar no longer hesitated. He released the head of the mule and stepped back. “Well, amigo,” he said, “there is a time for talk and a time for silence. This is a time for silence. Go along.”


    “Perhaps you wish to know to what place I am taking the prisoner?” asked Speedy. “You are many and I am one. You can force me to tell you even that.”


    The man of the scar muttered: “You can take him to Satan, for all I care.”


    Speedy rode on, slowly, through the last street of Segovia and into the plain beyond.


    Once down the slope, he cut the cord that confined the hands of Pier Morgan and the latter gasped: “Speedy, I thought that we were finished when we came to the gang of ’em. I thought they’d certainly drag us back to the big house. And if they had … eh, what then?”


    “Garcías would have burned us alive,” Speedy answered. “That’s what would have happened. But it didn’t happen, old man, and the more luck for us. I thought that the ring would turn the trick, and it turned out that way.”


    “I’ve got other things to ask,” said Pier Morgan. “But I’ll ask ’em after we get on the other side of the river.”


    It was Pier Morgan who rode the mule across the shallows of the ford. It was Speedy who waded or swam behind until they struggled up the farther bank. There they turned and looked back over the dim pattern of stars that appeared, scattered over the face of the famous river.


    Then Pier Morgan said: “Yesterday, I thought that I was ridin’ my last trail, Speedy. And today it don’t seem likely that I’m really here, on safe ground, and you beside me. You’ve got through stone walls, and locked doors, and raised the mischief to get me out of trouble. I ain’t thanking you, Speedy. Thanks are pretty foolish things, after all, considering what you’ve done for me. I’ve used up nine lives, like any cat, and you’ve kept me on the face of the earth. That’s what you’ve done. But still I’d like to ask you a coupla questions.”


    “Fire away,” said Speedy, beginning to thrum very softly on the strings of his guitar.


    “I dunno that I understand very well,” said the other, “why you wanted to make this here Garcías so crazy mad at you. You done that on purpose, but I dunno what the purpose is.”


    “You could guess.”


    “Yeah, I could guess,” Pier said. “I could guess that life was kind of dull for you up there in Sunday Slough. I could guess that you didn’t have your hands full, and that you wanted to crowd in a little more action. So you got Garcías practically crazy. You wanted to make sure that he’d get together every man that can ride and shoot and come up to the Slough looking for your scalp.”


    Speedy chuckled a little. “Garcías can be a pretty dangerous fellow, I imagine,” he said. “He has that reputation. But I wanted to have him so blind crazy with rage that he would hardly know what he’s about. He’ll never rest till he gets at me again, do you think?”


    “No, he’ll never rest,” agreed Pier Morgan. “He’ll certainly never sleep until he gets a whack at you in revenge.”


    “When he comes, he’ll come like a storm,” Speedy said, “and the first thing that he does will be to get in touch with friend Levine. Isn’t that fairly clear?”


    “Yeah. That’s pretty likely.”


    “When that happens, I have a chance to scoop him up along with Levine. And then the charge is kidnapping, with you and me both for proofs of what’s happened. Kidnapping of a man and taking him across a frontier is pretty bad and black for everybody concerned. I think, if my scheme works, I’ll have Levine in for fifteen years, at least. That’s my hope. Then I’ve done what I wanted to do … I’ve cleaned up Sunday Slough and given it a rest.”


    “All right,” murmured Pier Morgan. “I’m behind you every step, but you must carry a pretty steep life insurance, old man.”


    
      The return

    

    Levine was at the breakfast table. His coat was off. He had not put on the stiff white collar that made him respectable for the day. He had rolled his sleeves. By way of a bib, a large cotton hand towel was stuffed in at his throat. This kept him from the necessity of leaning far forward every time he raised a dripping forkful from his plate. Fried eggs will drip. A ragged half of a loaf of bread remained at his left hand; a tall coffee pot and a can of condensed milk were at his right. The eggs were well flavored by numerous strips of bacon. The precious juices that might slip through the fork were salvaged by using the bread as a sort of sponge. In this way he made excellent progress.


    He had a newspaper propped up in front of him, but he paid less attention to its headlines than to the cheerful conversation of One-Eyed Mike Doloroso, who was lolling in a corner of the room. Mike had just come in and made himself at home.


    “Have something?”


    “Nope,” said Mike.


    “Slug o’ coffee, maybe?”


    “I fed my face a coupla hours ago,” said Mike. “I ain’t a lazy hound like you, what I mean.”


    “You got nothin’ on your brain to worry you, like me,” said Levine. “You got nothin’ but hair.”


    “Ain’t I got Speedy to worry me, too?” asked Mike.


    “Him? Aw, he don’t pay much attention to you. It’s me that he wants. What’s that yowling out there?”


    Mike went to the window. “Aw,” he said, “there’s a coupla dozen poor fools walkin’ down the street carryin’ a big banner that says J.J.J. for sheriff.”


    “Close the window and shut the yapping out, will you?” asked Levine testily. “That tramp, I’m kind of tired of thinking about him.”


    “Yeah,” said One-Eyed Mike, “you shouldn’t go and get yourself into a stew about him now. You’re gonna have plenty of time later on, when he throws you into the pen for life.”


    “He’s gonna throw me into the pen, is he?” asked Levine.


    “Sure, so you’ll be sure to have plenty of time to think about how he’s trimmed you.”


    Levine paused with a large slice of egg dripping from his raised fork. Twice he tried to put it into his mouth. Finally he gave up the effort and lowered the fork to the plate. “Whatcha drivin’ at, Mike?” he asked. “Stow that chatter, will you? You wanna spoil my breakfast?”


    “You’ve had enough for three men for three days, already,” said Mike. “I was just thinking how you and Derrick and Buck Masters had the town all laid out and ready for a trimming. And here comes Speedy, and he gets Derrick first, and then Buck Masters that was sheriff, and now he’s gonna get you.”


    Levine pointed at Mike with his fork. “You think I’m asleep on the job, do you? Well, right now, Mister Deputy Sheriff Speedy has disappeared from Sunday Slough, and the town’s gonna wake up to the fact, pretty pronto.”


    Mike rose stiff-legged from his chair. “You think that he followed Pier Morgan?” he said.


    “I don’t think. I know. He started right out. I’ve sent off another rider, riding fast, to let Garcías know that Speedy has a gray mule that he’s riding on. The kid may try to disguise himself or something. Another day or two, Garcías will make fish bait out of him.”


    “Speedy ain’t so easy,” One-Eyed Mike advised.


    “You’re telling that to somebody that don’t know?” suggested Levine, resuming his eating. “But Mexico ain’t home soil for him. He’s out of the water, down there. And this here boy Garcías has done a couple things in his life, lemme tell you!”


    “All right,” said Mike. “You’re an optimist, is all I say. But one of these days you may be rotting like Buck Masters. I got a letter from Buck just the other day.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”


    “Because you didn’t want to see it.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because Buck is pretty sore. He says that he trusted you to fix things for him. He says that he’s the goat and went to jail to save your scalp.”


    “Did the fool say that?” asked Levine, losing a splotch of color out of either cheek.


    “Yeah, he said that.”


    “Prison letters are opened and read!” gasped Levine.


    “Aw, they’ve all heard more than that about you a long while before this,” declared One-Eyed Mike. “Talk ain’t gonna kill you, or you’d’ve been a sick fish a long while ago, I guess. But Buck is sore, is what I mean.”


    “I spent a lotta money on that case,” Levine said sadly. “You know what I mean.”


    “I know what you say you spent,” said Mike.


    “Look,” protested Levine, “are you gonna lie down and croak on me, too? Are you fallin’ away, Mike? Gonna do a State’s evidence, or something like that on me?”


    “Aw, shut up,” said Mike Doloroso. “You know that I ain’t that kind. But I ain’t a fool. And I’m worried. County courts, they’re one thing. You can get to a jury and fix a coupla jurors, or maybe you can buy up a judge. But I tell you what … a federal judge is a lot different. Look at Buck and Derrick, both. There was plenty of money working for both of them two, but it didn’t do no good. Not a damned bit.”


    The window that looked onto the street was thrust up with a screech. The face of young Joe Dale appeared in the square. “Hello, boys,” he said.


    “Hello, beautiful,” said Mike. “Whatcha want here, kid?”


    “I just wanted to clap eyes on you bozos, was all,” said Joe Dale. “I just wanted to ask you where you seen Speedy last.”


    “We ain’t seeing Speedy these days,” said Levine. “He don’t seem fond of me, no more. We was good friends once, but he’s gone and got proud, since those days.”


    “Has he?” asked Joe. “That’s all right, too. But how far south would your partner, Garcías, trail him?”


    “What Garcías?” asked Levine. But he glanced at One-Eyed Mike.


    “No, you never seen Garcías, did you?” Joe Dale said. “Lemme tell you, brother. I’m inside the law, just now. But I was outside of it for a long time and got along pretty good. If Speedy don’t come back, I’m gonna be outside the law ag’in. I’m gonna be outlawed for shooting the brains out of a pair of fatheads that I’m looking at right now.”


    “Breeze along, Joe,” said Levine. “You’re all right, but you’re young. You ain’t got any sense.”


    “I’m just telling you, that’s all,” said Joe Dale.


    “Look,” broke in One-Eyed Mike. “Speedy licked you so good that you love him now, don’t you?”


    “He licked me,” agreed Joe Dale. “But I can lick you, you slab-faced Irish bum. That’s all I gotta say to you.”


    “Get out of the window,” said Levine. “You’re standing on my ground.”


    Another voice struck in cheerfully from the distance, down the street.


    “Hello, Joe! Hello!”


    Levine started up from his chair. “It’s Speedy!” he gasped.


    One-Eyed Mike grunted. There was a sawed-off shotgun standing in the corner against the wall, and this he picked up and held at the ready. Revolvers were the favored weapons of Mike but, where Speedy was concerned, experience taught him that a gun with a wide spread of shot was more likely to touch the elusive mark. He stood firm, but his face was very pale.


    Sid Levine had slumped down into his chair again. A frightful weakness in his knees had attacked him.


    The cheerful face of Speedy now appeared outside the window, at the shoulder of Joe Dale, and behind Speedy loomed Pier Morgan.


    Sid Levine became smaller in his chair, a watery pulp. That window seemed to him to open upon the inferno itself, three such enemies were gathered there before his face.


    Speedy said: “I took your regards down to your friend, the great Garcías, Levine. He’ll be up, before very long, to see you. Just dropped in to say hello to you, Levine. And Morgan wanted to tell you that he’d enjoyed his trip with Don Hernando.”


    “I don’t know what you mean,” said Levine. He shook his head; his fat cheeks wobbled and bulged from side to side.


    “You may understand later on,” said Pier Morgan. “We’re gonna do our best to clear up the idea in your mind, anyway. Hello, Mike! I ain’t seen you for quite a spell.”


    But Mike Doloroso answered nothing at all. He was rather sick at heart.


    So the three outside the window passed out of view, laughing.


    They left a silence behind them in the room which had been such a cheerful breakfast scene the moment before. Levine was resting his fat forehead in a fatter hand. Mike remained still, as one stunned by bad news. But at last he began to pace up and down along the floor.


    Then he said: “Chief, it looks like we got our backs against the wall.”


    Levine slowly roused himself and leaned forward. “There’s one thing that we can still try,” he said. “And there’s one thing that will work.”


    “What’s that?” asked Mike.


    Levine beckoned, and the big Irishman came closer to him and leaned over.


    Levine whispered one word, and Mike Doloroso, although a man of exceptionally steady nerves, jumped away as though a knife had been thrust into him.


    
      The new danger

    

    Speedy and Joe Dale sat in the sheriff’s office. Pier Morgan, exhausted by his long journeying, was asleep in the side room. The deputy sheriff who, as nine tenths of Sunday Slough declared, was to be the sheriff in full at the next day’s election now sat slumping in a chair, yawning a little from time to time, and making short answers to the questions of Joe Dale.


    “You ought to let the people know what you did down there, Speedy,” said Joe Dale. “That’ll poll all the votes for you. You’ll be unanimously elected, I tell you!”


    Speedy yawned. “Ask Betsy about it,” he said. “Ask her what I ought to do.”


    Betsy was grazing in the lot behind the shack which housed the sheriff’s office. It was a good, deep lot, and the grass grew tall in it. Betsy, now that the heat of the day was over, moved slowly, step by step, spreading her forelegs a little and scratching her long neck as she moved about for choice tufts. Now and then she snorted, shook her head, and lifted it to look about her.


    Joe Dale went to the window and looked upon her with a loving eye.


    “She’s always a little wild in the eye,” commented Speedy.


    “She’s been in some wild places with me,” said Joe Dale. “She’s a cross between a horse, a friend to talk to, and a watchdog. I’m as safe sleeping out, with her to keep an eye around, as I’d be with two men on guard. Safer, even, because she can use her eyes and her scent, as well.”


    “Ask her about me,” said Speedy.


    “What about this fellow?” Joe Dale asked, pleased by the suggestion. “Come here, Betsy, and tell me about him.”


    Speedy went to the window as Betsy came up to it.


    “Tell me about him, Betsy,” repeated her owner. “Is he a good fellow?”


    She stretched her head through the window and sniffed Speedy’s hand, then she drew back a little and shook her head.


    “I’m gonna look out for you, Speedy,” said Joe Dale. “I thought you were all right, but trust Betsy. She knows the right sort of a man.” He began to laugh, immensely pleased. Then he added: “Come here and tell me about him again, Betsy. I want to see you vote twice on him. Tell me what sort of a bad egg he is, will you?”


    Betsy came and again sniffed the hand of Speedy, but this time she pricked her ears mischievously and began to nibble at it.


    “She knows you’re no good and she’s trying to bite you,” declared Joe Dale. “I’m going to keep an eye on you, Speedy. Here’s Betsy saying that you’re no good at all. Betsy, you’re a wise old girl. You know more than I do.”


    “I’ve never ridden her,” said Speedy.


    “You’d better not try,” answered Joe Dale.


    “Why? I thought that she was as gentle as a lamb.”


    “She’s gentle with me. She’s gentle with others, too, but she knows some little tricks.”


    “Such as what?”


    “She hates spurs. One touch of ’em and she’ll buck like a fiend. She’s an educated little pitching witch, I can tell you. She learned young.”


    “How did she learn?”


    “Got into the hands of a half-breed son of trouble and learned how to pitch him off every time she jumped, even if he was a pretty slick rider. She’s had other chances, too. I’ve had people try to steal her a dozen times, and she generally gets them out of the saddle before they’ve gone a mile. A touch of the spurs will always start her.”


    “Anything else that she doesn’t like?”


    “She’s a balky brute, at heart. She even tries it on me, now and then,” confessed Joe Dale. “Sometimes she doesn’t like to pass a stump or tree with a funny shape. And sometimes she’ll stop dead at a bridge, and start turning in circles like a crazy thing. I can bring her out of those wrong notions with a touch. But nobody else can.”


    “What’s to do, then?” asked Speedy.


    “Get off and lead her. That’s the only way. She’s always as quiet as a lamb when she’s on the lead. She seems to be sure that a man walking on the ground really knows the way better’n she does.” He added: “You planning to steal her, Speedy, asking all these questions?”


    “I’d rather have my gray mule.” Speedy grinned. “He’s slow but he’s sure. But someday I might want to make a fast move and need Betsy.”


    “You don’t wear spurs, so you’d be all right on her,” said the other. “And I’ve told you about the bucking.”


    “How fast is she?” asked Speedy.


    “She’s no racer,” Joe Dale admitted. “She looks a lot faster than she is. Somehow, she doesn’t seem able to stretch out in a real, long gallop. But her point is that she can last all day and all night, and she’ll live on thistles and drink the wind for a week, and still be able to lope along like a wolf.”


    “That’s the horse for this country,” declared Speedy. “Next to the iron horse, that’s the way to travel in this country.”


    “You’re still a tramp.” Joe Dale grinned now. “You’d like to be back on the bum, riding blind baggage, and going nowheres.”


    “Going nowhere is the best place to go,” Speedy said.


    “How come?” asked Joe Dale.


    “Well, you ought to know how it is. You straighten out for you don’t know what, and the fun is all in the getting there. There’s no place I’ve ever seen where I’d like to drop anchor. But to drift from one spot to another … that’s a good deal better.”


    The other stared curiously at him. “Look a-here, Speedy,” he said. “Look at Sunday Slough. Take a place like this, and you could live here the rest of your days. The people are all proud to have you around. You could be sheriff here till kingdom come. They’d give you a fat salary. You wouldn’t have to keep smiling, up here. The boys know what you can do.”


    “I’ve had a good time here, but it’s lasted long enough,” said Speedy.


    “You want to be on the road again?”


    “Yes, I want to be going nowhere. I’m tired of having a fixed home address.”


    A horse beat down the street, came to a grinding halt before the sheriff’s office, and a big man in shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows, with salty sweat stains on his breast and shoulders, came clumping into the room.


    He had been riding against the western glare of the sun, and now he paused, scowling and blinking, growing accustomed to the dim light inside the house.


    “Hullo, Speedy,” he said.


    “Something wrong?” asked Speedy.


    “You bet there’s something wrong,” he replied. “You know me?”


    “I’ve seen you. I don’t know your name.”


    “I’m Sam Jedbury. I got a claim up there at the head of the ravine. I went about a mile beyond everything else, and I struck it pretty good. I struck it too good for my health. I’m working along, and getting out my share and a little more of the bonanza, and today along comes a low-down hound of a Swede and pokes a rifle into my stomach and tells me that he staked that claim a year ago. Why, there wasn’t even a jack rabbit in Sunday Slough a year ago. But that’s what he says. And what am I to do? Argue? You can’t argue with a rifle, unless you got a gun in your hand. And I didn’t have no gun. So I come in here to let you know.”


    Speedy sighed. “What sort of a looking fellow?” he asked.


    “Big and hairy is all I can say,” said Sam Jedbury. “Got a mean-looking eye, too. It was like poison to me.”


    “What sort of a rifle?”


    “Winchester.”


    “I’ll go and call on him,” said Speedy.


    “I’ll go along,” said the other.


    “No, you stay here. You, too, Joe.”


    Dale had picked a gun belt from a nail on the wall and was strapping it around his hips.


    “Hold on, Speedy,” Joe Dale said. “You let me tell you something. You’ve handled a lot of the wild men around here, but you’ve never handled a claim-jumper before. Those fellows know that trouble is ahead of ’em, and they plan on doing a little shooting. Besides, everybody in Sunday Slough, by this time, knows that you don’t carry no gun.”


    “That’s right.” Sam Jedbury nodded. “You let us both go along.”


    “I don’t carry a gun … everybody knows it … so guns aren’t likely to be used on me,” Speedy stated.


    “Don’t be so sure of that,” said Jedbury. “Every gunman in the Slough would be pretty proud if he could slam a slug of lead into you, no matter whether you carry a gun yourself or not. Neither does a wildcat or a grizzly pack a gun, but gents will go shooting for them.”


    Speedy shrugged his shoulders.


    “I’ll go alone,” he said. “Don’t be surprised if I don’t come back for a while. The fact is that I may have to do a little scouting around.” He turned to Dale. “Suppose that I borrow Betsy?” he asked.


    “You can have Betsy,” said Joe Dale, “but I’d a lot rather you’d let me go along with you. You’re taking too many chances, Speedy. Someday you’ll lose your bet. Do you realize that?”


    “I told you before that I wanted to be on the road,” said Speedy. “Here’s a trip on a sideline, anyway. It may not be much, but I’m going to take it.”


    So, straightway, he took the mare and rode off. The other two remained staring after him.


    “He loves trouble, I reckon.” Jedbury sighed.


    “It’s the only fun he gets,” said Joe Dale, and he sighed in turn.


    
      The trap

    

    Twice the beautiful mare balked on the way up the valley, and twice Speedy dismounted and led her forward until her step became free and willing and her ears were pricking. But he had been so delayed by these halts that it was after sunset when he got to the claim of Jedbury, at the head of the ravine.


    The claim-jumper was in full view, sitting on a broad-topped stone at the mouth of the shaft, which lay on top of a dump. It was apparent that he had been working inside the shaft or, at least, making a thorough survey. But now he was merely intent on keeping his fort. He smoked a pipe with a quiet concentration, and he had across his knees a shining new Winchester that would hold fifteen shots—fifteen lives, perhaps.


    He was what Sam Jedbury had described—a hairy fellow, with a very considerable jaw to be guessed at behind the tangle of his beard. His great eyebrows bushed out and downward, and the eyes themselves were as bright as bits of flame.


    He paid no heed to the approach of Speedy and the mare, but continued to smoke his pipe. It was only when the deputy sheriff was a few yards away that he picked up his rifle and held it like a revolver in one hand, his forefinger on the trigger and the long barrel pointing at Speedy.


    The latter spoke to Betsy, and she halted. “How’s things?” asked Speedy.


    “Things are fair to middling,” replied the other in a noncommittal way.


    “Been here quite a time?” Speedy asked.


    “On this stone? No. Whatcha want?”


    “Just to spend some time with you,” said Speedy, and he dismounted.


    “I can’t offer you no hospitality,” said the man at the mouth of the mine’s shaft. “I ain’t got no chuck to offer you, stranger. Sorry.”


    “That’s all right,” said Speedy. “I just wanted to have a chat with you.” He sat down on a rock near the claim-jumper, facing him. The muzzle of the rifle followed his movements like the magnetic needle pointing toward the pole.


    “You go on and chat,” said the miner. “Whatcha gonna chat about?”


    “A fellow came into town,” said Speedy, “and told me a wild yarn about his mine up here. He said another fellow, who answers your description, had arrived and jumped it. It sounded like a cock-and-bull yarn, but I had to come up here and investigate. I’m the deputy sheriff, you see.”


    “Wait,” said the other, frowning. “You call yourself Speedy?”


    “Yes,” said the man of the law.


    “The Speedy that runs Sunday Slough?”


    “I don’t claim to run it.”


    “Hold on, now. You say that you’re Speedy, and I say that you lie. Whatcha think about that?” He thrust his head forward and uttered the last words with a sneer.


    “Are you sure that I’m a liar?” Speedy asked, smiling.


    “Sure? Of course, I’m sure.”


    “Have you ever seen Speedy?”


    “I don’t need to see him,” answered the claim-jumper. “I heard him described enough times. Back in the mountains they don’t talk about much else of a winter evening, except to swap lies about Speedy … what he’s done and what he ain’t done. I been damn’ sick of hearing the name, just to speak personal.”


    “Too bad,” said Speedy. “Maybe I’m not big enough to be the right man?”


    “Well, he ain’t so very big,” said the other. “I’d say maybe he was about six feet, not weighing more’n a hundred and eighty or ninety. But that’s big enough. And you’re only a runt. You ain’t more’n five nine or ten. You wouldn’t weigh a hundred and fifty pounds hardly. Why, kid, you’re a plain fool if you think that you’ll kid me into believin’ that you’re Speedy!”


    The latter opened the breast of his coat and showed the steel badge that was pinned inside of it. “That’s all I can say,” he said. “You can believe me or not, but I’ll have to take you into Sunday Slough.”


    “You?” cried the miner.


    “I’m afraid that I shall,” Speedy said. “Unless you can prove that the mine belongs to you. You drove out Jedbury. He was the first to work it.”


    “That’s a lie,” said the ruffian. “I’ll tell you what. I staked out this claim pretty near a year ago. I broke the ground. I started things going. Jedbury, he never would’ve found nothing here, except that he saw where I’d been working and … .” He paused, scowling. “I done enough talking,” he said. “Talking ain’t my style.”


    “Fighting is more your line, I suppose,” suggested Speedy.


    “I’ve done my share of that,” declared the miner. He glared at the smaller man as he spoke.


    “I think Jedbury was telling the truth,” said Speedy. “You’ll have to come to town with me, partner.”


    “Where’s your warrant?” asked the man of the beard.


    “Warrant?” Speedy echoed. He lifted his brows and stared in turn. “We don’t bother about those little formalities in Sunday Slough. Not when we have fellows like claim-jumpers to handle.”


    “I’m a claim-jumper, am I?” asked the other. His teeth glinted through his beard as he spoke. Then he added: “You’re gonna take me back, are you? Would you mind telling me what you’re gonna take me with?”


    “Yes, with my hands,” said Speedy. He stood up. “It’s getting toward dusk,” he observed. “We’d better be starting along.”


    When the miner spoke, it was as if a dog were snarling. “You don’t dare do it,” he challenged. “If you’re Speedy, I’ll tell you what else you are. You’re a fake. That’s what you are! Now, if you’re the wild man that I’ve heard so much talk about, start something, kid.” He rose in turn and held the rifle stiffly toward the breast of the man of the law.


    “Resisting arrest may be hard on your eyes and bad for your health,” declared Speedy. “Have you thought about that, partner?”


    “You talk like I needed advice or asked for it,” said the stranger. “Now, shove up your hands. I’m gonna make an example out of you. You may run Sunday Slough, but you can’t run me!”


    Speedy obediently raised his hands, and the other came closer, slowly. “You have a gun,” said Speedy, “and you know that I don’t carry one.”


    “I could lick you without a gun,” said the miner, “except as how they say that you’re a whole pack of tricks. I reckon that I don’t really need a gun, but why should I throw away a bet on a sure thing? I’m gonna skin you alive, Mister Deputy Sheriff, that’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna teach you what it means to mix up with Bill Parry, and … .” With savage satisfaction he drew nearer to the boy, so near that the muzzle of his gun, although still out of reaching distance, was not, however, out of range of a kick.


    And that was what Speedy tried. It was a difficult target, the narrow, gleaming barrel of that rifle, and, if he missed, a bullet would take his life the next instant. Murder was no new thing, he could guess, to this ruffian. But he took the chance.


    It was a partial miss. Only with the side of his shoe did he touch the rifle a glancing blow. It exploded almost on the instant, but the force of the kick had been sufficient to make it swerve to the side, and the bullet ripped the shirt under Speedy’s armpit. Half an inch closer in, it would have broken his ribs and knocked him down.


    Bill Parry, as he fired, leaped backward to avoid danger, but he was far too slow of foot. All the tangled padding of his beard was not sufficient to dull the force of a blow that clipped him close to the point of the chin and staggered him, bent his knees. His head was flicked back by the blow and, although he managed to fire again, it was blindly, at an unseen target.


    What happened to him after that, he was never quite sure. He simply knew, all in an instant of time, that he was tripped up, disarmed, half stunned by a blow on the temple and, in general, felt as though he had been tackled by a combination of wildcat and grizzly bear. Then he was lying flat on his back, looking up toward the darkening sky and toward the face of Speedy, who stood erect, panting.


    “You’d better get up, Bill Parry,” Speedy advised. “As I said before, you’ll have to come into Sunday Slough with me. You’ve resisted arrest, attempted murder, and in general played a bad hand. I’m going to see that you get the limit. I’ll be lucky if I keep the men of the Slough from taking you out on a necktie party.”


    Parry did not move. He merely said: “There’ll be a necktie party, all right enough.”


    “I’m not threatening you,” Speedy assured him.


    “Ain’t you? But I’m threatening you! You fool, we got everything set ready for you. We got you trimmed and trapped, you swine. If you don’t believe me, look around you.”


    Although he did not turn his head, Speedy was suddenly certain that figures had moved up behind him during the fight, and that now they were in readiness. The chill of an unknown dread flowed suddenly like liquid ice through his blood.


    Then from behind him, he heard the last voice in all the world that he wished to hear, the voice of Garcías, saying with a tremor of joy: “Now, Pedro, now Manuel, take him on each side. If he moves a finger, fill his skin with lead!”


    For the first time in his wild young life, Speedy made certain of death!


    
      A digression

    

    Chains, irons, and locks they knew better than to try upon the magic hands of Speedy by this time. They used ropes, instead, not big ones that may be slipped, but thin, powerful cords that will fit into the very knuckles of joints and that hold on as if with conscious force, steadily applied. They took no chances. They tied his hands together. They tied him across the elbows. They tied his feet and ankles together; they bound his knees. They put a stout pole down his back, and wrapped him to it with lashings.


    Then he heard a voice saying: “There ain’t anything he can move, now, but his brain and his tongue.”


    It was the voice of Levine, and the voice of One-Eyed Mike broke in to add: “Yeah, he can think and he can talk. We’re gonna see how he can talk himself out of this here pickle.” He came and stood over Speedy, and kicked him brutally in the ribs with his heavy boot.


    “You go on and tell me, Speedy. You tell me how you’re gonna cut these here cords with your tongue. You got a bright brain in your head, and you got a tongue with a fine sharp edge to it. But now, you tell me how you’re gonna talk your way clean out of this, will you?”


    “Oh, I’ll tell you,” said Speedy. “I don’t at all mind telling you that I’ll get out of the tangle.”


    “You hear that, Don Hernando?” said the great Levine, laughing softly. “He says that he’ll talk his way out of this here trouble. He ain’t the kind to boast, neither.”


    The Mexican came nearer, glaring down at the victim. “Pedro, give me a whip,” he commanded.


    Pedro handed him a double-lashed quirt, and Don Hernando struck the bound man across the face.


    “There is your answer, dog,” Garcías said.


    The knotted tip of one of the lashes cut through the skin of Speedy’s cheek, cut deeply, and brought a stream of blood. But he hardly felt any pain. The imminence of death made all lesser things of no moment whatever.


    “You are here again, Señor Garcías. This time I did not have to wake you up by singing,” he said.


    Garcías smiled. Suddenly he squatted like an Indian on his heels, to bring his face closer to that of the helpless prisoner. “You had a moment in my own house,” he said, “when you could have run a knife through my throat. You could have killed me as the mountaineers kill pigs in the autumn, when the frosts begin. But you did not, Señor Speedy. Tell me why, like a blind fool, you let me go.”


    “Because,” Speedy answered, “I wanted you up here.”


    “And so you have me, eh?” said the Mexican.


    “So I have you,” agreed Speedy. “And Levine with you, and your two man-killers, there, and One-Eyed Mike, also. I am only baiting a trap that will catch you and swallow you all.”


    Hernando sprang up and looked about him in alarm. Then he raised the quirt as though to strike again. “You lie,” he said, “and your lies are the lies of a fool. There is no danger near us. I have other men posted. They can see everything that comes near. We are alone here with you, and we intend to see you die slowly.” He turned toward Levine, saying: “I told you that this would be the better way.” Then he added, to the prisoner: “Poison was the last thought of Levine, my dear friend Levine. He has a good, quick mind, but I am not a fool, either.”


    “Find a death for me,” said Speedy, “that takes plenty of time, because there won’t be any shame in it. There’ll be no shame like hanging out a window of my own house, like a suit of old clothes taking the air. How much do the people of Segovia laugh when they think of you, amigo Hernando?”


    The Mexican, in frantic anger, fairly howled out an oath, and whirled the lash of the whip above his head.


    It was caught from behind and the voice of Bill Parry exclaimed: “No more of that, Garcías!”


    Pedro, on one side of Parry, drew a knife. Manuel, on the other, had a revolver ready. They waited the signal from their chief before laying the rash gringo dead.


    But Levine called out: “Stop ’em, Garcías! We don’t want anything to happen to Parry. He’s all right. He’s played the game straight and square with us. We wouldn’t’ve had Speedy now, except for him.”


    “He … he,” exclaimed Garcías, stammering with rage, “he dared to hold my … ! What shall I do to … ?”


    He could not find words, and Bill Parry said calmly enough: “It’s all right, Garcías. I know that the kid has to die. He’s done too damn’ much. He’s spoiled too many good times. It’s the day for him to be bumped off. But don’t slam him like that when he can’t slam back. You’d never have the nerve to try it, if you and him was alone, and his hands was free.”


    “Shut up, Parry!” called Levine.


    Don Hernando had drawn himself up, stiff with pride and rage.


    “I have come many leagues,” he declared. “I have ridden furiously with my men. I suggested this method for catching the snake when I came here. And now I am insulted by a gringo!”


    “Señor, señor,” Pedro muttered warningly.


    “Shut up, Parry,” repeated Levine, but the miner was enraged in his turn, and his tongue could be as bitter as any in Mexico for that matter. He shouted out: “If you call me a gringo, you greaser puppy, I’m gonna … !”


    He reached for a gun as he spoke, but an unexpected voice broke in on the debate, not that of Levine or of the followers of Garcías.


    It was Speedy, saying cheerfully from the ground where he lay: “Fight it out, boys. When the last of you are dead, I’ll be safe enough.”


    This logic struck Garcías at once.


    “That is true. Why should we fight with one another?” he asked. “To please this demon who lies beside us on the ground? We have come to dispose of him, not of one another.”


    “You’ll never dispose of me, Garcías,” Speedy corrected. “It’s not in the cards for you. Neither for that fat-faced Levine. I know my luck that far away. But don’t argue with the gringos, as you call them, Don Hernando. They have everything better than you have … stronger hands, better brains, better guns, better horses to ride on.”


    Don Hernando groaned with fury. “You say four things and you lie four times!” he said. “You are nothing but a lie, a great and complete and horrible lie. We have guns as good, better hands, better wits, better horses.”


    “You have broken-down, lump-headed, knock-kneed, sway-backed wrecks for horses,” said Speedy. “They are the off-casts of the tramps and fourth-rate cowpunchers, who get tired of them and sell them for the price of their hoofs and hides. But they’re good enough for you fellows south of the Río Grande. Plenty good enough! You’re proud to sit the saddle on brutes like that. You tie sashes about your hips and feed your horses on steel, so that they stumble along a mile or so, and then drop dead. When they die, you have to wait half a year before you can afford to buy another horse fit for the glue factory, and for nothing else.”


    If there is any tender point with a Mexican of any pretensions to rank, it is the horse that he rides upon. Speedy already had seen the glorious animal that Don Hernando usually rode. Although it was not in sight now, he guessed that it must be somewhere near, for it was said that Garcías rode it in all his marauding expeditions.


    Don Hernando, in the long flow of insult that poured from the lips of Speedy, was a mere drifting, staggering thing, so did rage buoy and lighten him. At last he managed to say: “Pedro, bring me my horse. Even this lying demon will look on it and gasp. Bring the horse and let him see what a gentleman rides in Mexico.”


    Pedro went for the horse.


    Levine, in the meantime, together with Mike, had carefully propped up the helpless, stiff-lashed body of Speedy against the bank of the mine dump. He and his henchman sat down nearby. Levine said: “Don’t get too hot, Garcías. There ain’t any use matching words with this here sneak. He’s got a vocabulary longer’n his arm, what I mean. Let him go, and we better put our heads together about the best way of getting rid of him.”


    But here the horse was brought, a fine gray gelding with black points, gleaming and dancing through the dusk of the day.


    The eyes of Speedy, prepared as they were, widened a little.


    “Look!” commanded Garcías, “and then tell me what a liar you are. Say it with your own lips!”


    “I see what you have there,” Speedy said. “You’ve got a thing that looks like a horse and seems like a horse, walks like a horse and stands like a horse, but it isn’t a horse at all. It’s only a pretty picture out of a book.”


    “Ha!” said Don Hernando.


    Levine began to chuckle, almost inaudibly, behind his hand. He did not object to this badgering of Don Hernando. He still owed the man twenty-five hundred dollars—and Levine was not one to love a creditor. One-Eyed Mike, too, was looking on with a grin.


    “Only a pretty little picture pony,” Speedy repeated calmly. “That’s the sort of a pick-up that we give our children to ride. No man would want to be on the back of a horse like that. Take the mare, yonder. She has more brains than you and your men put together. She’ll come when she’s called, sit down, lie down, fetch, and carry. She’ll run faster, and run farther than your gray. She is worth looking at. She has points!”


    Don Hernando stared with a fixed passion. Then he said: “You, señor, being about to die, already rave. But I would like to show you how the gray would leave the mare behind him. If they ran as far as that rock and back. Then you would see!”


    “Bill Parry will ride the mare and make a fool of your horse,” answered Speedy. “Bill, show up the Mexican, will you, and his bragging?”


    “I’ll do it free and willing and glad,” said Bill Parry. “It’s a good mare and a grand mare to look at. Garcías, I’m ready.”


    
      The race

    

    In all parts of the world, in all times, there have been strange races, but never one under auspices more peculiar than this. Sid Levine was the only one to protest.


    “The kid is playing for time,” he said. “He’s making a fool of us. He may have something up his sleeve. You know that, Garcías.”


    “What can he do?” answered Garcías. “And what can his friends do? If they come near, we have horses to carry us away, unless we can drive them with our rifles. Before we mount, each of us puts a bullet through the head of Señor Speedy. That much is clear. In the meantime, we really have nothing to fear. We have hours before us. The men in Sunday Slough suspect nothing, and we shall kill this man in so many ways that it will repay us everything that we have suffered from him. Also, before that begins, I shall show him that he is both a fool and a blind man, since he cannot judge horses. Manuel, take the saddle of the gray. Amigo,” he added to Parry, “you ride the mare. I laugh, a little, but I will make you a bet, if you wish.”


    “I got fifty dollars,” said Bill Parry stoutly. “I’ll lay it all on the back of the mare.”


    “I have a hundred,” answered the Mexican contemptuously. “I offer you two dollars for one. Are you ready?”


    Parry was already mounted, a big, uncouth form on the back of the dainty Betsy. Speedy looked with interest at the short spurs that ornamented the heels of Parry’s boots. It was an odd miner who wore spurs at his work.


    “Any tricks to her?” asked Parry of the prisoner.


    “Sometimes she’s lazy,” said Speedy. “And if she hangs a little, just warm her up with the spurs. She’ll go by the picture horse as if he were tied to a post. Give her plenty of punishment if she hangs fire. There’s plenty in her, but she’s a little petted and spoiled.”


    “I’ll get the speed out of her,” Bill Parry said savagely, “if I have to cut her heart out with the spurs. You can lay your money on that.”


    “I’ll lay my money on her and you, Bill,” Speedy said calmly.


    “Are you ready, Manuel, you lump?” asked Bill Parry.


    “Ready,” said Manuel with a sneer of satisfaction.


    He regarded the mare with a glance of scorn. He, for one, knew the value of the gelding on whose back he sat.


    “I give the word,” said the great Garcías. “You are both ready? Remember, to the rock and back to this place, where I draw the line with my toe. Fortune to the deserving. I raise my arm and when I drop it, send the gray on like a demon, Manuel!”


    His arm fell, and the two animals shot away, side-by-side.


    No! For the gray had a distinct head in front at the very beginning and, running down the very gradual slope toward the big, dark rock that stood on the verge of the trees on the floor of the ravine, with every stride the good gelding shoved farther in the lead, a neck, a half length, a length.


    The satisfaction of Garcías knew no bounds. He laughed and shouted. He roared with laughter, too, when suddenly the mare, running still more slowly than before, began to buck. The curses of Bill Parry roared back down the wind to them. Even Sid Levine was laughing heartily. One-Eyed Mike smiled a savage smile.


    Swiftly the gray flew on toward victory, and suddenly Bill Parry, for all his riding, flew high in the air, fell, and, as his body thudded upon the ground, the mare cantered easily forward, carrying with her no burden other than the saddle on her back.


    That instant, Garcías, with a snarl, observed to his prisoner: “Ha? Is she a return horse? Would she run on into Sunday Slough and bring the warning?” Aloud, he screeched in a voice like the whistling cry of a hawk. “Hai! Manuel! The mare, the mare! Stop her, rope her, or shoot her down!”


    Manuel heard that far-borne yell and, swinging the gray around, observed the riderless mare swinging down the trail, while the form of her rider lay spread out far behind her. He picked a rope from beside the saddle horn, opened the noose of it, and went for her with a whoop.


    She came straight on toward him, only when the rope was flung, underhand, the noose cutting the air like a knife, the heavy, slender rawhide perfectly thrown, did Betsy leap like a dancer to the side. Half of the noose rapped across her back, and down the valley she went in wild flight, as though the blow had been a signal.


    “Shoot! Shoot!” shouted the great Garcías.


    Manuel, with an oath, drew up the gelding, slid a rifle out of the saddle holster that ran under his right knee, and fired from the shoulder. The light was not good, but he was an expert; he took the head for a target and, at the first shot, she bounded high but went galloping on. At the second bullet, she tumbled head over heels and lay flat upon the trail.


    Manuel, putting up the rifle and turning his head to make sure that she was indeed motionless, turned the gray and came victoriously back toward his chief.


    “And there it is,” said Garcías. “It was not I that wished to do this. It was not I. It was you, Señor Speedy. And there lies your horse dead.”


    “Not my horse,” said Speedy. “It belongs to a man who’ll follow you and cling to you like a bur. If you manage to do me harm, I know that he’ll have your blood later on.”


    Garcías laughed. “My blood will take care of itself. Welcome, Manuel. It was a good shot. Through the head, I know, by the way the mare fell.”


    “It was through the head,” Manuel said, showing his teeth. “I shot carefully. I clipped her through the brain, just under the ears. The first bullet, it was too far down.”


    “He knows how to shoot,” Garcías said with immense pride. “He could shoot in the dark, aiming at sounds. That is Manuel, a man in one million fighters.”


    Big Bill Parry, finally managing to get up from the ground, came back to the rest of the group, limping, shaking his bushy head. For he had been badly jarred by the fall, and there was a dimness still in his eyes.


    He came to Speedy, and, leaning over him, he shook a fist in his face. “I got a mind to smash you,” he said, “and I oughta smash you. I was kind of friendly to you, compared to the rest of these here. But I ain’t friendly now. I’m gonna stand by and see them do whatever they wanna. I tell you what, I’m gonna give them a hand in the doin’ of it, because I see the snake that you are, Speedy. Yeah, I see it, and I’d put my heel on your head, except that there’s ways of making you suffer a lot more than that, before you cash in. You knew that she’d buck like a demon when she got the spur.”


    “Of course, I knew it,” said Speedy.


    “You was gonna have her buck me off, and then she’d go into town like a regular return hoss, and start ’em out on her trail, was that it?” demanded Bill Parry.


    “Bill,” Speedy said, “you have a good, clear-working brain, after somebody else has pointed the way for you. Except for Garcías, and his man Manuel … Garcías who saw what was happening and Manuel who shoots like ten demons … she would be well along down the ravine by this time.”


    Both Garcías and Manuel expanded with pleasure. Praise is always sweet, but never so delicious as when it has been forced from the unwilling lips of an enemy.


    “You see now, gringo, what it means to cross one of my name?” said Garcías.


    “I knew that before, Don Hernando,” Speedy said. “That was why I hung you like a white flag out a window of your house. I wanted to make sure that you would remember me.”


    Under the taunt, the Mexican snarled savagely. But he managed to restrain the hand that he had lifted to strike, once more, with the whip. “There is a time,” he said through his teeth, “for brave words. But your time has come to be braver still, when the fire answers what you have to say, Señor Speedy. My friends, let us sit down and consider, carefully, exactly what should be done to this man. Let us take time, and use much thought. Now there is nothing for us to fear. We may deliberate. Even the tricks of this snake have come to an end.”


    
      Betsy comes home

    

    It was in the very last light of the day that Manuel had fired his shot and with every moment the gloom increased, shutting in closer and closer upon all within the ravine.


    As the men who had captured Speedy sat down to begin their calculations, like so many Indians around the body of a famous warrior newly taken, Betsy lifted her head, shuddered, and rose to her feet. She had been wounded twice. The first bullet had cut through the chin and that wound was bleeding fast. The second shot had glanced across the top of her neck, behind the ears. It was the shot that was called in the old days a “crease”. It was said that the hunters of wild horses, men with a diabolical skill with a rifle, had sometimes brought down the mustangs with a bullet so placed that it nicked, without shattering, the spinal column, just back of the head. So she had been struck and, thoroughly stunned, had fallen as though the bullet had passed straight through her brain.


    But when she had gained her feet, she was still able to take the trail. She had been badly hurt, and the blood was running down freely from both her wounds, but the instinct that guided her was as strong as ever, the impulse that had started her down the trail after she had bucked big Bill Parry from the saddle. It was the image of her master that lived in her brain, young Joe Dale, who she had carried through so many dangers and who she loved with devotion. The touch of his hand, the sound of his voice, the very pressure of his knee conveyed to her messages that she understood perfectly as a spoken language.


    Now she was in much trouble, badly hurt, and she started on toward him. The trail was not a new one. She had traveled this way many times, carrying her rightful rider, and so she went forward without hesitation, slowly at first, until she made sure of her balance.


    So it was that the keen-eared men up the valley did not hear her rise and start off through the shadows. The trees closed behind her, unseen, and now, making sure of herself, she struck into a sharp trot, and then into a sharper gallop. She grew dizzy. The effects of the blow on the spinal column could not be shaken off at once. She was rather like a boxer who has received a knockdown blow and rises to resume the fight, although with a brain more than half stunned.


    So she went through the movements of the gallop, staggering a little, and so blindly that presently she struck a tree trunk with a force that almost broke her shoulder, barking away the skin and knocking her to the ground a second time. She got up slowly, shuddering more violently. But she shook her brave head and then resumed the trail.


    It was a strange world that she found herself running through that night. The boulders and the trees were in motion, it appeared, and swayed toward her from either side. When she dodged, the movement of those things that should have been fixed and rooted in the ground became all the more violent. She got on until the lights from the town of Sunday Slough were spread out before her eyes, and then she stumbled, blinded by the swirling illumination. She fell for the third time.


    It was not the effort that told upon her so much; neither was it the benumbing effects of the bullet that weakened her. There was hardly strength enough in her head to lift it from the ground. There she lay for a time, the forelegs quivering, braced far apart, but her brave head fixed toward the goal and her ears pointing forward. Something had happened to her that she could not understand.


    She strove to rise. Her body heaved, and then sank back. She strove again and this time gained her feet, only to topple over on the right side. She lay for a long moment. A horse, like a man, can be beaten and discouraged before the body is willing to give way. So she lay there, wondering what had happened, and with a chill of actual cold beginning in her body and rising into her soul.


    All living things have the sense of death, as it steps toward them, even though without pain. The poor mare knew that greater darkness than the night with its stars was approaching her, but, like all the brave, she was not beaten by two failures, or by three.


    Patiently she worked, until once more her head was raised from the ground. Her breathing was harsh and stertorous. She was covered with cold sweat, in streams. She shook violently with every effort that she made. Finally, however, the hindquarters that had failed before reacted to the pressure of her will, and she came uncertainly to her feet. She staggered and almost fell again from the effort, but presently she was able to walk on.


    She tried to trot, but it was very hard. The whole landscape immediately became a wavering sea of shadows, mingling with dazzling sparks and long swinging strokes of light. So she had to fall to a walk once more. Before her, the lights separated and spread apart. A chasm of comparative darkness opened, and she entered the main street of the town. That street, as she turned a corner, opened upon many loud sounds of human voices and laughter. There were more lights, blazing intensely, close at hand, half blinding her.


    Then a dog ran out and snapped at her head. She almost fell as she strove to rear and strike out at him. The dog ran, and she went on, still staggering. The dust of the street was thick and deep; she slipped in it as though she were wading through swiftly running water, stepping upon rocks as treacherous as glass.


    Men came running out to her. Someone cried: “This here is Joe Dale’s mare, and look at what happened to her! Look, will you? Somebody’s shot her!”


    Hands fell on her bridle reins. She shook her head, although the movement cost her pain, and broke into a floundering trot. Down the street, two blocks, she knew that there was a large building, filled with lights, with the sounds of many human voices by day and by night, even, and behind that building there was another of almost equal size where horses were kept and where there was always a cool, sweet savor of hay and of peace.


    She thought of that now. And she thought, too, of the long watering troughs that extended before the front of the hotel, three of them in a row, always with the water flowing musically from one to the other, water kept clean and sweet as a mountain stream, with the small, keen faces of the stars deep down in it.


    She had been thirsty before, hard-driven down many a mountain trail and under burning suns, but never had she felt such thirst as this, invading the marrow of her bones. She would drink up the very stars that lay like flickering sparks in the bottom of the trough. So she trotted weakly, stumbling, on to the front of the hotel, leaving behind her a swirling train of inquiry. There was the black water, there were the stars a-drowning in it. She plunged her head in to the very eyes, and drank and drank again. She lifted her head, infinitely refreshed.


    She was very sick, very weak. All was afloat and shuddering before her eyes. But now she remembered her master more keenly than before. This was where he was to be found. It was into this building that he disappeared at night, and out of it he came every morning. Lifting her head, she whinnied, high and sharp. Even the neigh was wrong. She snorted and tried again, and the old bugle note rang out clearly.


    Almost instantly a door slammed and a step ran out onto the front verandah.


    “Hello, Speedy,” called a voice. “Did you get him?”


    It was the voice of her master! She whinnied again, softly, a note that he would be sure to know, for many a time on night trails she had spoken to him in exactly this manner and he had always known.


    He knew now, for he came down the steps with a jump and a lunge. He was at her head. He was touching her wounds. He was crying out in a voice sharp and wild and high, as she, many a time, had heard the voice of a dog, eager for a fight, and snarling at another. So Joe Dale cried out.


    He stood with his fists doubled. He groaned with the great apprehension that was in him. Other men ran in about him. “What’s happened, Joe?” asked Pier Morgan, among the rest.


    “They’ve murdered Speedy, and they’ve almost murdered Betsy. She’s bleedin’ to death,” said Joe Dale, “and, when I get them that done this, I’m gonna have the hide off their backs, and put a quirt on the raw underneath. They’ve gone and got Speedy at last.”


    The word went like lightning through the town.


    There were some who were glad in the bottom of their guilty hearts, but there were many more who were savagely annoyed and these came out, with guns. They offered themselves and their guns to Joe Dale, as the representative of the missing deputy sheriff.


    He picked them with care, a stanch dozen men.


    He said to the suddenly gathered posse: “I’ll tell you what, boys, Speedy was never got by only one man. There’s more than one. There’s plenty of them that were in on his death. We ain’t got much chance to nail ’em. Not hardly any chance at all, because the minute that they killed him, they’re sure to’ve busted loose and run, because they knew that Sunday Slough would go clean crazy about the dirty job. But we’ll do our best, and we’ll do it on the run.”


    He turned back to the veterinary who, with shirt sleeves rolled up, was busily laboring over the wounded mare.


    “Doc,” he said, “you’ll do what you can for her. I know that.” He himself went to her and laid his hand on her muzzle. Her soft, whimpering answer almost unmanned him.


    He heard the doctor saying: “I’ll fix her up, old son, so’s you’ll never know that anything ever happened to her, except the scars. And you wouldn’t want to rub them out. The whole of Sunday Slough wants that writing to remain on her, brother, because it’ll remind us how she come in and give the alarm, and I only hope that she ain’t come too late.”


    Serious and deep murmurs arose.


    There was Bill Turner, the news gatherer, standing with notebook in hand, jotting down his observations of her looks at this grim moment and carefully considering her, biting at his lips for all the world like a man who had started to take down an oral interview from a dumb beast.


    Even Joe Dale, no matter how his heart was wrung, could not help a faint smile as he looked at this. He patted her neck for the last time, sprang into the saddle of a gallant roan mustang, and went at a gallop down the main street of the town, heading toward the upper end of the ravine along which the mines were strung.


    All of Sunday Slough was out there to see the posse pass and wish them luck, and particularly one huge fellow, very drunk, his long wet mustaches blown out into sails as he bellowed: “Ten thousand dollars for the scalp of the skunk that murdered our Speedy!”


    
      The funeral pyre

    

    High up the ravine, in their deep consultation, Sid Levine and Garcías worked over the details of their calculations. The ideas of Levine were ingenious.


    “Now, I’ve heard somewheres of a thing like this being done,” he said. “I mean to say, they take a lot of men and rope the top of a tree and pull the top down and stake it. Then they pull down the top of another tree, as far as they can get it, and then they take and tie a man spraddling to the two tops of the trees and break the stakes. Them trees start to spring up, and they take and tear the man in two, and, if they ain’t too strong, they just do it gradual. Y’understand? They take and rip him like a piece of paper, slow and gradual. I take that to be a pretty good way with Speedy. It might show other nosey fools what happens to ’em when they get between men and their business.”


    “Sure, it’ll show ’em,” said One-Eyed Mike. “You got an idea that time, chief.”


    The Mexican, Garcías, remained in a profound quandary, lost in devoted thought. The faces of his two warriors were turned steadily toward him.


    Then he said: “I have given it careful thought. I see, Señor Levine, that you are a man with a mind. But, also, I remember hearing of other things. There are very clever Indians in this world. All the brains are not limited to the whites, like you and me. The Indians had some devices. They would stick pine splinters, good resinous pine splinters, into the body of a man, and then light the splinters, that burned down well into the flesh. They had ideas, the Indians.”


    “Yeah, there’s all kinds of ideas in the world,” said One-Eyed Mike, “the same as they’re all kinds of people. I took a trip over to China once, when I was kind of on the loose and the run, and over there I seen them torture a chink by forcing his joints through pieces of board that was smaller than the bones. Crushed ’em, you see? Them chinks, they got plenty of nerve to stand pain, I know. But that pirate, he just opened his mouth and hollered like I can remember it yet, and feel it yet, too, right down the middle of my back.”


    “As a matter of fact,” said Levine, “we could do several things. There’s no use limitin’ ourselves. We got the time and we got the means. I’ve heard tell, somewheres, about lashing of a gent between two boards, and then sawing through the boards and the man. I mean, the boards keep the saw blade working straight. They clean the flesh and the blood out of the saw teeth. It took some imagining to think of that, I say.”


    “Well,” said Mike Doloroso, “for my part, I never knew anything that much beat plain methods, like tying a gent up by the thumbs and putting a fire under his feet so as he gets tired of hanging that way.”


    “Yes, and I seen a lot of funny things done by just putting a cord around the head of a man,” said Levine, “and then twisting the string with a stick. That makes their eyes pop out, and they holler, you can bet.”


    “He is a singer,” Garcías said savagely. “And when he screams, it should be worth seeing and hearing. His face will be good to watch, because it is a handsome face, my friends.”


    He laughed as he spoke, and the others laughed, also. He thought so much of his remark that he translated it also into Spanish for the enjoyment of Manuel and Pedro, and those worthies grinned from ear to ear.


    Pedro said in Spanish: “Take the arm and bend it at the elbow, and then twist. It does things to the shoulder bones. Things to hear and to see!”


    Levine suddenly stretched his fat arms and yawned. “We been talking for a long time,” he said. “I guess we been here for about an hour, tasting this here without doing nothing. Suppose we start. Start anyway, but make a beginning.”


    “One moment,” said Garcías. “Suppose we ask him what he wishes. Señor Speedy, what would you prefer? You have heard us talk of many things.”


    They had brought a lantern from the mine, and the lantern they now raised to see the face of the victim.


    Speedy smiled against the light. “Try anything you want, boys,” he said. “If you can be Indians enough to do the things you talk about, I can be Indian enough to stand ’em without squealing, I hope.”


    “Talking game ain’t the same as dying game,” said Levine. “We’ll get a song out of you before we finish. Curse you. I always hated the look of your mug from the time that I first seen it. Now you’re gonna see what happens when you step between men and their work. We’re gonna show you.”


    “Look at the way you’re winding up, Speedy,” said One-Eyed Mike. “You’ve had your day, and right now, back there in Sunday Slough, there’s plenty of red-eye being drunk to you. They’re drinkin’ the health of their next sheriff, but he’ll be in Hades before ever he’ll be in Sunday Slough again. We all know that, I reckon. Oh, Speedy, a fine end you’ve come to. You’d live your life over again, I guess, if you could do the choosing right now. Speak up and tell the truth.”


    “Well, I’ll tell you the truth,” Speedy began. “I’ve had my fun, and I’ve had plenty of it. I’ve been kicked in the face, now and then, but I’ve been the top dog often enough, too. I’ve gone where I wanted to go, and when I wanted to go. I have no regrets, and I don’t expect that I’ll have them when I’m dying here and you fellows play the mischief with me. You can’t string it out more than a few hours, at the most, and I can balance a good many free years and happy years against all of that. Go ahead, Levine. Another day or two, and I should have had you.”


    Levine laughed loudly. “You would’ve had me,” he said, sneering. “But you didn’t get me. It was a long game, and you won all the tricks up to the last one. But I’m winning that one, Speedy. You didn’t think that I’d reach this far or that I was behind that claim-jumper, did you? You couldn’t see that was all a plant?”


    “I’d like to know one thing,” Speedy said. “Was the other miner in on the deal, too?”


    “Him? Oh, no! He’s the honest man that was throwed out. I knew that he’d go straight to you. I knew that he’d get you started straight up the valley. I knew that you’d come along, too, because you’ve built up the kind of a reputation that you don’t dare to act like you ever needed any help. I’ve beat you, Speedy!”


    “The simple things will work, now and then,” Speedy said calmly. “Nobody can win all the time. But as I die, I’ll be thinking of what the boys from Sunday Slough will do to you when they nail you, Levine. And nail you they will, sooner or later. Gray, and Joe Dale, and Pier Morgan, they’ll never give up the work until they’ve cornered you and rendered down some of your fat into lard.”


    “Bah,” said Levine, sneering, “I’ve matched my brains against theirs more times than I can count. I’ve always won before, and I’ll win again. I know that I’ll win. You’re the only man in the world that ever bothered me much. I had Sunday Slough in my vest pocket, before you turned up. I had a million or a couple of clean millions in sight, before you appeared. And with you out of the way, I’ll go back and get the town in my hand again.”


    Speedy shook his head. “You’re an optimist, Sid,” he said. “The town knows you now. The whole town knows what a rotten crook you are. And no decent man will ever be seen with you again. You’ll have nothing but muckers like One-Eyed Mike around you, and cheap greaser murderers, like Garcías.” He smiled again, straight through the light of the lantern and into the face of Levine.


    The latter grew half purple and half white. At last he said: “It’s time to commence, Garcías. There ain’t any use using up words on him, because words don’t mean anything to a dog like him. It needs the whip to make him feel something.”


    Garcías arose. “We begin, then. Pedro, what’s that on the wind? Do you hear anything? Like horses, coming up the valley?”


    “I thought that I heard,” said Pedro.


    “But now there is nothing,” broke in Manuel.


    “Very well,” Garcías said. “My men and I vote for fire, a slow fire built at the feet … roasting the feet carefully. When the fire has rotted the flesh off the bones, then move it up higher. A man will live for a long time in flames like that.”


    “Build the fire,” snapped Levine. “You’re right, and I should’ve known before that I wouldn’t have ideas worth the ones that you could trot out. Go ahead, then, and start the fire.”


    The wood was gathered. There was a considerable noise of crackling in the underbrush as Pedro and Manuel broke up the fuel. Then Manuel, with a bit of dry bark, started the fire, heaping the leaves over it and the driest part of the brushwood, broken short, until the flames had gathered a good headway and showed a brilliant little pyramid of hungry yellow.


    “That is enough to roast the meat,” said Garcías. “Even enough to char it, unless we keep the joint turning.”


    He laughed joyously, as he spoke, and Pedro and Manuel laid hands on the prisoner.


    Levine, holding the lantern high, leaned close over the face of Speedy. “Can you hold out, now that it’s coming?” he asked, sneering. “Beg, you cur. Beg! Promise! Swear! Now’s the time for you to talk. Talk us sick. Maybe we’ll let you go. Beg for a quick way of dying!”


    But, instead, he saw a gradual and deadly smile spread on the lips and in the eyes of the prisoner.


    Speedy said nothing at all.


    The voice that next spoke was not from anyone about the fire, but from the neighboring brush. It was the sharp, barking tone of young Joe Dale, exclaiming: “Shoot for the legs! We want ’em alive, Garcías and Levine! The rest don’t count!”


    And rifles spoke like hammer strokes against the ears of the stunned group.


    
      Snipe on the wing

    

    When snipe, feeding in a marsh, hear the voice of the hunter’s dogs in the distance, they will rise staggering into the wind, each on a different course. So, when the cry of Joe Dale was heard, the men of the party gathered around Speedy scattered.


    Each went his own way, winged with panic. No doubt every man would have been dropped at the first volley, had not Dale issued his orders. He himself could not understand, afterward, why he had shown such stupidity, except that it seemed to him only fair that the creatures who had been about to torment his idolized friend should taste death for a time themselves before they suffered it.


    As it was, his men strictly obeyed his orders, and fired low. But the light was bad. The glimmer of the flames of the fire danced before their eyes and, although every one was a chosen marksman, the execution was surprisingly slow.


    Big One-Eyed Mike, with a howl, doubled up as though the first volley had sent a bullet through his stomach, and in this position he ran like a football player, charging the line, straight for the nearest trees opposite to the line of firing. A bullet knocked off his hat. Another sliced through the calf of his leg. But these hindrances did not keep him from running at full speed. He flattened the brush before him like a charging elephant and went on, dashing and crashing.


    Sunday Slough saw him no more.


    Pedro and Manuel, running in exactly the same fashion, ducked and dodged right and left, heading for the same trees. Pedro reached them without a scratch. But luck was against Manuel. A bullet, flying far higher than the marksman intended, broke the back of his neck and he fell dead on the verge of safety.


    Big Sid Levine, screaming like a woman, and like a woman throwing his arms above his head and before him, literally fell forward toward shelter, rushing off in such blind panic that he ran straight into the enemy. A gun butt wielded by Joe Dale with infinite relish struck him fairly on the mouth and knocked out his breath and most of his teeth. He fell down like one who had received a mortal wound. He had fallen in a dead faint, from which he did not recover for half an hour.


    Bill Parry, running for safety, stumbled midway in his course, fell flat, and rolled headlong into tall grass. He had sense enough not to rise again, but crawled away. He would have been taken, had there been any pursuit, but there was none.


    Something else was happening beside the fire that attracted attention that way, and all the guns.


    For all the men who had surrounded Speedy, intent on snuffing out his young life in the most agonizing possible manner, only Don Hernando, in the pinch, remembered the work at hand rather than the preservation of his own life. It was not a blind passion on his part.


    The men of Segovia were a part of him, and he was a part of Segovia. He had been shamed in the eyes of all of his people, and he dared not return to them unless he could say that the insulting gringo had fallen by his hand.


    He was, at the moment of the alarm, the farthest from the scene of the impending torture, surveying it with a calm and well-pleased eye. But the moment that the alarm came, he knew what he had to do, and started to do it. He sprang straight for his victim.


    The first hindrance was purely accidental. Big One-Eyed Mike, turning toward his blind side, with his massive shoulder struck the Mexican and knocked the slighter man spinning with his charge.


    As Garcías recovered his balance and darted forward once more toward Speedy, young Pier Morgan came plunging in between. He was still very weak. The riding of the last two days and the strain of the excitement had been too much for him, but he could not be kept from the posse that rode out of Sunday Slough to save or avenge his benefactor. So he placed himself instantly between Speedy and danger, standing with his legs braced well apart.


    He saw Garcías coming like a tiger, and fired, but missed with his shaking hand. The second bullet clogged in the revolver. He hurled the weapon itself at the head of Garcías, but it flew wild in turn, and Garcías, holding his own bullet with a terrible fixity of purpose, avoided wasting a shot on the body of poor Morgan, merely knocking him senseless with a blow from the barrel of his gun.


    That removed the last screen, and with a frightful cry of triumph, he stood over Speedy, leveling his gun. He wanted to make too sure, or he would have done his work. As it was, he saw the firelight shine into the steady, keen eyes of the prisoner, and, as he was about to pull the trigger that would have banished Speedy from the pleasant ways of this earth, a rifle slug tore through the hips of the Mexican and knocked him down.


    He struggled to one elbow and strove to fire again. But Joe Dale, running in like a wildcat, broke his gun arm with a kick.


    That ended the battle of Sunday Slough, as it was called from that date henceforward.


    Men said that all the credit was due to the brains of Speedy, who had devised the liberation of a dumb beast as a messenger. But they gave the credit, as hero of the encounter, not to Joe Dale, or even to gallant Pier Morgan, who had been willing to die for his friend, but to the beautiful mare, Betsy.


    


    They paraded her through the streets of the town, the next day, decked out with garlands of flowers. For she was of a tough ancestry, and she had not lost enough blood to injure her seriously for long. She was weak, but happy with her master beside her.


    As for the prisoners, they brought Garcías, silent and composed, to the town jail, where Marshal Tom Gray took charge of him. With him, they carried the great Sid Levine, fallen forever. He had collapsed completely and had to be carried on a litter, where he lay sobbing out of a broken and bleeding face.


    And Speedy?


    Joe Dale and Pier Morgan, literally with guns, defended him all the election day from the enthusiasm of the crowds who wanted to break into the sheriff’s house.


    The election itself was a joke. No man dared to vote against the hero, and in the evening, when the votes had been counted, in the rosy dusk of the day, the whole population of Sunday Slough came trooping to congratulate the hero and make him the center of such a celebration as the Slough had never known before.


    Joe Dale went to rouse him from the sleep of exhaustion, but received no answer to his knock. The door was locked. They crawled through the open rear window, and found Speedy gone.


    In place of him was a letter which read:


    
      Dear Joe and Pier, and All My Friends in Sunday Slough: Levine is down. My job is ended. My trail is the out trail. If I’m the sheriff, I resign. Good luck to everybody, but I’ve already stayed too long in one place.


      
        Speedy

      
    


    That was all of him.


    Sunday Slough saw him no more.

  

  
    
      A special occasion

    

    
      “A special occasion” was originally published in 1934 in Harper’s Magazine.

    
  

  
    Campbell sat in the locker room after squash and watched the loose flesh over his heart quivering like a jelly. Richards had beaten him. Richards always beat him now, and Cullen would no longer play with him because he was fifty-five and his backhand was no damned good. It never was more than a sort of poke, but it used to connect. He crossed his feet to take the shudder out of his knees and looked down at the folds in his stomach and the delicate rills of sweat in the wrinkles. His windpipe burned down the middle of him. One of these days he would cut out the cigarettes.


    Richards, already back from the showers, was at his locker, putting on a pair of glasses with a thin black ribbon hanging down from them. The spectacles dressed up Richards almost more than a suit of clothes and kept one’s attention on his tight-lipped mouth. Richards was sixty, but he still played squash because he had a pair of legs under him. He had been a footballer back there in the nineties, and a big fold of muscle hung above each knee.


    “I’m giving you a drink tonight,” said Richards.


    “Thanks,” said Campbell. “I’m not drinking. It’s a special occasion. My girl comes home. The wife has been up watching her graduate from school.”


    Richards took out a bottle.


    “I’m giving you a drink,” he said. “This is a special occasion. It’s always a special occasion when you get a chance at Bushmill’s Black Label.”


    “I’ve heard of the stuff,” said Campbell, “but I’m not taking it. Nothing tonight. In a house full of women, you know how it is. They hate to see the father with an edge. That’s the trouble with women. They don’t understand.”


    He made a backhanded gesture and looked round the room at the lounging naked men. He breathed the thick smell of sweat and told himself he liked it. How many tons of flesh, in the course of the year, dissolved here in fumes and sweating? Sensible men kept their bodies in a state of flux, building, dissolving. That was nature’s plan. Look at the universe of stars, melting into radiation; and somewhere the radiation was re-gathered to form matter. The astronomers would find that out one day.


    Richards uncorked the bottle and gave it to him.


    “Give your nose a chance anyway,” said Richards.


    Campbell inhaled the fragrance. The alcohol thirst took him hard, just beneath the Adam’s apple. He thought of a big trundling automobile like his own, of night, and lights, and a woman. He could always turn off other thoughts and conceive the sort of a woman he wanted, smiling at him.


    “It smells weak and too sweet,” he said.


    “There’s no tick of bathtub gin in it, and it’s not your Jamaica rum,” said Richards.


    “Rum is all right,” declared Campbell. He frowned, expounding his doctrine: “There’s something honest about rum. Made out of good molasses. It puts it on you gradually. Like putting varnish on a car, all over, coat by coat.”


    “Oh, all right,” said Richards. “I know why you drink rum. We all know why.” He laughed and poured two fingers and a half into two tall glasses. “You melt some of this in your mouth and try to form good habits. Virtue can be learned.”


    When a man is sixty, you have to be polite to him. Campbell was at least silent, but he sneered as he breathed of the whisky. He tasted it. “It’s too sweet,” he said. He tasted it again and his anger and his words loosened in his throat. “It’s like a good cognac,” he said. “It’s like a hundred-year-old brandy, by God! It’s like Napoleon. Where did you get it?”


    “I told you about that case of the Cuban up for murder? You ought to read the papers, Campbell, and you’d find out a lot of good things about me. I took that case to the jury, let in all their damned evidence, and then made a speech about justifiable homicide.”


    “You justified murder?” said Campbell dreamily.


    “It went over,” said Richards. “The Cuban paid my fee and felt he owed me something more, so he dug up a case of this Bushmill’s. There’s a white label too, but this black label spends twenty years in the wood getting older and wiser. You can’t buy it unless you know where. It’s the finest thing that comes out of Ireland.”


    “Barring Irish hunters,” said Campbell. “I ran into a streak of bad luck three or four years ago and started falling all the time. So I gave it up.”


    Richards put back his head and looked at him through half-closed eyes. “So you gave up—the horses, eh?” said he. “Have some ice and soda in that.”


    “Don’t bother me,” said Campbell.


    He began to drink slowly, steadily, in small swallows. He kept on drinking until the last of the whisky was down. Then he lighted a cigarette and considered. The whisky was somewhere in the top of his brain, in his heart, pumping out inexhaustible joy through his arteries. “You don’t understand,” said Campbell.


    He went over to the bottle and poured a stiff slug into his glass again. Richards lifted a hand and turned a little, hastily, but then he settled back in his chair. Campbell pretended not to notice. “What don’t I understand? About whisky straight?” asked Richards.


    “I’m going to tell you something,” said Campbell. “It’s a kind of religion with me. You go back to Rabelais to get the start of the idea. About hearty people. That’s the first thing. A man ought to be hearty. A woman too—”


    Afterward he knew that he had been talking a good deal. His lips were a little stiff, his eyes felt larger. Richards had the tight face of a judge, and there was not much whisky left in the bottle. Richards had been dressing; he was ready for the street and now he rose.


    “Wait a minute,” said Campbell. “What’s the matter? I finished most of that stuff. Look here. I want to pay you for the bottle. What I mean is, it’s damn good stuff.”


    Richards jerked round quickly. He checked the first words that parted his lips. “Well, good night,” he said, and went out suddenly.


    Campbell brooded while he was taking his shower and dressing, but the familiar happiness began to grow up and brighten that world which a man sees best when his eyes are fixed on nothingness. Going down in the elevator, a number of younger members of the club were pressed about him, and he heard a low voice say, “The old boy’s already on his way.” A soft chuckle answered that remark. Campbell turned with a smile. “You’ve had a drink yourself, my lad,” he said. “Whisky is the staff of the truth-teller!”


    He saw the eyes of the boy widen a little. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Campbell,” said the lad. And Campbell said, “My dear fellow, not at all!”


    He looked at his watch when he got into his car, and was shocked. His wife had said that it was a special occasion. Two days before, when she left, she had taken him by the lapels of his coat. Her hands were tight and strong. “It’s going to be a special occasion, Jerry,” she had said. “You will remember, dear, won’t you?”


    “Drive like hell,” he said to his chauffeur.


    They drove like hell, as soon as the slow, regular pulsation of the downtown traffic let them go. The steady flicker of cars going past him wearied his eyes, so he closed them. Later he discovered with a start that he had been asleep. As he opened his eyes, he had a feeling that they were shooting downhill, through flame, but he found that they were merely wheeling softly past the intersection of highways at White Forest. They would soon be home. It was sunset.


    This uptilt of the world to the flat once more irritated him as though he had wakened from a happy dream. Fingertips pressed steadily against his head above the ears, it seemed; the unfamiliar taste on the back of his tongue he presently located as Bushmill’s Black Label. That made him remember the way Richards had left him at the club, and he reached under the flap of the side pocket of the car to the flask of Jamaica. People hate the truth, he decided. That was why Richards had been hating him with all the color pressed out of his tight lips. But the truth is that men ought to be heartier; women ought to be heartier too. You find the truth back in old Rabelais. “Drink.” That was what the voice of the oracle of the holy bottle had meant. Be yourself, even the nakedness that alcohol exposes; and if the world doesn’t approve, that’s because the world doesn’t understand—Rabelais, and a lot of other important things.


    He took a short pull at the flask, then he took a long one. He took another drink in the way he had learned only a short three years ago, little swallows, rapidly taken, holding the breath. He kept the flask in his hand for comfort and felt the rum work as rum always will, honestly, steadily—no casual flicker but a good strong blaze that warms the farthest corners of the heart.


    Then he saw the triangle of lights that announced the house of Cerise Mayberry, over there on the edge of the hills. He tapped automatically on the glass. “The Mayberry house,” he said, and Jordan turned and looked at him a tenth of a second longer than he should have dared. Jordan knew too much; but all chauffeurs know too much. That’s the way they are.


    They left the sticky black of the highway and the big, soft tires went crunching over the gravel of the drive. The dark trees were kindly forms on either side, sweeping him on. A man’s home is where his heart is, he felt.


    Cerise Mayberry. He called her “Cherry.” Cerise is a silly name. Cherry Mayberry was a nice name; there was really something nice about it because it fitted her. It had a sort of rhyme to it. More than a rhyme. Some men have poetry in them. Some haven’t. That’s all there is to it.


    The car stopped in front of the wooden low veranda, with its three steps up. He got out. He remembered that the flask was in his hand and put it back into the side pocket.


    Jordan was being chauffeurish. Considering all that Jordan knew, it was foolish for Jordan to step so far back into his manners and look at vacancy as he said, “We’re not being late for home—and Miss Louise?”


    “I’m only staying a minute,” said Campbell. Jordan was crazy about Louise. The cook was crazy about Louise. The wife was crazy about Louise. She was all right. She might even turn out to be hearty if the wife would keep her hands off now and then. What a girl needs is the molding influence of a man, the impress of the wider, the bigger life.


    Campbell went up the steps and rang the bell. He got out a cigarette and lighted it. Cerise opened the door and backed up before him into the safe obscurity of the hall before she kissed him. She came right into his arms, bending back her head while she lay there for a moment, with her lips still half-formed after the kiss. Her eyes were loving him.


    “Papa, are you blotto?” said Cerise.


    He shook himself free. A man ought never to permit flapperisms. The trouble with Cerise was not that she had been married a couple of times but that she had grown up to womanhood in the postwar period, and one could still find in her vocabulary tokens of the days when nothing mattered.


    “Don’t be cross,” said Cerise, and went hastily before him through the door into the living room, slinking a little, looking back over her shoulder, pretending fright.


    He followed her with a firm step. “I want to talk to you, Cherry,” he said.


    “About Rabelais?” she asked.


    He realized that she had only been pretending fear. But one of these days she would know him better.


    “One of these days you’re gunna know me better, Cherry,” he said.


    “Better Cherry?” said the girl. “There aren’t any better cherries. You know that, papa.”


    “I don’t like it,” said Campbell.


    “Of course you don’t like it straight,” said Cerise. “You ought to have lemon juice and things with it. Shall I make you a cocktail?”


    “Aw, well. Shake one up,” said Campbell.


    He sank into a soft chair and tapped his cigarette ashes on the floor. The great thing about Cherry was that she understood. The worst thing about her was that she didn’t understand enough. But you can’t ask for the world with a fence round it. Everything has to have a beginning. After a while he would be able to teach her. For one thing, a woman ought not to be so damned expensive. A lot of the clothes they buy are name and nothing else.


    Cerise came in again with the cocktail shaker. She went at her work heartily; her whole body shook with the vibration; there was even a tremor in her cheeks, and her fluffy sleeves spread into a pink cloud. Pink was her color. She could not use rouge because of the baby tint of her skin; therefore, except for the eyes and the smiling, her face was rather dim, and one had to look into it closely to see faults. Campbell preferred not to see the faults.


    She brought two little base-shaped cups of silver filled with cracked ice so that the cups would frost like the shaker. Then she emptied the ice and poured the drink. It was pink—her color. That was the stain of orange juice in the rum cocktail. He tasted the first one and then he drank three, quickly. If cocktails are to be taken, they ought to be drunk before the melting ice has qualified the liquor too much. Cerise had only one; he had taught her never to take more than one because liquor makes the eyes of a woman more unclean than sleep. She sat on the arm of a chair at a little distance because she knew just how to lend herself enchantment. The platinum chain about her throat was merely a line of light; the big emerald of the pendant gleamed like an eye looking this way and that. Her head was tilted back to just the right angle. He liked the consciousness of an art that so perfectly expressed Cerise.


    He had been enjoying her silently, like thought, when a footfall sounded on the little side porch, a door jerked open with force that sent a vibration through the old house and made the two silver cups chime softly together.


    “Cerise!” called the voice of young Bob Wilson. “Oh, Cerise, darling!”


    She had got to the door almost in time to stop the last words, but not quite. She opened the door a bit and called over her shoulder: “Wait a minute, Bob.” Then she faced Campbell.


    All he could see was the quick, high lifting of her breast and the green of the emerald, with a price mark tagged on it in his mind. He wanted to kill her, but a man has to take things in his stride, and a good actor improvises to fill a blank.


    “I’m sorry I came in so late and stayed so long,” he said. “Good night, Cherry. And good-by.”


    He could see the malice cheapen and tighten her face. What she had to say stiffened her lips. “Maybe I ought to tell you that a lady rang up a while ago and asked if you were here. I think it was your wife.”


    He turned slowly from a room he would never see again though he would keep its corners of laughter and breathless silence always in his mind. He knew bitterly that he could never wash himself clean of this yesterday. There was a shadowy half of his thought that told him the uncleanness had spread over others; and if Margaret really had telephoned to inquire for him it meant that she had known about this affair long enough to lose her most vital strength, which was her pride.


    He was at the door of the hall before the girl said, “Ah, to hell with you!”


    Campbell got out into his car as quickly as possible and sat back into the cushions with his nostrils widening to take bigger breaths of the cool evening air. As the car turned out cautiously into the highway, he had a feeling that thousands of doors were shutting behind him; but in spite of that he knew that he would have to find another road to town so that he might never again see the white, pointed forehead of that house by day or its triangle of lights at night.


    The automobile, gathering speed, lurched long and high over a swell in the road; a wave of nausea came up through Campbell and left a cold tingling in his lips. He settled his troubled stomach with another pull at the rum flask. The familiar burn of it put his body at ease before the car turned into his driveway; the trouble in his mind would have to be put at rest in another way.


    As for Cerise, he thought, a man can’t get something for nothing, and he had been a fool to think that he could go to Cerise and relax like a tired body in a hot bath. She had made a fool of him because he had chosen to be off guard. Merely to be known, merely to be understood is what most of us desire, as though a divine ray will surely dazzle every true observer, as though, in fact, clear understanding would not bring a harvest of sneers and laughter. But the end of all is that one must work and never let the mind be still. He had dodged that truth and lost his happiness with his wife by the evasion. He had wished for gaiety and forgotten that the serious souls are apt to be the gentle ones also; and, though he had known that there was gold to be found in her, he had shrunk from the labor. Now he had come home to her “special occasion” drunk or half drunk. He spoke the words softly and then tried to rub the thick numbness out of his upper lip. What he would say to Margaret began to enter his throat and his hands.


    The car stopped. He got out and looked at the face of his house, all obscured with vines in which the wind kept up a gently rushing sound, like that of water. He looked higher still to where the brow of the building should have risen according to those old plans which he and Margaret had dreamed out together; but through the ghost of the lost idea he saw now the dark tips of trees and the stars.


    In the old days, before he had learned how much money can be made out of large contracts and two-family houses, as a young fool of an architect his thoughts had dealt with marble and with noble space. Perhaps he had been young, but not such a fool. Something in the past was worth taking up where he had left it if only he could find the lost way.


    When he entered the house, he bumped his shoulders on each side of the doorway. That was a bad sign. In the still air his face began to burn. Well, Margaret would give him one of her long, quiet looks.


    On a chair he saw the shapeless round of a hat and a blue coat with a collar of soft gray fur. He could remember when Louise had first appeared in it and how it had covered the tall stalk of her body and made him see only her face, like a flower.


    He went on down the hall until he saw his wife in the dining room doing something with the flowers on the table. The sight of the glasses, each with its thin high light, and the frosty white of the silver made him feel that his hands were huge, witless things. He would sit silently through dinner, breathing hard; the food would have no taste; it would be something difficult, like pigeons; the women would never look at him; they would keep talking lightly.


    He frowned and walked boldly into the room. “I’m sorry I’m late, Margaret,” he said. He walked up to the table and dropped the knuckles of one hand on the cold, sleek wood. “Were you telephoning for me?” He had made up his mind to unmask the guns and face them.


    She straightened from the flowers, without haste. It was always as if one sound or a glance had told her everything. Now she stood through a long moment considering him. She was in the rosy shadow of the center lamp, and it made her so young and so lovely that he was moved. He had to start peering before he could reassure himself about the wrinkles round her eyes.


    “Yes, I telephoned,” she said. “Was my voice recognized? I’m sorry for that but I thought that I had to risk something. It’s a special occasion in a way, and Louise is still quite fond of you.”


    “All right,” said Campbell, nodding as he took it. “All right. But leaving the girl out of it for a minute,”—he moved the thought of her away with a slow sweep of his hand—“leaving her out, what about you? You’ve known a good many things for a long time, I suppose?”


    She made one of those indirect answers of which she was a master, and he felt she was troubled not by what had been happening in the past but about the way he would accept her knowledge.


    “You know that I’m not a radical, my dear,” she said. “I’m a conservative and I believe that we should carry on with the old things—like households, I mean,” she added quickly.


    “All right,” he said. “I know what you mean, and that the rest is a bust.” But when he had finished saying this, she merely continued watching him in an anxious way, and he knew that she was hoping that he also would want to be a “conservative.” Something was going out of him—the old years—like the swift, dear breath from his body. “Well, where’s Louise?” he asked. He would carry on for the moment and afterward he would confront that blank night, the future.


    “Louise took a lantern out to the pasture,” she said. “She wanted to see Bachelor and Steadfast.”


    “I’ll go out and find her,” said Campbell, turning gladly.


    “Wait a moment. Don’t you want a cup of strong coffee?” she asked.


    He saw the sense of that. “Yes,” he said, facing about. “Some strong coffee. And put something in it, will you?”


    That meant morphine. At least he could thank God that Margaret had enough brains not to be horrified by the thought of the drug. She had known, during these last years, that he used morphine after he had been drinking; it helped to take the jitters out of the nerves. But now she kept on in one of her silences for quite a time. He had not been very sure of his “S” in that last sentence, and perhaps she was going to be disgusted. He could not be sure, because he could not see her face very clearly. Nothing was very clear. He wanted another drink. The silence went on for two or three great seconds.


    “Now, look here,” he said, “I’m not going to have you upstage with me.” He gripped his hands. The tips of his fingers slipped on the wet of the palms. Anger rushed and thundered in him. “None of this damn’ pale martyr stuff. I won’t have it. A man takes a drink—why, hell, I won’t have you being the offended saint and all that damn’ business. Get—get me that coffee!”


    She actually waited for another moment.


    “All right,” she said. “I’ll bring it to you.”


    She went through the swing-door to the pantry, opening it slowly, letting it close so slowly behind her that it made no swishing back and forth. This deliberation made him catch in a deep breath of anger and stir a little so that he saw himself suddenly in the wide mirror above the sideboard, his face deeply set behind the big bright images of the silver. His hand went up quickly to the bald spot to cover the sheen of it. He pulled his fingers down over the soft puffing of his cheeks. He turned his head until he saw the hanging fold of flesh beneath the chin. Even if he got rid of his belly, there was nothing to be done about the face; if he thinned it, there would be more repulsive flabbiness of skin to hang about the eyes and the smile.


    Margaret came in with her eyes down on the coffee cup. She had a way of giving a religious solemnity, a processional beauty to her smallest movements.


    He took the cup. The phial lay on the saucer beside it.


    The little bottle was still sealed, and that meant there was a lot of power within the pinch of a thumb and forefinger, a lot of sleep. He kept on looking at Margaret and stealing toward the truth through darkness until he came into the light of full comprehension. She was watching him as a doctor might watch a patient whose chances are doubtful. Of course she had no real hope, but she would fight to the end to keep the home intact to all appearance. That would be for the sake of the girl. He also had once been very near Louise, but that was back in the old days, at the time when he had won the point-to-point on gray Crucible and little Louise had wept with happiness and pride.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Margaret, with a gasp in her breathing. “What are you thinking of?” And she came quickly up to him.


    He put out his hand to keep her away, but his hand patted her shoulder. The drink was beginning to go out of him in clouds. It left the familiar weakness in his knees. The chill that came up through the center of him might be fear or exhaustion. An idea began to flicker into his consciousness, dimly and from far away. When he was alone it would be clear. His wife was coming across years of distance to him. Her eyes begged as though she feared a judgment.


    “Smile for me, Meg,” he said. “Then go out and keep Louise occupied for fifteen minutes. I’ll be in the library, pulling myself together.”


    She left him hesitantly, forcing herself away. As she reached the door, she tried to smile. “It’s going to be all right,” said Campbell. Then she passed into the dimness of the hall. Now that she was turned, seeing her slenderness like that of a girl, the sweetness of the past came over him and the vain desire to return to it. It was a sort of homesickness for which the Germans have a better word—home-woe.


    He felt sick; he was weak, and yet his mind worked so clearly that he knew this was an end, not a beginning.


    As he had promised, he went into the library, carrying with him the cup of coffee, like the bitter conscience that would have to temper his thinking. As soon as he entered it, he regretted having chosen the library because it could never be a place of peace; in those days to which he could make no return he had spent too many hours of struggle and high hope in this room. The big drawing board was still in the corner; he knew every stroke of the unfinished design on it.


    He sat down in a deep, soft chair, putting the cup on the little side table. There was no other light than that from the floor lamp beside him. He would have to make up his mind; he would have to finish grappling with that idea which was approaching him from the distance before the coffee was cold.


    He was alone. When he looked about, he could recognize only a few of his books which were in light-colored bindings. The Rabelais, for instance, was distinguishable because it was done in unstained Levant morocco, and the polished vellum of a photographic reprint of Caxton’s Chaucer shone like a lighted candle; but he could not find Thucydides, the clear thinker. The dark red of that leather was lost among sober shadows. But even Thucydides, calm and great, would be little help to him. He had forgotten almost everything except the seventh book, and that was an empire’s ruin. He had forgotten too much. In his youth he had done his reading; afterward he had bound the volumes and put them away on shelves.


    However, a man should not shrink from being alone. As the panic grew, he wanted to throw open a window and call for Meg, but she could not help; she could not follow where he had to go with his thoughts. It was easier to send the mind back into the past, discovering half-remembered moments of delight, until he arrived, finally, at that picture of the clean-jawed young fighter which stood on the table in Margaret’s room. That was the fellow, also, who rode Crucible in the point-to-point. He shrank from that and found himself launched into the future, while his heart sickened. He was not even making money; there, too, he was only a parasite that lived on the past. As for the time to come—well, already he wanted another drink.


    So he opened the little bottle and poured it in, to the last crystal.


    Then he raised the cup with a strong temptation to pour it all down his throat at a single gulp, covering the irrevocable distance at a stride; but then it came to him that he, who had posed as a connoisseur, ought to proceed with a more civilized deliberation now that he was tasting death. So he only took a good swallow and then lowered the cup gently into its saucer.


    The taste was very strong, the bitterness working into the roots of his tongue. The beauty of the thing was that only Meg would know the truth. As for the family doctor, he had understood for a long time that Campbell took morphine and had warned him repeatedly about an overdose.


    A soft, warm rushing began in his head, which was proof that even in the single swallow he had taken as much of the drug as made up his ordinary dose. When he took the rest, the end would come quickly. He had expected a last-moment panic which might make him break off with the act unaccomplished, but there was no fear at all. He wanted to run to the window and call in Margaret and Louise. He wanted to tell them that he was about to die but that he was unafraid. This, however, would spoil everything; the best was that Louise should find him smiling. As for Margaret, he ought to leave her a note to tell her what a happiness this was; but still the nature of a woman can be sweetened by some regret.


    The telephone rang across the hall, not loudly. Coming at this moment, the call made him smile, for in a little time he would have outstepped even the reach of electricity, and even light leaping forward through millions of years could never overtake him.


    The bell was ringing, fading, pausing, ringing, fading, pausing, ringing. In this modern world we supply ourselves with mechanical bodies, with electric nerves that reach round the earth, and it is for that reason that we never can be alone. Someone was calling up to ask them for bridge or a cocktail party, someone inert, unexpectant of anything beyond roast chicken and ice cream and highballs through the evening, someone who could not dream that his telephone call was tapping insistently at the door of death. This fancy charmed Campbell; suppose that he could open the door wide enough, suddenly, to draw that unknown with him into the empty darkness!


    Then it occurred to him that the noise of the bell might bring Margaret or Louise suddenly back to the house before the coffee was finished, or at least before the morphine had done its work. So he put the cup aside and went out to the telephone.


    When he spoke into the receiver, the voice of Cherry Mayberry sprang out to answer him, like music and a light pouring into his brain.


    “I prayed that you’d be the one to answer. Otherwise I couldn’t have talked. I would have had to ring off.”


    He said, “I’m busy, Cherry.” Yet he wanted to stand there and listen.


    “I know you’re busy, but I’ll only take thirty seconds. Will you listen, darling? Will you please listen?”


    Does one say of a Stradivarius, “This is a good or an evil instrument”? Well, concerning women also many a wise man has cast away the standards of moral judgment and let the beauty, good or evil, flow into the soul. She was lying; she was panting from the fullness of her lie, never to understand how all-knowing death was now helping him to smile. The sweetness and the breaking of her voice plucked at strings near his heart and made them answer.


    “Why, I’m listening,” he had said.


    “I sent him away,” cried Cherry. “I couldn’t stand his silly young face. It just made the house more empty. I sent him away. I’m not trying to tell you anything. I’m only saying something. Darling, darling, I’m bad. I’ve always been bad. Maybe I always will be bad. Just tell me that you’ll see me once more. I don’t care why—just come and damn me—just—”


    “Steady!” said Campbell. “I’m an old man, Cherry. I’m a soft, flabby pulp of an old man, and you know it.”


    “I do know it,” said Cherry. “I know you’re soggy with booze a lot of the time too. I don’t know why I love you. I don’t want to love you. But, oh, God, the house is so empty, and I’m so empty and lonely.”


    “Hush,” said Campbell. “Don’t be excited.”


    “Do you mean it?” she pleaded. “Do you mean I’m not to be excited?”


    “Come, come,” said Campbell. “This is all nonsense. We’ll see about things later on. I have to ring off.”


    “Don’t ring off. Give me ten seconds more to tell you that—”


    Firmly, like one delivering a blow with an edged weapon, he struck the receiver back on the hook and stood a moment half smiling and half frowning. Of course she had been lying and yet not altogether lying either. For if you think of a girl like Cherry Mayberry for a moment, you understand that you are considering a tiger that easily will be urged to strike, as she had struck at him this evening. As for young Bob, well, it was true that there was a certain emptiness about his face, and a girl of experience might prefer more maturity. She cost a lot of money, but then there was a lot of Cherry. She had said she knew he was old and soft; she had said that he was soggy with drink a lot of the time too. That was honesty. Between thieves also there is honesty. And perhaps he had become a habit, insidious and surprising to her, an obsession whose force she could not realize until he had walked out of her house quietly without reviling her, in the calmness of strength. Well, he had her back, and after a break the knot is the strongest place in the cord.


    The door of the library, dimly lighted, opened before him the straight road to the end of things. Suddenly he clicked his teeth and turned his shoulder to it. The voice of Louise was coming in laughter toward the front door. It was a young voice as thin and clean as rays of starlight and there was an upward springing in it, as life should be at the beginning.

  

  
    
      Beyond the finish

    

    
      “Beyond the finish” was originally published in 1934 in Collier’s.

    
  

  
    A footfall came into the sleep of Dave Reynolds and waked him back to the verge of consciousness with a familiar pain. The door of his room was thrust open and Tom Reynolds roared: “Turn out! Turn out! Look lively there, young fellow!”


    Dave watched the shadow of his cousin sweeping back and forth across the threshold. He preferred looking at the shadow rather than at the man because he knew too intimately the great, gangling body and the long, predatory, forward thrust of the head. For seven years that figure had dominated his life since he was sixteen and had come homeless to the house of Cousin Tom. All during those years he had been trying to find the kindness and the warmth of the blood behind the brutal gruffness of Tom, hut he discovered himself deeper and deeper in a servitude from which he did not know how to escape.


    “Hurry it up!” called Tom. Always there was hurry in his house. From the very beginning a whip, Dove felt, had been poised above him, though his older cousin had relented a bit when he discovered that Dave had a natural seat and a fine pair of hands; for the grain and potatoes off the Reynolds farm were far less important than the horses Tom raised or bought. Dave had become, in effect, the first stableman and trainer.


    Outside, the autumn night was black and still and cold. When Dave got to the barn, he saw Cousin Tom riding up and down on a tall horse. It had a big head and stood over ground like an Irish hunter, but the neck was finer and so were the legs.


    “Where did you get that one?” he asked.


    “Never mind where. The main thing is that it’s here. Get a saddle on Tiptoe—bring her out!”


    Inside the barn, he went to the box stall of the Apperson mare. Molly Apperson had put Tiptoe in his hands to train for the Chester Cup and ride in the famous race. As he entered the stall, Tiptoe leaped up to her feet with a snort, but she knew him at once, the silk of her muzzle touching his hand and his face. The chilly saddle made the mare flinch. She was all delicacy, beauty and nerves, like Molly Apperson; but in Molly gentleness and the soft voice could not keep the high soul and the dauntless spirit of the Appersons from showing through. To young Dave Reynolds, other women were obscure images, but Molly Apperson was the sunlight and the springtime of reality. “There’s no finer pair of hands in Virginia than yours, Dave,” she had said. “If you take Tiptoe, Father will give you his colors for the Chester Cup.”


    Colonel Apperson, to some people, was a figure out-of-a-book dignity, narrow gray beard and all—but to Dave Reynolds and thousands of others he was Old Virginia, gallant, gentle, and proud. To wear his colors and to ride Molly’s horse—well, Tiptoe had an excellent chance of winning except that Philip Worthing had, besides his millions, that mighty gray stallion, Exeter.


    There had been a time, Dave knew, when Reynolds also was a name of dignity whose past was illumined by stern eyes that looked out of faded portraits; but Tom the horse dealer had thrown away the past as junk. All the valley knew that the Reynoldses no longer belonged among the gentry, but only in Dave was the pain of that knowledge perfect when eyes trailed over him and forgot him for the horse he was riding. He brought the mare out of the barn.


    


    Get up on her!” ordered Cousin Tom, “and fly the jumps as though the devil were after you. Maybe the devil is Calamity. That’s the name of this horse, Dave, and by God he’s likely to be a Calamity to the pocketbooks of some of the swells around here. Ride around the rock pile in the east pasture and back here for the barn. A line between the corner of the barn and the haystack that’s the finish.”


    “It’s two miles!” said Dave. “And Tiptoe is cold.”


    “What’s two miles? Line up here beside me!”


    The teeth of Dave shuddered together with rage, not with cold, but for the thousandth time he submitted, because he could always remember the muddy road and the bleak day when he had walked out of the desert of this friendless world and found shelter in the house of Cousin Tom.


    “When I yell, you go!” said Tom. “Now—get ready—go!”


    At the shout the mare was away in a rush. The moon was barely up in the east, so huge in its rising that it made the horizon seem only a mile away and therefore the fields between were small, and the jumps were tiny; but Dave knew the size of the fences and the work there was to do, so he rated the mare along just inside her strength.


    As she went winging across the third field, Dave glanced back and saw Calamity as a black silhouette that moved with a monstrous fling to its gallop. When Dave compared that with the sweet flowing of Tiptoe beneath him, he wanted to laugh. He would beat Cousin Tom. In fact, he always beat Tom in everything that had to do with horseflesh, except picking the winners. Yet, three fields from the finish, he heard a rhythmic pounding behind him. To look back would be foolish, for he knew what it meant.


    Straight and true ran the good mare, but at the last jump a long-headed monster left the ground behind her and landed ahead.


    Cousin Tom had finished with a whip that carried Calamity a good length into the lead before the finish—a good length and going away!


    


    Calamity was lumbering to an awkward halt as Tiptoe pulled up in the rear. Dave took her on into the open barn and rubbed her down in a stall. He only straightened for a moment when he heard the regular beating of departing hoofs outside.


    As he got into the house he heard the tuneless voice of Cousin Tom singing. Tom, with a bottle and a glass, stood at the door from the kitchen to the rear hall.


    “That’s what you’re going to ride—Calamity,” said Tom. “He’s your mount in the Chester Cup. To hell with that mare. Take her home tomorrow.”


    In the great, bony face of Cousin Tom there was only one loose feature, and that was the mouth, which was now stretched wide and discolored by the hugeness of his grin. Dave stared at him.


    “Why,” said Dave, “I’ve promised Molly Apperson I’d ride Tiptoe!”


    “You take that mare back home tomorrow,” commanded Tom shortly.


    “I can’t do it, Tom. I promised Molly. And Tiptoe—”


    “Get out of my sight and into your bed!” shouted Tom. His mouth stretched wider than ever, in a grimace. The knees of Dave turned to water. He got up the stairs by pulling with one hand against the rail of the banisters. Afterwards, lying in bed, he dreamed of that day when he would stand face to face with Cousin Tom and strike him with words as with whips.


    It was a clean autumn sky that he had over his head the next morning; and he rode the bay gelding, Cold Comfort, leading Tiptoe, and took that winding road towards the Apperson estate. His only hope was that Molly would not be at home. Then he could leave the mare and a note for its owner, and hurry away.


    In fact, Molly was not there, but when he brought Tiptoe into the yard Colonel Apperson was at hand with tall young Philip Worthing, who, rumor said, would surely marry Molly Apperson. Worthing merely nodded at the cousin of Tom Reynolds, but the Colonel shook hands.


    “I’m glad to see you, Dave,” he said. “I was—”


    “Have you brought the mare back to show Molly how she’s coming along?” broke in Philip Worthing.


    “I brought her back to Molly because I can’t ride her,” said Dave. He added, miserably: “Tom won’t let me! He has another horse which I have to ride.”


    “Have to ride?” shouted the colonel. “Are you a—” He checked himself. “I’ll take the mare,” he said sternly, and then, suppressing an emotion which still gleamed in his eyes, asked courteously enough: “What sort of a horse has your cousin bought, Dave? In the old days there was a Reynolds who won the Cup. If your cousin has a horse for the Cup it must be a good one. Tom Reynolds is not the fellow to take chances that are too long.”


    “I’ve only seen him by night,” said Dave, “so I couldn’t make out the color clearly. Calamity is his name. He’s big—lots of bone—and he can move.”


    “I’d like to have a look at him one day,” said the colonel.


    “He’s not kept on the place. I mean, he’s not in the stable—yet,” said Dave with a strange sense of guilt.


    “I see,” said Worthing, laughing. “Something up the sleeve, eh?”


    When Dave rode away he cut across country and lifted the bay at the stiffest jumps he could find; for he knew that the laughter of Worthing would never pass out of his mind till he was dead, and he would have been glad to die soon.


    


    The next day he had a note from Molly Apperson:


    
      Dear Dave. I know you’re sorry not to ride Tiptoe. Of course I understand. You’ve done a beautiful piece of work with her. I’ve asked Dick Thomas to ride her in the Chester Cup, and he’s willing to. How can I repay you for all the time you’ve put in on her?


      
        Ever sincerely,


        Molly Apperson

      
    


    She understood what? She would have understood something else if she had been there when Philip Worthing laughed and Dave took it. He hoped that she would never see him again.


    He said that day to Cousin Tom: “The Chester Cup is only five days on. I ought to try out Calamity. I ought to have a hand in making him for the race.” But Tom Reynolds laughed.


    “Calamity’s made for that race, already, and the race was made for him. He’s gonna walk away with it. If he could beat the Apperson mare with me on his back, what’ll he do with you up? If horses cry, Phil Worthing’s Exeter is gonna be wet in the face before the finish.”


    Not till the following day, and then in the dusk, was Calamity brought over to the place by a man with a little concave face like an ape. He stood by, rubbing his hands to keep out the cold, and shifting from foot to foot.


    “It’s almost dark,” said Dave. “I don’t like to try him in this light, Tom.”


    “What’s the matter with you?” demanded Cousin Tom. “You never had any heart on the ground, but you used to have a heart on a horse. Don’t argue; get up there and try him.”


    Calamity looked narrower from above than from the ground, but after he had stepped over a fence or two the mighty roll of his shoulders filled Dave with confidence. He worked Calamity to a good heat and when he dismounted he had to say: “He’s a great jumper. But why can’t we have him here in the stable till the race?”


    “And have the wise ones hanging around and timing him over the ground and watching his style at the fences?” exclaimed Cousin Tom. “Do you know what I’m getting on him? Thirty to one, twenty-five to one, twenty to one.”


    That made Dave Reynolds worry, for tricks were in the air and he hated tricks. Nothing illegal probably, but one of those sharp bits of practice of which he knew Tom was capable. In the meantime, pain grew in him day and night, and the sense of a lost cause; but pain had been his familiar for seven years. When people were kind to him, he was sure that pity was behind it, that frightful pity which is closer to scorn than to love…


    When the day of the race came the sky was sheeted across with gray out of which a small rain slanted to the earth. Cousin Tom stood at a window cursing steadily, grinding his teeth.


    “Rain won’t bother a sure galloper like Calamity,” said Dave.


    At that Cousin Tom turned in such a rage that he could only gibber soundlessly for a moment. Then he shouted: “You fool, if you don’t know anything, can’t you do a little guessing?”


    Dave stared at him. He didn’t know what there could be to guess about.


    “Well, get on down to the tavern,” Cousin Tom said. “All the riders are going to be there. You gotta be there among them.”


    As Dave went down the single street of the old village, he saw that all the small world of that county was moving towards the inn. The current bore him into the tavern’s sitting-room, where there was a big fire jumping and shining under the marble of a classical mantelpiece. Near it stood Molly Apperson, lovely and quiet and small, but beside her, greater than a king’s son in the eye of Dave Reynolds, was Philip Worthing.


    “There’s Reynolds now,” said Worthing in his loud voice.


    The old, sick fear ran into the heart of Dave again, and he was turning away when he saw Molly waving and heard her voice. He went straight up and took her hand. She looked up to him and her eyes, as always, moved a little on his face as though she found it worth reading; but today there was a touch of anxiety in her expression. She had barely time to wish him luck in the race when Worthing cut in.


    “Your mount is one of these undercover horses, I hear,” said Worthing. “It isn’t going to run and then disappear, is it? Here today and gone tomorrow?”


    “I don’t understand,” said Dave.


    “He means, Dave,” said Molly, “that your horse is honest, isn’t he? He’s an honest, real horse, isn’t he?”


    “Of course,” said Dave. “He’s a real, honest galloper.”


    “Is that all you know about him?” asked Worthing sharply.


    “I know his name and his jumping,” said Dave, puzzled.


    “Oh, Dave!” cried the girl, and suddenly she was looking down at the floor and away from him.


    


    So he left the inn like that, more than ever bewildered. As he went, the rain ended in one quick-pounding last flurry. Perhaps the race would be run in sunshine after all! Everyone began to stream out towards the course.


    When Dave got there, he found Cousin Tom with Calamity blanketed to the ears. Dave knew the stallion by his ugly head; otherwise he never would have guessed at the color, for it was a flaming red bay. To be sure, he had seen the horse only in the moonlight and the dusk, and still that color startled him, the brightness of it. A small man was talking with Cousin Tom. The fellow was middle-aged, soft and fat; he had colorless lips that loosely held an unlighted cigar, and his eyes seemed too tired to shift their gaze or to blink.


    “This is the kid, is it?” he asked Tom. “He’s the real McCoy?”


    “Would I put him up if he wasn’t?” asked Tom.


    “I’ve got you on for five hundred, at five to one,” said the loose-faced stranger to Dave. “Do your stuff, kid. If Calamity ain’t running light enough to suit you, take his hide oft and see how he goes without it. You got a whip. Use it!”


    “Yeah,” directed Cousin Tom. “Make everything sure. And thank God that the rain’s stopped!”


    “It had to stop. That’s why it stopped,” said the stranger. “But maybe even rain wouldn’t make the stuff—”


    “Shut, up, will you?” snarled Tom. The fat man at that began to roll his cigar slowly across his mouth while his tired eyes regarded Dave with a sort of hurt wonder.


    There was no use trying to get at the meaning of these men. Dave stopped trying and looked over the other horses and riders warming up here and there. But a majority of the observers packed about great gray Exeter and Calamity.


    Dave could hear fragments of talk. Calamity, he learned, had been pushed up to even money, and people were asking who Calamity was and where he came from. “He doesn’t look like anything out of Tom Reynolds’ farm or pocketbook,” said one man.


    Hollis Pembroke came up. Pembroke was one of the judges. He looked carefully over the big bay.


    “I’d say that I’ve seen this horse before,” he said to Dave, “except for the color. You say his name is Calamity?”


    “Yes,” said Dave, wondering why his heart sank.


    Hollis Pembroke looked at him for a moment and then turned sharply on his heel and walked off. Whatever doubt was in his mind, plainly he was carrying it away with him.


    


    Judge collins began to call the entries to the start. Cousin Tom gripped the left stirrup of Dave and walked at his side. “I been doing things for you for seven years,” he said savagely. “Now you try to do one thing for me. Calamity can win. You got to make him win. He’s got bottom. You use it up. You hate the whip, you softhead. But use it today if you need it. Burn it into him. I’ve bet my shirt. You hear me?”


    They lined up at the start, between the two oak trees, with a crooked white line drawn across the wet brown of the grass. Neat Dick Thomas brought Tiptoe up on the left. If she could only win for Molly! But never while Calamity was still galloping. He turned suddenly and said to young Dick Thomas: “Let her use her early foot; steady her through the middle; and then bring her on again. If she runs into her second wind she’ll be sprinting again for you till the finish.”


    Dick opened his eyes a good bit. “Thanks a lot, Dave,” said he. “If you were up on her she’d have more than half a chance.”


    The starter waved a gun above his head and at the third gesture discharged it. The line of racers fled from the sound like wild birds and went skimming down towards the first creek jump.


    Tiptoe, full of early foot, was much the first over the Number One chance. Dave watched Exeter. He was a glorious horse, the gray, and working now with the smoothness of silk. Philip Worthing sat a horse as every Worthing knows how to do. Well, the gray would take a lot of beating. Besides, the heavy little chunks of lead which brought the burden of Calamity up to that which Exeter was carrying were a dead weight, not living, supple flesh and blood.


    Off to the left. Dave saw the hundreds of mounted spectators sweeping along the edge of Temple Hill; and found Molly Apperson. What had she meant in asking if big Calamity were honest?


    They entered the Meadows with Exeter suddenly out there in front at the side of Tiptoe. Then the first big stone fence of the Talmadge place rose and trouble started, for Squire Nichols’ heavy bay charger rapped his forohnofs on the top of the fence, stumbled on the


    farther side, and left Mr. Nichols seated erect, grave, and moveless upon the hard ground.


    The bay stallion, with that weight out of the saddle, went ramping ahead for the leaders and took the next fence in flawless style right at the side of Tiptoe.


    A long, groaning chorus rolled down the eastern slope of Temple Hill. Both Exeter and Tiptoe were being manoeuvred to escape from the dangerous company of the bay. Philip Worthing slashed at the Nichols horse, but the bay stallion flattened his ears and crowded over with bared teeth. He flew the next jump like a big, ugly-headed devil, and bumped gray Exeter to a stagger on the farther side of the wall.


    To make a sprint now might burn up the strength of Calamity, but Dave took that chance. He gave the horse the whip, felt that great stride lengthening, and drew up hand over hand upon the leaders. All the others in the field were swinging over to the right, now, preparing to run wide rather than come up behind the bay, but Dave Reynolds closed in, driving straight for the riderless horse.


    Cray Exeter, crowded, worried, now had taken the bit in his teeth and was edging over to get at the other stallion in spite of the frantic pull of Worthing. Then Dave and Calamity came up.


    Worthing’s calm was all gone. His face twisted like madness as he screeched: “You fool, you. Reynolds! Pull away! D’you want to smash us all?” And beyond Worthing, young Dick Thomas was reining Tiptoe back from the coming disaster; but Dave leaned far out from the saddle and caught the reins of the huge bay.


    They were so close under the next big wall that there was no turning now. It was over together or crash together, Dave knew. He caught the reins of Calamity in his teeth; with knee and heel he straightened and drove his horse, for with one hand he had to manage the loose-running bay beside him and with the other hand give it the whip. Just before Calamity rose at the barrier, Dave cut the bay with all his might and the huge fellow half turned his head. But he lifted, nevertheless, only swerving at the last moment so that the tug on the reins pulled Dave far over in his saddle. He was holding by toe and ankle and heel as Calamity came down beyond the fence; the bay horse pounded mightily beside him. Only a desperate effort got Dave back in the saddle.


    It was easy for him then to steer the big Nichols bay far off to the right of the course, but every stride on that slant was costing Calamity extra running, lengthening his race.


    But now, at a gap in a cross-fence, Dave flogged the big bay and shot him harmlessly through the opening into the next field. Then he angled Calamity back towards the red flags that marked the course. Up there on the hill the throng of spectators was stirred like a gay field of flowers struck by a wind. Hats and handkerchiefs waved and lashed and all that was for him!


    Dave’s whole heart rushed out to the ugly stallion. It would be a pity if so brave a spirit should be beaten. They were halfway around, now, and Dave went on, nursing Calamity, picking the best spots for takeoff, the easiest clearances; he was putting little inches together, here and there, to make up the lost yards and rods.


    Dave almost smiled. He was closing the gap little by little. When Herndon Hill hegan to rise, perhaps the imperceptible, deadly slope would bring some of them suddenly back to him; and beyond the hill was the plowed field which the hopes and the strength of many a gallant chaser.


    A dimness ran down over Temple Hill. All the bright colors were blurred. First a wind struck him; then slanting rain rattled against him and in a moment he was soaked to the skin, as though buckets of water had been sloshed over him.


    Then the rain was gone and the sun laid a warm hand on the back of his neck. They had reached Herndon Hill. Fools who charged Herndon Hill would have spent horses under them at the top, but he only pulled the stallion in a little.


    Down the incline the vast stride of Calamity devoured ground. Jeffry Bayne’s black horse went reeling to the rear, and Tomlinson’s washy chestnut, and the Charing bay which had cost so much in England and done so poorly in Virginia. Tomlinson was a surly brute, but even he gave Dave a shout to wish him luck.


    Yonder in the ploughed field went Exeter, the great gray horse, now blackened by rain and sweat, and little Tiptoe, after trailing through half the race, was coming on again.


    And now Calamity struck the ploughed ground and went through it as though it were a clean roadway, though the clotted earth flung up from his hoofs sailed in the air like small black birds.


    And the gray came back, and little Tiptoe came back beside him. Every stride of Calamity brought him nearer until Dick Thomas turned his head with a sudden new fear and saw Dave Reynolds at hand. Tall Philip Worthing peered across with a white, exhausted face, but it was Thomas who shouted: “Good boy, Dave, by God! Go on and take it!”


    Then all three rose at the fence which bordered the ploughed ground, Calamity with a lurch of effort that told Dave how nearly the big fellow was gone. But there was only the clean brown turf and two jumps between them and the finish now. Yet there were wings in the great, Hinging stride of Calamity.


    Off Temple Hill the entire horde of watchers was pouring, now, and at last their yelling voices dissolved into one word: “Calamity! Calamity! Calamity! Calamity!”


    They had bet their money till their purses were light, backing their favourites, but horses were more than money in Virginia, thank God! And so they were cheering the horse which had come the longest way. Dave could see Colonel Apperson with his hat off and his long hair blowing; he could see Molly Apperson with her arm stretched, and he knew that she was holding out her hand to Calamity and—to him!


    But ah, what power had been burned out of the good stallion! A groan came out of the crowd as it saw Calamity fall back; and then Dave could hear the voice of Cousin Tom yelling: “Damn you! Damn you! The whip!”


    But not till the last fence was before him did Dave go to the whip, and he got from Calamity the lumbering answer of an exhausted horse. Yet the answer was there. It took them sailing over the last fence. Now, brave little Tiptoe was down and Dick Thomas was rolling, and here was gray Exeter striding two full lengths in the lead, stretched as straight and as true as ever a noble thoroughbred was seen in the drive to the finish.


    Calamity was gaining, but only little by little, little by little—and the finish there so close at hand with the people already pooling about it! They were shouting for Calamity with such thunder that the winds of it blew through the body of Dave Reynolds, and carried his soul away into a glory. It seemed to him, then, that there was insane power in his hands and in his will to lift Calamity right forward across the line. He was gaining. He saw Phil Worthing turn a stricken face towards him. He shouted into the flattened ears of Calamity and saw one ear jerk forward. Those last three strides were like three strokes that beat gray Exeter back. The white line on the grass looked straight as a string, and Dave knew that the ugly head of Calamity had crossed it first.


    Side by side, the two dead-beaten horses trotted, stopped, and as they turned, Dave saw Dick Thomas, mud-plastered, sending Tiptoe home for a staggering third, while a flood of yelling madmen poured out to greet the winner.


    It was Philip Worthing who got hold of his hand first as they rode back for the weighing. There was a shudder in Worthing’s grasp, his lips were jerking, and the voice was unsteady as it said: “The finest thing I ever saw done. Virginia’s proud of you, Dave!”


    Well, he dragged the saddle off at last and as he did so Calamity turned and rubbed his wet head against the shoulder of his rider. Then he saw a thin, red stain across the padding under the saddle, just where the cloth rubbed on the withers—a small red color as though Calamity had been scratched.


    It was not that. There was no hurt on his skin, not a cut. It was not blood but red dye that had come off on the cloth!


    He understood the thing not all at once but little by little, truth coming into him with the breaths he drew. The red of Calamity was the red he had been dyed, and that was why Cousin Tom had sworn that it could not and must not rain. This was the stuff that might “run.” And honest Calamity, tried and true, was a ringer! What other names had he worn for rascals in the past, serving thieves with all the greatness of his heart? A noble anger, still, deep, and calm, possessed Dave. The world did not matter; it was the cheating of the good horse that counted.


    He could keep the red stain on the saddle covered by holding it over his arm and so he could hide the shame that had fallen on the Reynolds name; but the race could not go to a ringer! He pulled up three of the flaps that covered the pockets into which the chunks of lead had been slipped and dropped the weights, one by one. They would be trodden into the mud quickly enough, no doubt.


    Then he was standing on the scales, but all he could see of the throng about him was the great, bony head of Calamity as Cousin Tom flung the big blanket over him, covering him and his guilt to the ears.


    


    After that he heard Judge Willett exclaiming; and then they were testing the scales again; and then the empty pockets in which the weights should have lain were opened.


    “Back there, somewhere—the flaps weren’t secured,” said the judge. “Calamity jumped them out. By heaven, Dave, this is a catastrophe, my dear lad! Apperson, Apperson! Come here, will you? What can we do but disqualify Calamity?”


    Hollis Pembroke was close by, his jaw hard-set.


    “This horse couldn’t win. Judge,” he said. “I’ve been looking up his record. No use making the thing public now. Not in the face of that gallant piece of horsemanship.” He took Dave’s hand and crushed it. “Because of you, I’m sorry for what has to happen!” he said.


    Someone raised a howling voice. That was Cousin Tom, crushing his way through the crowd; and Dave slipped away into the press where numbers hid him.


    He took the longest way home. The rain had begun again when he came to the bleak old house of Cousin Tom.


    Cousin Tom, seated at the table, lifted his face from his hands, he spoke not a word as Dave crossed the room.


    “So you’ve come, Dave,” said Cousin Tom, and then gradually erected his height from the chair. Dave seemed to he too tired to be afraid; he kept waiting for the terrible panic to fly through his blood.


    Cousin Tom pulled off his coat. “You’ve busted me, damn you,” he said. “Because you’re a fool! I’m going to give you a lesson that’ll be worth millions to you.”


    “Why, Tom,” said Dave. “I’ve had a lesson. Seven years of adding up, and today I get the answer.” He went over to the table and looked into the face of Tom. “I want to tell you a thing you don’t know. The weights weren’t jumped out of their pockets. Beyond the finish, when I pulled the saddle off Calamity and found the red stain of the dye, I took the weights out then and dropped ‘em in the mud.”


    Cousin Tom moistened his gray lips with the tip of his tongue and looked at space. There was fear in him, and Dave with a sick disgust and pity knew it. Not fear of a smaller man, of course, but the dread of something far greater than Dave and far beyond him. the voice that comes out of a man’s own silence, and the light that comes out of his own darkness.


    Dave left him staring and went to the door, pulled it open and stepped into the twilight. It was thickened with rain but still there was enough light stretched around the horizon to show him the hills beyond which lay the world.


    When he walked out onto the road he knew that he would never turn to look back. An automobile came bucking towards him over the muddy road. He pulled aside, but the car stopped and the figure of Colonel Apperson stepped out.


    “Well, Dave, my boy,” he said, “where are you heading through all this muck?”


    “I’m getting out of the muck,” said Dave. “I’m just taking a walk out of it.”


    There was a silence, after this. A flurry of heavier rain stung the face of Dave and slackened again before he heard the colonel say: “You’re leaving home?”


    “I’m getting out,” repeated Dave.


    They had blundered into another silence.


    “Now, look here.” said the colonel at last, “I was wondering if you would come up to my house this evening. I was wanting to tell you, Dave, that my affairs on the place are too big for me; and I thought we might talk matters over.”


    Suddenly Dave cried out: “I know what you’re driving at, but I’ve got to get away. I’ve started and I’d better keep going.”


    “You’ll keep going,” said the colonel. “When a fellow like you starts moving, he takes long steps. But Molly is cut up a bit. She’s been crying over Calamity and you, Dave, and I’d like to take you up to the house for dinner, if you’ll come; and then you can go on to the biggest things you can find.”


    “Of course I’ll come.” said Dave. “I only thought—but, of course, I’ll come.”


    He sat back in the deep seat and by the dashboard light saw the shadowy face of the colonel above the steering wheel.


    “About the horse,” said the colonel finally. “A few inquiries were all we needed after the race. Calamity. Engineer. Santone. Gossip. Those have seen some of his names. And the fat fellow is Lew Grayson. Don’t blame your cousin too much. But there’ll be no more heard of this affair. The horse has been given to me for safekeeping until we know the right way to dispose of him. As for your cousin, he’ll be all right. He’s your cousin; and the people around here think a great deal of you, Dave.”


    Before words came to Dave the car was stopping in front of the Apperson house and he was climbing the steps at the side of the colonel.


    From the porch, through an uncurtained window, he saw Molly Apperson standing in front of the fireplace. She was all in white that flowed over her, and the firelight handled her softly and seemed to breathe its shining into her hair. She was looking down at her loosely clasped hands and Dave realized that he knew them so well that even if her face had been masked he would have recognized her by their brown and slender beauty.

  

  
    
      Sleeper turns horse-thief

    

    
      “Sleeper turns horse-thief” was originally published in 1934 in Mavericks. It was later republished as “Inverness”.

    
  

  
    
      Beholden to a peddler

    

    Sleeper was hungry. There was plenty of game to be shot in the mountains around him, but he had neither rifle nor revolver. He had not even a fishing line or a fishhook. He might build traps to catch rabbits or the stupid mountain grouse. But that would require a day or more of work and waiting, and he was too hungry for that.


    So he found a shallow stream where the sun struck through the rapid of water and turned the sands to gold. There, on a flat ledge of rock just above the edge of the stream, he stretched himself and waited. Only a thin sliver of his shadow projected into the tremor of the water, and his blue eyes grew fierce with hunger when he saw the trout nose their way upstream leisurely in spite of the swift tumbling of the little brook. They moved in their element with perfect ease, like birds in the sky. One that looked sluggish with bigness and fat disappeared in a twinkling and a flash, when Sleeper’s lightning hand darted down to make the catch.


    But his patience was perfect. If a bear can lie on a bank and knock salmon out of a creek, Sleeper could lie in the same manner and flick out a trout now and then. He not only supposed so but he knew it, because he had done the thing many times before in the famine days of his boyhood.


    His deceptively slender body remained motionless. Nothing about him stirred except the blue glinting of his eyes. And in them was the sign of the gathered nervous tension, the piling up of electric force ready to work with the speed of a leaping spark when the moment came to make a contact.


    Another speckled beauty drifted up the stream at lordly ease. The fish started to dissolve in a flash, but the darting hand of Sleeper flicked through the water, and from his fingertips the trout was sent hurtling high into the air, to land in the grass well up the bank.


    At the lower verge of the trees that descended the mountainside and stopped a little distance above the creek, Pop Lowry halted his three pack mules and looked out on the scene below. He began to smooth his bald head and laugh, silently as a grinning wolf, when he saw this fishing going on. Yet he remained there, screened by the trees and brush, while Sleeper stood up from his rock and started to make a small fire. Expertly Sleeper cleaned the fish and broiled them over the handful of flame. He was still busy when he called out: “Why don’t you show your ugly mug, Pop? I’m used to it. It won’t hurt my feelings.”


    Pop Lowry, with a start, came suddenly out from among the trees, hauling at the lead rope of the first mule, to which the other pair were tethered. Two big panniers wobbled at the sides of this mule; heaping packs swelled above the backs of the others. Pop Lowry, shambling down the slope in his clumsy boots, waved a greeting to Sleeper, and, as he came up, he said: “How come, Sleeper? What you done with thirty thousand dollars in three days, boy? Or was it a whole week?”


    A dreaming look came into Sleeper’s blue eyes. Then he smiled. “If that red horse had won Saturday,” he said, “I’d be worth a quarter of a million!”


    “What horse?” asked Pop. His long, pockmarked face kept grinning at Sleeper, but his eyes narrowed and brightened as they strove to pierce into the nature of the youth.


    “He’s a thoroughbred, Pop,” said Sleeper. “And he should have won. I put my money on him over at the rodeo and watched it go up in smoke.”


    “You mean that you bet all that on one horse … on one race?” demanded Pop.


    “You know how it is,” said Sleeper. “It’s better to stay dirty poor than be dirt rich. I mean … what’s thirty thousand?”


    “It’s fifteen hundred a year income, if you place it right,” declared Pop Lowry.


    “If I’m going to have money, I want real money,” answered Sleeper. “He was only beaten by a head, so I don’t mind.”


    He began to eat the broiled fish, while Pop looked on in a peculiar combination of horror and delight.


    Sleeper was succeeding in that task very well while the peddler filled a pipe, lighted it, then sat down on a stump to smoke.


    “Supposin’ that you got that two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, Sleeper, what would you do with it?” Pop asked.


    “I’d get married,” said Sleeper. “But I don’t know who I’d marry.”


    “You’d get married … and you don’t know to what girl?” shouted Lowry. “Dog-gone me, if you ain’t a crazy one!”


    “I don’t know which one,” said Sleeper. “There’s Kate Williams … I get pretty dizzy every time I think about her. But then there’s Maisry Telford. Her eyes have a way of smiling that I can’t forget.”


    “Maisry Telford … why, she ain’t nothin’ but a little tramp. She ain’t got a penny to her name,” said the peddler. “You mean that Kate Williams would take you, Sleeper?”


    “Perhaps she wouldn’t,” said Sleeper. “But there have been times when we seemed to understand each other pretty well.”


    “My God, she’s worth a coupla millions,” said the peddler. “At least, when her father dies, she is. Marry her, kid, if you got any sense at all. Maisry Telford, what’s she got?”


    “A good pair of hands on reins or a rifle, and a nice way with a horse or a man. She could ride all day and dance all night. She doesn’t need a big house. She’s at home in the whole range of the mountains. She could find you a rabbit stew in the middle of the desert, and she could find firewood above timberline in a thirty below blizzard. That’s some of the things that she could do.”


    “Take her, then,” said the peddler. “It ain’t in you to have sense and marry money. It ain’t in you to keep anything. What you got on you now?”


    “A comb, a toothbrush, and a razor,” said Sleeper. “A bridle and saddle and a horse to wear them … clothes to cover me … and a knife so that I can carve my name right up on the forehead of this little old world, Pop.”


    Pop began to laugh. “If I was a magician and could give you any wish, what would you ask for first?”


    “A sack of bull and some wheat-straw papers,” said Sleeper.


    Pop Lowry, laughing still, opened one of the hampers of his first mule and produced the required articles. Sleeper accepted them with thanks, and soon was smoking.


    “Why did you want me to meet you up here?” asked Sleeper. “I’ve been waiting a whole day.”


    “I was held up,” said the peddler.


    “What sort of crookedness held you up?” demanded Sleeper. “Were you planning a bank robbery, or just to stick up a stage? Or were you bribing a jury to get one of your crooks out of jail?”


    “Sleeper,” said the peddler, “it’s a kind of a sad thing the way you ain’t got no faith in me. But the thing that I want you to do now is right up your street. It’s just the breakin’ of a hoss to ride.”


    “What kind of a horse?”


    “Just a nervous sort of a high-headed fool of a stallion,” said the peddler. “And four of my boys have tried their hands with him and gone bust.”


    “Where’d you steal the horse?” Sleeper asked.


    “There you go ag’in,” sighed Pop Lowry, “as though I never bought and paid for nothin’ in my life. But lemme tell you where the place is. You know Mount Kimbal? Well, down on the western side there’s a valley, small and snug with Kimbal Creek running through it. And back in the brush there’s a cabin … .”


    “Where the Indian lived that Tim Leary killed?” Sleeper queried.


    “Right. Go there, Sleeper. You’ll find the hoss there. You’ll find Dan Tolan there, too, and Joe Peek and Harry Paley and Slats Lewis. Know them?”


    “No.”


    “You’ll know ’em, when you see ’em. Tell ’em I sent you.”


    “I just break the horse, is that all?” asked Sleeper.


    “Wait a minute. The thing is to break that hoss to riding, and to deliver his reins into the hands of a gent named Oscar Willie in Jagtown. That’s all you have to do, and them four will help you to do it.”


    “Where’s the catch?” asked Sleeper.


    The peddler hesitated, his small bright eyes shifting on Sleeper’s face. “There’s some two-legged snakes that would like to have that hoss to themselves,” he said at last. “You’ll have to keep your eyes open.”


    “How does it happen that you’ve never given me murder to do?” asked Sleeper, looking with disgust at the pockmarked face of the peddler. “While I’m a sworn slave to you for six weeks or so longer, how does it happen that you haven’t asked me to kill somebody?”


    “Why ask a cat to walk on wet ground?” said the peddler. “Why give you a murder to do and let you hang afterward? In the first place, you wouldn’t do the job, no matter how you’ve swore to be my man for the time bein’. In the second place, there’s other errands you can run to hell and back for me.”


    Sleeper knew that Pop Lowry was telling the truth. Pop, this mysterious peddler of the open range, was a smart man, had a head on him that turned everything into gold. Six weeks ago, when he made Sleeper his slave, he could just as well have taken money. Sleeper offered it. But Pop looked far into the future. Sleeper would have given anything to keep his friend, Bones, from hanging—only Pop Lowry could help him. And the peddler had required of Sleeper three months of his service. He would take nothing else.


    So for a month and a half now Sleeper had been held by oath to do whatever Pop had ordered. So far murder had not been among his assignments. But when Pop Lowry saw a chance where murder would bring in gold, Sleeper would have to do his bidding … .


    
      Unbroken stallion

    

    Dan Tolan was big, not above six feet, perhaps, but built all the way from the ground, up to ponderous shoulders and a bull neck, to a jaw that was capable of breaking ox-bones to get at the marrow inside them. Above the jaw, big Dan Tolan sloped away. The executive part of his body was constructed along the most generous lines, but the legislative chamber was small. He had little or no forehead, and the structure of his skull was pyramidal from behind, also, sloping upward and inward from the great bulging fleshy wrinkles at the top of his neck.


    Big Dan Tolan, standing at the door of the shack with a rifle in his hands, looked with disfavor at the slender young man who stood before him. Looking past this stranger, Dan Tolan saw the horse that had carried the other to the spot, and the heart of Dan was burning with desire. Every line of that creature spoke of speed and breeding. He was sixteen hands high if he was an inch, and muscled in a way that promised even the weight of Dan Tolan a ride.


    “Who are you? Whatcha want? Who sent you?” asked Tolan.


    “Sleeper. To break the stallion. Lowry,” said Sleeper.


    Tolan blinked. Then he realized that his triple question had been answered part by part.


    “Lowry?” he repeated. There was no comment from Sleeper. “So Pop Lowry sent you, eh?” said Tolan. Then, without turning his head, he called: “Hey, fellers, come out here.”


    They came to the door. Slats Lewis was enormously tall, vastly thin, with a pair of ears like the wings of a bat, but the other two were not remarkable in any way. They would never have been noticed in any large crowd of cowpunchers.


    “This here,” said Tolan, “was sent by Pop. What the hell you think of that? To break the stallion, he says!”


    The face of Slats was split in two by a gaping grin. “Give him a try,” said Slats. “And … where did he get that red hoss, yonder?”


    “Leave that hoss alone. I seen it first,” said Tolan. “You want to try your hand at the stallion, eh?” He began to grin and rub his left hip with a caressing hand.


    Sleeper took note of a bandage around Slats’s head, and a great purple bruise that disfigured Joe Peek’s forehead. Harry Paley had all the skin off the end of his nose, and it was not the heat of the sun that had removed it.


    “Sure, and why not leave him have a try at Inverness?” asked Paley.


    In his eagerness, he hurried out and led the way around the side of the shack to a corral that consisted of strong saplings that had been planted in a wide circle, and strengthened with cross-pieces. It made a living corral of trees with one narrow gate.


    Inside that corral was one of the finest animals that Sleeper had ever seen—a thoroughbred bay stallion.


    “Walk right in and make yourself at home,” said Paley.


    Sleeper climbed one of the trees and sat out on a lower branch. Inverness, having apparently turned his back to the stranger and lost all interest in him, whirled suddenly, crossed the corral with a racing stride, and bounded high into the air. His eyes were two red streaks, and his mouth gaped like that of some carnivorous beast. But he fell just short in his effort, and his teeth snapped vainly at Sleeper’s leg.


    There was a yell of applause from the other four.


    “Come down and tackle him on his own ground,” yelled Dan Tolan.


    But Sleeper merely crossed his legs and rolled a smoke.


    “Leave him be,” said Paley. “He wants to think a while, and I guess I know what’s he got in his bean, all right.”


    “We don’t need to wait for the show to start,” commented Slats. “When the circus begins, the band’ll start up, all right.”


    They went back to the shack, muttering vague comments about Pop Lowry, who had sent them a half-wit, a baby-face to do a man’s work. Yet, it was very, very odd, for Pop was not the fellow to make important mistakes.


    They first looked over the gold stallion that had brought the youth to them. There were plenty of features that were worth much observation. For one thing, instead of a bridle, the horse wore a light hackamore; he was guided, it appeared, without a bit at all.


    “Just one of these here family pets,” said Slats.


    “Look out. I never seen a stallion that was no family pet,” said Paley.


    “I’ll ride him,” declared Slats.


    Slats was far the best rider of them all, and they helped him put on the saddle and cinch it up. The lack of a bit troubled Slats a little, but he declared that he would have no trouble with the stallion.


    In fact, the big golden beauty—which would have made almost twice the substance of racy Inverness—stood as quietly as a family pet while the saddle was being adjusted and even when Slats swung into the stirrups. After that the great stallion, Careless, did a dancing step and turn, with a whip-snap at the end of it, and Slats slid out into the air and came down in a sitting posture with a great thump.


    Careless resumed his grazing; he showed not the slightest desire to bolt. Slowly Slats got to his feet.


    “Anybody see that kid ridin’ this here?” asked Slats.


    “No,” said Tolan.


    “Then he never did ride him. He brought him up here on a lead. There might be one man in the world that can ride that devil, but there ain’t two.”


    “Hold on, Slats,” said Tolan. “Ain’t you gonna try ag’in?”


    “Me? I’ve had enough tryin’,” said Slats, and stalked back into the house.


    The others stripped off the saddle again, and Careless kept his ears pricked as he grazed.


    “There’s somethin’ behind all this here,” declared Tolan. “Two hosses that can’t be rode. And Lowry behind the both of them. What might it mean, anyway?”


    “Go see how the kid’s getting on with Inverness,” said one.


    Paley went and came back with the report that the kid had descended from his tree and now was sitting on the ground. “Inside the corral!” said Paley.


    There was a general exclamation of wonder. “How come?” demanded Tolan.


    “I dunno how come,” answered Paley. “But he’s sure settin’ there, smokin’ cigarettes, and talkin’ none at all. Just whistling a little. Lullaby songs is what he’s whistling. Maybe he thinks Inverness is a baby in a cradle.”


    They laughed a good bit at this and went back to their poker game inside the shack. As the dusk came on and they lighted a lantern, Tolan went out to the corral.


    “You don’t eat none till you’ve rode that hoss!” he shouted.


    Then, coming close to the corral, he peered between the trunks of the trees and saw a sight that made the hair lift on his head. A tiny spot of light caught his eye, first, and then, in the dimness beneath the trees, he was able to make out a slender form seated on the bare back of Inverness!


    It was true. There sat Sleeper on the unsaddled back of Inverness, sometimes puffing a cigarette that faintly lighted his handsome face, and sometimes whistling plaintive little songs. And the stallion, moving slowly, still grazing the short grass inside the big corral, paid no heed whatever to the burden on his back.


    Dan Tolan went back to the shack and stood breathless with astonishment on the threshold. “Him … Sleeper … he’s on the back of that damned hoss … and Inverness likes it,” he gasped.


    There was a general springing up.


    “Set that table for five,” said Tolan, “because as far as I can see, the kid is gonna eat with the men tonight.”


    There was a good deal of clattering about the old stove that stood in a corner of the shack, and more jangling in setting out the tin plates and cups on the table. But through this noise, a little later, the voice of Sleeper sounded.


    “All right, boys,” he said. “I guess Inverness is ready to be delivered.”


    They poured out from the shack and found that Inverness, saddled and bridled, was dancing in the starlight before the cabin. Around him, prancing, rearing as though to strike, maneuvered the great, gleaming body of Careless.


    “Go back … back!” called Sleeper.


    Careless went rapidly back, snorting protest.


    “Lie down, boy,” called Sleeper.


    The four staring men saw the stallion sink to the ground as though he had been a well-trained hunting dog.


    Then, softly, Sleeper rode Inverness back and forth, saying: “He’s been broken to the bridle. He’s been managed long ago. He just has to remember a few things, and then he’ll be safe for a lady to ride to church.”


    
      Four men’s fortunes

    

    When Sleeper sat at the table with the others, Dan Tolan said to him: “How you come to handle hosses like that? Got some Injun in you, or something?”


    “Hey, he’s got blue eyes, ain’t he?” interrupted Harry Paley. “How could he be an Injun?”


    “Yeah, and I’ve seen blue-eyed Injun ’breeds,” said Dan Tolan, scowling heavily at Sleeper. “Or maybe you got some greaser in you, kid?”


    “Look for yourself,” said Sleeper, smiling.


    He showed his white teeth as he smiled. It was almost caressing but just a trifle feline and dangerous.


    “What you mean … look for myself?” demanded Dan Tolan, pouring half a cup of steaming black coffee down his great gullet. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and left a dirty stain clinging to the stiffness of the hairs.


    “Why, a fellow ought to be able to tell what other people are by giving them a look,” said Sleeper.


    “Yeah, and how would I know what you done to Inverness?”


    “I waited till the evening came on,” said Sleeper. “Horses are like men. They get lonely at the end of the day, and, when Inverness poked his head over the fence and tried to look his way out of trouble, I talked to him a little.”


    “Now, listen to the crazy talk this kid is throwing,” said Slats, and split his face exactly in half with a grin.


    “He talked to Inverness, eh?” laughed Paley.


    “I talked till I got his ears forward. Then I went inside the corral,” said Sleeper. “The rest was easy. When he didn’t smash me up in his first charge, I saw that he wasn’t a mean horse. He’d only been misunderstood.”


    “He’d only been what?” roared Slats. “Listen to me. I was short and fat till he slammed me on the ground so hard that he made me what I am today. You mean that was because I misunderstood him?”


    “Misunderstood,” murmured Dan Tolan. Then he roared out: “You went and hypnotized him … or you give him some dope. Why don’t you open up and try to tell the truth like a man? What did you do to the hoss, I’m asking.”


    “We had a little talk together, and then I hopped up on his back. He didn’t mind at all. It just reminded him of the old days.”


    “What old days?” asked Dan Tolan. The other three straightened a little in their chairs.


    “The old racing days,” said Sleeper.


    “I suppose the hoss told you that he used to be a racer?” asked Paley.


    “That’s right,” said Sleeper. “There’s a saddle mark on Inverness.”


    “That’s a lie!” exclaimed Dan Tolan. “There ain’t no mark of no kind at all on him. I been over him inch by inch.”


    “With your eyes, not with your hands,” said Sleeper. “There’s a soft saddle mark behind the withers. I felt it across the bone. A Western saddle, a regular range saddle, doesn’t sit where an English saddle sits,” Sleeper explained. “Inverness is a racer and a good one. He’s a stake horse … or he ought to be.”


    The other four stared at one another.


    “He’s kidding us,” said Dan Tolan, presently. “Run your hands over, Paley. Tell us something about him, will you?”


    “He’d be more at home working a faro lay-out,” said Sleeper.


    “Hey! Hold on!” exclaimed Paley.


    “Aw, he seen you somewhere at work,” said Dan Tolan. “What about Joe Peek? What’s the touch of Joe tell you?”


    “Joe sang around barrooms and maybe at the Bird Cage Theater till his voice went back on him,” said Sleeper.


    “Now … I’ll be damned,” muttered Peek. “He never seen me on the stage, anyway.”


    “How’d you come to guess that?” asked Tolan, scowling in darker anger than before.


    “Why, he hummed one of the songs a while ago,” said Sleeper. “One of those ‘love you till the seas run dry’ songs. He has a husky voice … like a singer who took to liquor, instead of singing lessons. Besides, he keeps his clothes clean, ties his bandanna with a fancy knot, looks at his boots as though he expected to see them shine … and real good singers don’t spoil their voices with red-eye,” Sleeper wound up.


    There was a silence. Peek was glaring. Then Tolan laughed. “Go on, kid,” he said. “Try Slats. What’s he been?”


    “Murder,” said Sleeper, and looked straight across the table at Slats.


    The tall man stared back, his eyes pale and bright. “By God,” whispered Slats, “who are you?” He pushed back his chair, softly, keeping those hypnotic, pale eyes steadily on Sleeper’s face.


    “Leave him be,” interrupted Tolan. “You done pretty well with the rest. Now what about me?”


    “Before you entered the ring, or after you left it?” asked Sleeper.


    Tolan started. “What … ?” he began. Then he paused and went on: “You could tell that by the marks on my face, maybe.”


    “You could’ve got those in barroom fights,” said Paley. “No, he figgered it some other way. How, Sleeper?”


    “He looks at a man’s hands, instead of at his eyes,” said Sleeper. “He steps short … he’s light on his feet in spite of his weight … and he seems set to punch, when he stands close to a man. Besides … .”


    “That’s enough,” said Paley. “Want some more, Dan?”


    “Yeah,” muttered Tolan. “Why not? What else do you think you know, kid?”


    “It’s a long yarn, I guess,” said Sleeper, “and I’m tired of talking.”


    “I ain’t tired,” answered the big fellow. “Go and yap your damned piece and let’s hear what’s in it?”


    “Women … and a good deal of dirt,” said Sleeper.


    “Ha!” grunted Dan Tolan, pushing back his chair in his turn.


    “Wait a minute,” said Slats, grinning as he laid a restraining hand on his leader’s shoulder.


    “Yeah, I’m OK,” said Tolan. “Leave him talk. I wanna hear him yap.”


    “When the easy money played out, you got into some trouble that landed you in the pen,” said Sleeper. “That’s why you were never beaten in the ring. You got into the juzgado first.”


    There was one burst of laughter that died at once. The men were watching the white hate in the face of Tolan, and it silenced them.


    “And then, afterward, you didn’t give a damn,” said Sleeper. “You felt that the world owed you something, and you took it with a gun. Then you got thick with Slats, and since then you’ve been pointing out to him that the fellow was worth shooting … sometimes you even help with the killings. And if … .”


    Tolan rose to his feet, slowly.


    “Wait a minute,” protested Slats. “Don’t go and beat him up, chief, till you find out who told him these things.”


    “How do you tell a skunk from a coyote? By the look of the face, mostly,” said Sleeper. “Slats wears his guns so that I could hardly spot them … he’s a professional with them. But he hasn’t a brain to campaign by himself … he’s just a knife in the hand of a boss, and his boss is Tolan, by the way Slats keeps turning to him. But Tolan knows even more about guns than he does about … .”


    “Damn!” said Tolan, and charged.


    The bulk of his headlong weight knocked Sleeper backward. Tolan’s driving left hand missed Sleeper’s face by sheerest chance, it seemed; but the mere wind of the blow appeared to beat him toward the floor. Over his stooping body the big man stumbled. Sleeper at the same instant was rising. His hands did something strange. Dan Tolan, lurching into the air, landed face down with a frightful crash.


    Sleeper’s hands dipped into Tolan’s clothes; two guns flashed in his grasp as he threw them out the open door. And Tolan, rising, streaming curses and blood from a cut mouth, charged with both fists smashing. In an instant he had cornered Sleeper, measured him.


    “Kill him!” screamed Slats.


    The blow was a powerful, straight right honestly intended to tear Sleeper’s head off his shoulders. Sleeper stood there as though overcome with terror, his hands only half raised and open. Then, at the last instant, he made a frightened little gesture and whirled, as though to turn his back upon the punishment. But Tolan’s arm shot harmlessly over Sleeper’s shoulder, and Sleeper caught that pile-driver in a double grasp. A quick heave of Sleeper’s back and shoulders converted the power of Tolan’s blow into a lunge that pitched the big fellow heavily against the wall.


    The shock stunned him. He dropped to his hands and knees and wavered there, dripping blood onto the floor.


    The others had stopped their cheerful yelling. In a deadly silence they watched as Tolan got to his feet, staggering. With both hands he was feeling for his guns. When he found that they were gone, he breathed: “Slats, he’s made a fool of me. Them hands of his jar a gent silly like a mule’s hoofs. Blow hell out of him, Slats!”


    But Slats did not move a hand. That was very surprising to those who knew him, most of all to Dan Tolan, until his clearing eyes saw that a bright, trembling flash of a knife lay in the flat of Sleeper’s hand. It was held to the side, ready for instant use. After what he had seen, Slats would as soon have tried to dodge the stroke of a snake as the hurled point of that blade.


    Sleeper was hardly breathing deeply, as he said: “Well, boys, why not all sit down and finish our coffee and cigarettes?”


    They sat down in silence. Dan Tolan kept licking the blood from his mouth. The coffee cup trembled in his hand.


    
      Race of thoroughbreds

    

    The silence in which the men at the table sat was a deadly thing that moved like a sliding serpent. First they glanced at one another, and then each man looked only at his own cup of coffee or the fuming of his own cigarette, until Paley said curiously: “What’s your main business, outside of taming horses and raising hell?”


    He had just spoken when, outside the house, there was a faint creaking sound that made Slats jump to his feet.


    “The gate to the corral!” he said.


    “Inverness is leanin’ against it, maybe,” suggested Dan Tolan.


    But the creak of the gate came again, and then a horse trotted softly, passing near the house.


    Without a word, the men rushed out into the moonlight and saw a tall horse striding away with a rider flattened on his back, urging him to full speed.


    A keening cry came out of all those throats: “Onslow! It’s Onslow that’s got him!” But no man stirred to saddle a horse and pursue. There was a good reason for that. Now that Inverness was launched beyond gunshot, like a tireless arrow, he would outstride the pursuit of any mustang.


    But Careless was not a mere mustang. Sleeper cast one look at the fugitive that glimmered away into nothing through the moonlight, then snatched up saddle and hackamore and whistled as he ran out the door. Careless came, bounding like a hunting dog when it sees the gun.


    “That nag looks like he might give us a chance.” Dan Tolan was inspired by the beauty of the great stallion. “Tag that gent Onslow for us, and we’ll come up and smash him, Sleeper! Get your hosses, boys! On the run!”


    They were already sprinting for their riding gear, as Sleeper slid the saddle over the sleek back of the stallion and pulled up the cinches. It was a light saddle, made after the range pattern but without the solid mass and weight that burdens the back of a horse and is of no use except to hold the pull of the rope when a full-grown steer hits the end of the slack. The hackamore was tossed over the head of Careless; the throatlatch was not buckled until Sleeper was in the saddle, flattening himself along the neck of the horse until he had reached the strap. Then he settled himself to the work of riding a five-mile race.


    For the first few miles the fugitive, no matter how he trusted to the speed of his racer, would use that speed liberally to put a vital distance between himself and all possible pursuit. After that he was likely to slacken the pace of his stallion and save his strength against the challenge of a long distance. It was probable that he had fled away on the straight line that he intended to pursue to the end of his journey, but, as Sleeper strained his eyes before him, he knew that his task would be hopeless unless he actually caught sight of the other rider.


    They were in the middle of a wide plateau around which the mountains reared, slashed here and there with many cañons. Those waterways, dry except in the flood time of June, when the snow dissolved suddenly along the heights, offered a hundred roads opening in any direction. So Sleeper let Careless rush away with his huge, rolling stride, peering all the while at the trees that dotted the plain or the rolling ground before him.


    At last, he saw a dim thing that did not approach him. The other tree forms poured back to him with the gallop of Careless, but this object floated at a distance, coming only slowly, slowly toward him. As they drew together, he knew that the running object was a man on horseback; he had seen the silhouette as the pair reached the top of a rise with the moonlight sky beyond them to make the outline clearer.


    He looked back. Behind him there was no sight of Tolan and his three men. There was no help within reach, and it would have to be a man-to-man fight, if he managed to overtake Onslow. He wished that he had had a chance to learn more about that fellow who had followed four crooks of the capacities of Tolan’s gang. He wanted to hear about the man who had managed, like himself, to tame the fierce stallion and ride him away. At least, Onslow must have been a well-known enemy or his name would not have sprung instantly to the lips of the four.


    One thing was certain. Such a fellow was sure to be armed to the teeth and to know how to use his weapons. And this moonlight was so bright that it would serve almost like the sun for a good gunman. Sleeper carried no firearms. Neither rifle nor revolver had been in his hands since he had been forced into the service of Pop Lowry. The commissions of that dangerous criminal were too apt to put Sleeper in the way of taking life … and he did not want to have the opportunity.


    What seemed to lie before him was the task of riding up to a fighting man through some narrow, echoing cañon and then attempting to close with him from behind. But could Careless catch Inverness, if the fugitive preferred to flee even from a single enemy? Sleeper recalled the slender black legs of the bay horse that looked like hammered iron and the length of the rein and the vast sweep of the line from the saddle to the hocks. He shook his head. Never before had he doubted the ability of Careless to run down any horse in the world.


    He looked back and saw the huge, triangular head of Mount Kimbal against the moonlit sky; he looked forward and saw the smaller heights before him chopped and slashed by ravines. Well up toward the tops of these mountains he could see the faint glow of snow under the mist that was blowing across the peaks above timberline.


    Into one of these ravines the stranger entered with his horse. Sleeper followed, and after that he was under a continual strain. He had to keep his horse on the very borderline of earshot. Sight would not help him a great deal, now, because the cañon floor twisted here and there so rapidly that the towering walls of the ravine fenced through the bright sky a narrow, winding path, a sort of cow trail through the stars. To keep the other in view, Sleeper would have had to venture within fifty yards of him, a great part of the time.


    They were climbing continually now. Thin noises of running water underfoot mingled with the melancholy songs of waterfalls in the distance. They were up to such a height that now there was no sign of a tree except the tough lodgepole pines which are the vanguard of the Western forest, the hardy pioneers which lay down brief generations of humus before the larger trees can find rootage. Even the lodgepole pines commenced to thin out, and just above his head Sleeper saw the bald, scalped pinnacles of the peaks, sometimes wrapped with mist, sometimes silvered over with snow and white moonlight.


    Then those occasional noises ahead of Sleeper stopped. The horse knew this business almost as well as his master. It was not the first time that he had been used for the stalking of danger, and Careless put down his feet like a cat. Never a loose stone did he tread on. He trembled at sudden noises of wind and water on either side. He went with his ears pricked rigidly forward and his head turned just a trifle, as though to keep his eye on the trail and on his master at the same time. As he stole forward, his eyes blazing, his red-rimmed nostrils expanded and quivering, he seemed inspired by the eagerness of a hunting beast and an inquiring man.


    The wind was against them. It blew them up the high ravine or the next accident never could have happened. As it was, there came a sudden snort in the dimness ahead of them, and the next instant Sleeper made out a horseman mounting just before him.


    “Hullo!” called the voice of the stranger.


    Sleeper, silently, with one pressure of his heels, made Careless leap like a panther to the kill. He saw the flash of a drawn gun. He made out the bearded features of a man. The gun boomed almost in his face, and then he sloughed himself out of the saddle and hurled himself at the other.


    The impact, as he gripped the man, knocked them both headlong to the ground. Even in the air the lightning hands of Sleeper were not clenched, but he drove the edge of his palm like a blunt cleaver, again and again, against the nerve center under the pit of the other man’s right arm, to paralyze the man’s every nerve. Then they struck the ground, and Sleeper’s head banged against a rock. The world whirled madly about him … .


    
      Battle of the stallions

    

    He was awake. The world no longer danced in crazy waves—but, as in a nightmare, he could see danger without being able to do anything about it. Not a muscle of his body would respond to his will as he watched Onslow disentangle himself and rise to his feet, staggering.


    The right hand with which Onslow leaned to pick up his fallen gun could not grasp the weapon, Sleeper saw. Only his left hand still functioned, but for such a fellow as Onslow that would probably be enough. He swung about toward Sleeper, made one step toward him, and leveled the gun. This, then, was to be the last moment?


    But the strangest of interruptions came. Careless, making the charge like a true warhorse, had smashed his shoulder into the beautiful bay horse and knocked him reeling. Now, recovering himself after lurching past, Careless whirled about and galloped, trumpeting with rage, straight at Inverness.


    The bewilderment of Sleeper did not endure. He should have known in the first place that, if two stallions caught the scent of one another, they would be instantly fierce for battle. And, like a pair of mountain lions, the two now flung together.


    The bay was fast as a flash. So was Careless. In this mutual charge they swerved past one another, rearing and striking out with their sharp forehoofs. One stroke of those weapons would be sufficient to smash the heavy skull like paper.


    Onslow, wildly shouting out, had whirled back toward the fighting horses. He fired, and Sleeper thought for a terrible moment that it was the bullet that knocked Careless to his knees. It was not the bullet, however, but a glancing blow from the hoof of Inverness that dropped the golden stallion. And the dark blood poured down Careless’s head.


    Inverness rushed in to finish his victory, but Careless still was full of brain power and battle wiles. He lurched to his feet and drove his head like a striking snake at Inverness’s throat. His teeth glanced from the sleek of the other throat, only when the blood came. In a whirling tangle the two great animals swerved about.


    Sleeper, more by power of prayer than through physical strength, struggled back to his feet. Onslow was rushing this way and that, trying to get in a shot that would do away with Careless without imperiling the life of Inverness. Twice he fired, but the revolver wobbled in his hand—apparently he was no two-handed gunman—and Careless went uninjured.


    Drawing back a little, Careless charged Inverness, checked his attack, swerved to the side, and reared. Inverness, missing these feints, thrust in to close. But one terrible blow from a forehoof struck his side with hide-ripping force, and Sleeper distinctly heard the breaking of bones. That stroke, even though it fell upon the body, brought a human groan from the throat of the bay horse. He tried to flee, but, as he turned, a second hammer stroke clipped him across the head and laid him prone.


    If Inverness were not dead, he would perish the next moment, and, then, Careless would go down under Onslow’s bullets. But at this moment Sleeper found breath to cry out. It was like calling to a wild storm, but the magic of his control over the horse was so perfect that the single cry stopped Careless and sent him wincing backward.


    Onslow had turned toward the sudden voice behind him, gun in hand. A stroke from the cleaver-edge of Sleeper’s palm made Onslow’s left hand nerveless—the big Colt dropped to the ground. Even then, with his right arm quite useless and his left hand incapable, Onslow drove bravely in toward Sleeper. But he might as well have lunged at a will-o’-the-wisp. Sleeper dodged that attack and smashed Onslow once beneath the ear.


    He did not even pause to watch the inert body drop to the ground. Onslow was still collapsing as Sleeper scooped the revolver from the place where it had fallen and sprang to see if life remained in Inverness.


    The stallion was recovering, struggling to his knees feebly. Inverness stood at last with hanging head, blood dripping from his torn throat. He was badly hurt, to be sure, and made no movement to escape, even though great Careless stood on the alert, braced and ready to spring again to the battle.


    Sleeper touched Inverness’s torn throat. It was a mere surface wound, fortunately, and the huge swelling on the side of the horse’s head was not serious. Sleeper knew that there were cracked ribs under the lump that had risen on the side of the bay. But they would heal, if the horse had rest and care.


    Sleeper turned back to Onslow, as the prostrate man began to struggle on the ground, returning to consciousness. Swiftly Sleeper’s knowing hands wandered over the fellow, but he found no trace of another weapon except a single pocketknife of very ordinary dimensions. When he was sure of this, he stooped and helped Onslow to his feet.


    Bewildered and agape, Onslow stared about him, saw Sleeper with a wild eye, and then ran toward his horse. He seemed able to see better with his hands than with his eyes, and those hands were embracing the big stallion with a trembling love.


    “There’s nothing to do,” said Sleeper. “Those cuts are only surface slashes. They’re not bleeding much now. The broken ribs are the worst part of it. Come here, Careless.”


    The golden stallion came to him at once, while Onslow turned slowly. He looked from Sleeper’s face to the revolver in his hand, then shook his head. “You’re with Tolan?” he asked.


    “No,” said Sleeper. “I’m simply taking Inverness.”


    He scooped from the ground a bit of soft moss and laid it over the cut on his stallion’s head—but the bleeding was easing. His own head rang as though hammers were at work on anvils inside it.


    “And you’re the thief that Tolan expected, eh?” said Sleeper. “You’re the one that he knew would be on the horse’s trail? You’re Onslow?”


    “That’s my name,” said the bearded man. “But I never heard of a man called a thief before because he come and took his own horse back from them that had grabbed it.”


    “Your horse?” exclaimed Sleeper.


    “Sure,” answered Onslow.


    “I should have known,” said Sleeper bitterly, “that Tolan would never be mixed up in anything but dirty work! But how do you come to own a horse like that … a thoroughbred?”


    “He’s no thoroughbred,” said Onslow.


    “He’s got to be,” said Sleeper, frowning as he looked over the flawless lines of the stallion.


    “Mustang,” answered Onslow.


    “That horse!” Sleeper exclaimed. Now he heard, far away, the clangor of many hoofs in a lower ravine, a noise that blew up for a moment on a gust of wind, and was gone. “There’s Tolan now,” said Sleeper.


    “Yeah,” answered Onslow, and said no more, but waited.


    “Onslow,” said Sleeper. “It’s a queer thing that you’ve told me, but somehow I believe you. If Tolan gets up here … .” He shrugged his shoulders.


    The mist had cleared up a little, although vast piles of clouds reared on either side of the brightness, toward the moon.


    “They may have heard the noise of your gun,” Sleeper said. “Anyway, they’re coming. Onslow, suppose we try to get Inverness out of their way, broken ribs or not?”


    “D’you mean that?” demanded Onslow.


    “I mean it,” said Sleeper. “Take his head and walk ahead of me. There … through that gap and down that ravine.”


    It was a narrow opening in a tall wall of the cliff at the left, and through this Onslow led his stallion, looking anxiously back to see how the tall bay followed. Inverness, still with his head down, went on gingerly, stepping very short, pausing now and then as though the pain in his side were too much for him to endure.


    Behind him came Sleeper and Careless—and far away the noise of hoofbeats grew constantly clearer.


    
      The stallion’s story

    

    In that narrow valley they had not gone far when they saw, at their right, a ragged cleft in the wall of the ravine that looked hardly the thickness of a man’s body, but, when Sleeper tried it, he found that both horse and man could pass into a cramped little gully that, fifty feet ahead, opened out into a sort of grass-floored amphitheater a hundred yards across, with great boulders strewn over it. The sides of this amphitheater were so steep that hardly a fly could have climbed to the top edge.


    Into that retreat they passed. As the older man pointed out, they had run into a bottle. The enemy need only discover them in it, and, from the heights around, Tolan and his crew would have them entirely at their mercy. But there was nothing else to do. They sat down in the throat of the narrow entrance, after the horses had been tethered inside the gully. Onslow, his revolver resting on his knee, peered into the larger valley outside, and they waited for trouble.


    Now and then they could hear, from the distance, the clattering of hoofs, fading out or approaching. Again a horse neighed, far off, a sound made mysterious by the flying echoes.


    “What’s this horse, Inverness, all about?” asked Sleeper.


    Onslow said: “What are you about, partner? I don’t make you out. You throw in with Tolan … and then you throw ag’in’ him.”


    “I’m only a fellow who wastes his time,” answered Sleeper. “Tell me about Inverness.”


    “Well,” said Onslow, “my father was a Scotchman who come over early and took up some mighty bare land that reminded him of the look of things around Inverness … so he called his ranch by that name. The old man made the place go, and he kept expandin’ until he had a whole pile of land. It was so wild that one day a band of wild mustangs break in and run off our whole dog-gone cavvy. We chased those runaways, and we seen in the distance the leader, a big bay stallion, with black stockings on all four legs and a white star on his forehead. We run those hosses with relays until we got back our own, and then we legged it after that stallion, but we never could catch White Star. He could run from morning to night and laugh at us the whole time.


    “We asked around, and tried to find out if any thoroughbreds had been lost in that neck of the woods.” Onslow shook his head. “But there wasn’t none missing. It was pretty plain that piece of silk and iron was a mustang, although nobody never seen a mustang with the look of him, before. Well, he got in my blood. I couldn’t sleep. He got between me and my chuck. I thinned out a lot, and all the time I was on the go, tryin’ to locate him.” Onslow leaned forward, one hand on his knee. He was frowning slightly as he went on with his story, plainly showing that it was the sole ambition in his life.


    “If we couldn’t catch him with hosses and a rope, I thought, maybe, that I could manage it by creasing him. I knew that a lot of hosses had been killed that way, because, if the rifle bullet comes close enough to the vertebrae to stun the hoss, it’s likely to kill him, too. But I was a pretty good hand with a gun, and I used to practice at snuffin’ the flame of a candle about as far as I could see it good. And pretty soon I felt that I could peel an apple and core it with my Thirty-Thirty. So I hit the trail, and about a month later I got a good sight of White Star. He was about half a mile away, but I wriggled and snaked along until I got close enough for a fair shot.”


    Onslow stopped talking for a moment. In his eyes Sleeper could see him lining the sights again for that most beautiful of all horses. Then the man went on: “My heart was so big that my ribs were busting, but, when I pulled the trigger, all the mares that were with White Star scattered, running, and the stallion dropped flat. I got up and run to him. I run as fast as I could hump it, a rope ready to tie him before he come to, but, when I reached the spot, there wasn’t no need of any rope to tie him. He was dead. I’d busted his neck.


    “Well, I took and stayed there, sleekin’ him with my hand and looking at the brightness of his dead eyes, until he begun to turn cold. Then I went home. But I stayed sick … and the feel of his silk hide was never out of the tips of my fingers. There wasn’t nothin’ but rememberin’ the finest hoss I’d ever seen … and he was dead.”


    Onslow’s head drooped as he felt again the dejection of that day so long ago. His fingers spread in a gesture of emptiness.


    “There was Judge Winthrop, livin’ not far away, that knowed nigh everything, and I talked to him one day, and he told me about mustangs that now and then turned up like freaks in the herd. You know how a mustang mostly looks … always with four good legs, but roach-backed and lumpish around the head, and ewe-necked, like as not. But the judge said that all of those mustangs come over … their ancestors, I mean … with the Spaniards. And those Spanish hosses was the Arab blood or the Barb from North Africa … the same blood that mixed with English mares to make the English thoroughbred. Hard livin’ on the prairies and in the mountains made the mustangs a tough lot, all right … and it disfigured ’em a good deal. It took the shine out of them and put the devil inside in its place. But now and then one of the common mustang mares would drop a foal that was a regular throwback to those high-headed hosses that the Spaniards brought over.


    “Now, when I heard the judge talk like that, I had an idea. I’d lost White Star. I’d killed him. The only way I could bring him back to life was to make him over again. And that’s what I started to do. I hunted around through the mountains till I spotted what remained of his band, and I worked until I got some of his blood that had white blazes on the forehead, although God knows none of the hosses and none of the mares looked like a patch on White Star.


    “That was when I was seventeen. I’m fifty-four now. It takes about four years to bring around a generation of hoss flesh. I’ve been workin’ at that job all the time since. There’s ten generations altogether, that I kept tryin’, and dog-gone me, if ever I had a sign of luck till five years ago, when I bred a skinny sawbones of a stallion to a runt of a mare, and the foal she dropped had four legs under it that looked like the legs of a deer. And he had black silk stockings on all four legs, and a white blaze, right enough, on his forehead. And when I seen him, I got my hope of what he might be.


    “Well, there he is back in there. He’s Inverness. I gave him that name because, at about the time he was foaled, I lost Pa’s ranch. I’d spent my time breedin’ hosses and dreamin’ dreams, instead of working the herd. I didn’t have wife nor child … but I had Inverness.”


    The pride showed in Onslow’s face as he went rapidly on. The dejection seemed to have passed from his eyes. Even Sleeper began to be excited—for he was a true judge of horses, a lover of rare beauty in the animals. Anyone could see that Inverness was unusual.


    “When he was six months old, he could outrun the herd to water,” Onslow continued proudly. “When he was a yearlin’, he was faster’n a streak of lightnin’. And when he was a two-year-old, I tried him under the saddle, and he went along like a dream. When I felt the wind of his gallop in my face, that was a day for me, partner! It seemed to me like fifty years of livin’ meant something at last.


    “Well, he was all that I had. There wasn’t nothin’ else. I couldn’t make much money out of him here in the West, I thought, but I figgered that I could make a fortune, if only I could get him into a race on an Eastern track. So I got all the money together that I could, and I rode him East. Yes, sir, I rode him every step of the way, because I sure never could’ve got the price of transportation for him along the road. So I landed him at a racetrack near to New York. Well, when I showed him to a couple of gents that knew hoss flesh, they seemed kind of surprised. They put a jockey on his back … and in two seconds that jockey was ridin’ air, not Inverness.


    “That was where I beat myself. I’d never let a human bein’ lay a strap on that colt. He loved me, but he sure hated the rest of the world. I couldn’t make nothin’ out of him by pettin’ him and introducin’ him proper to the jockeys. There was one kid that spent nigh a month gettin’ familiar with Inverness. No, there was nobody to ride him, and I was a hundred and eighty pounds … and no hoss that ever lived could pack that much weight and win a race. There was only one man could sit the saddle on him. And that happened in a funny way, because there was a stable boy that used to get pretty drunk, and, while he was plastered one day, he took and climbed up on the bare back of Inverness, and sort of lay out on him, laughin’, and waitin’ to be bucked off. But Inverness, he never turned a hair! Later on, that feller put a saddle on him … and still Inverness took to him real kind.


    “The boy begun to train him and give him regular gallops, and him and Inverness got real thick. One day there was a regular stake horse havin’ a trial spin around the track, early in the morning, when Cliff … the stable boy … was ridin’ Inverness, and they just hooked up and had it out with one another, and after two furlongs Inverness was about five lengths ahead, and the other jockey pulled up and said that his hoss was lame. But he wasn’t lame … he was just sick, Inverness had gone away from him so fast.


    “After that, Cliff, he came and told me about himself. When he was a kid, he’d been a fine jockey, but he hadn’t gone straight, and he’d been ruled off the track for life for the pullin’ of a hoss. He was pretty heavy now, weighin’ close to a hundred and fifty. But he says it was twelve years before that he’d been ruled off, and, if he changed his name and got thinned down, he’d sure never be recognized. So I agreed with him, and he went to work. I never seen a fellow starve himself so faithful. If Cliff ever gave trouble to the world, he sure made up for it by the trouble he made for himself then. Yes, sir. He stripped the flesh off his body by ten pounds at a time and got himself down to less than a hundred and twenty.


    “It was the fag end of the season when we moved off to a Florida track, and Cliff registered himself under his new name. We put Inverness in a little no-account race, and the money I’d made, workin’ in the stables, we took and bet on Inverness at ten to one. Well, sir, it was just over a mile, that race, and after half a mile was gone, Cliff had to pull his arms out to keep Inverness back. Inverness, he run the last three furlongs with his chin right on his chest and won by half a dozen lengths.”


    The fire was in Onslow’s eyes as he visualized again that first real race. He was well warmed to his subject now, and he could hardly tell his story rapidly enough. Sleeper listened patiently—not breaking in at all, as if any sign or sound from him would somehow spoil the story or cause Inverness to lose out eventually.


    “It made some talk, that race, and, when we entered Inverness in the Lexington Stakes, some of the papers begun to write about him,” Onslow continued. “There was folks said that maybe he was one of the finest hosses that had ever been kept under cover, and why had a four-year-old like that never been run before, and maybe he was not able to stand trainin’. Him with legs of steel! But they all said that no matter how good he was, he would never be able to beat the great champion, Black Velvet, or his runner-up, Galleon.


    “So we put down our money. And when the Lexington Stakes was run, it was a mile and a half, and the eight hosses that went out for it, they had pedigrees longer’n your arm, but not a dog-gone one of them had pedigrees that went back to Cortés, I reckon. Anyway, Galleon done the leading till they was in the home stretch, and then the champion, Black Velvet, he come with a great run, and everybody yelled for him and the crowd it went crazy, because nobody noticed that outsider, Inverness, what came right up with Black Velvet into the lead.


    “A furlong from the finish, I seen Cliff let Inverness go. He come in three lengths ahead of Black Velvet, and there wasn’t no sound heard, except the hoofs of the hosses and some groanin’ noises.


    “Well, sir, we collected our money and felt pretty rich, but then Cliff … he couldn’t hold himself no longer. He got drunk and started talkin’. Pretty soon he was called up by the president of the club, and they said that Cliff had been ruled off the track before and he sure was ruled off double now … and I was ruled off because I’d let Cliff ride … and Inverness was ruled off because he’d let himself be ridden.


    “But there come a gent by the name of Mister Oscar Willis, and he asked me what was I gonna do with Inverness. I said that I would take him out West and start breedin’ ag’in, and try to establish the line of Inverness as clear as a trout stream. And he said that he had a place in Kentucky, and he would be mighty pleased to own Inverness. He offered five thousand, and ten thousand, and fifteen to get Inverness for his breedin’ farm, but I wouldn’t let him go.


    “So I come on West with my hoss, and I headed across country with Inverness to go back and see could I buy a chunk of the old ranch to start the breedin’ farm ag’in. The first night out, I stopped at a deserted shack, leavin’ Inverness hobbled outside. And when I woke up the next mornin’, Inverness, he was sure gone! I never laid eyes on him ag’in until tonight.”


    When he had finished his long story, Onslow packed a pipe and lighted it.


    “They must’ve stolen the horse to send it along to this fellow Oscar Willis in Jagtown,” said Sleeper. “If he offered you fifteen thousand, he must have offered Tolan and the men behind Tolan as much as twenty-five thousand. Tolan would do ten murders for half that much coin. You and I are nowhere near out of the woods now, Onslow.”


    “Anyway,” said Onslow, “the dawn’s comin’ up now, and we’re gonna have a chance to see a few steps of our way a mite clearer, before long.”


    The short summer night was, in fact, already ending. When Sleeper looked up, he could see a faint glow in the sky, with the tops of the cliffs ink-black against it. Then Onslow touched his arm.


    “They’re comin’, partner! Look … look at the whole four of them.”


    Sleeper, turning his head with a start, saw four riders moving slowly up the floor of the outer ravine in single file.


    
      Bottled with death

    

    All the horses drooped with weariness—the riders, however, rode erect and alert. It was plain that Dan Tolan had well-picked men with him. At the head of the procession, Dan seemed about to lead the line of riders straight on past the entrance to the amphitheater, but, when he was almost by it, he turned suddenly in the saddle and looked fixedly toward the crevice in the wall of the ravine, where Onslow and Sleeper lay stretched out flat, barely venturing to peer out at this approaching danger. Then Tolan turned his horse and rode straight for the entrance to the gap!


    He was within fifty feet of the crevice before he halted as suddenly as he had started, and surveyed the entrance to the chasm from head to foot, as though making sure that it could not extend to any depth into the rock. After that, with a twitch of the reins, he pulled around the head of his horse and went up the ravine.


    As the other three riders followed him as before, Onslow turned to Sleeper with relief. “That’s finished,” he said.


    “Maybe not,” said Sleeper. “We ought to get out of here. Tolan traced us this far, and he’s not apt to give up now.”


    “How will he find us?” asked Onslow. “He sure missed us just now. He ain’t a bird with wings, to hop over the mountains and look into this here bowl of ours. Partner, we found the right place … and I’m gonna stay here till I’ve got Inverness healed and right again.”


    After all, there was more of an instinctive than a reasonable objection working in Sleeper’s blood. Therefore, he was willing to be persuaded.


    The sun had come up, actually thickening the shadows that sloped from the eastern side of the hollow, although all the heights began to blaze with light and above them the piled clouds were burning. Then the sun was darkened. Thunder boomed from the central sky, and a tremendous downpour began. The duskiness of twilight took the place of the morning brightness. Hail rattled like a continual musketry, and then the rain settled in for five tumultuous minutes. It beat up clouds of water mist from the rocks. It closed the eyes with its volleys.


    The thunder shower ended as quickly as it had begun. The sun once more parted the clouds. The hollow began to flash with a great brilliance, for the sunlight was reflected across the wet walls of the amphitheater.


    Onslow and Sleeper, drenched by the water that had been bucketed over them, went into the hollow to find the horses. Careless, undepressed by the torrents, whinnied softly to his master, but poor Inverness seemed broken in spirit. His wounds were telling on him.


    They got wisps of grass, twisted them hard, and used these to brush Inverness dry. He winced when the pressure came anywhere near the swollen place on his ribs. It had grown larger, this swelling, and it was hot to the touch.


    They were still discussing the stallion, when a gun spoke from the crevice that led into the hollow. The sound seemed to fly around and around Sleeper’s brain. He heard the whizzing of no bullet and yet the shock was as great as though the lead had been driven straight into his flesh. Another rifle rang out on the height above them, and Sleeper looked up in time to see the marksman drop down behind a rock. He made out Paley’s checkered shirt.


    Onslow said: “They’ve got us, partner! They’ve uncorked the bottle, and they’ve cracked it. We’re gonna leak out and go to waste!”


    It was obviously true. Sleeper, looking wildly about him, saw that the clouds were heaping higher and higher, rolled by the wind. It seemed to him that they represented the danger that was about to overwhelm him. He had been in many perils before this time. But never had he been so completely helpless. The mouth of the crevice was stopped against their retreat. On the heights above them was at least one rifleman, who needed only to take his time, moving around and around the edge of the upper bowl in complete security until he had a chance to pick off the two men, one by one, who might scuttle for a time to the refuge of one boulder and then another.


    Dan Tolan’s bawling voice boomed through the valley: “Sleeper! Hey! Sleeper!” he was calling.


    “Ready, Dan!” Sleeper sang out.


    At this, there was a chorus of laughter from three throats. They had manned the crevice in full force and detailed only one marksman to take the heights and command the situation from the inside.


    “Well, kid,” said Dan Tolan, “looks like you been playin’ both ends ag’in’ the middle. You wanted to get Inverness for yourself, eh?”


    “I seem to be here with him,” said Sleeper.


    “He’s gonna be here without you or Onslow, before long,” bawled Dan Tolan.


    “Tolan,” said Sleeper, “you want two horses. They’ll be dead before you get the men that are with them.” He added, loudly: “Onslow, put a bullet through the head of Careless to show them that we mean what we say.”


    He had not needed to wink at Onslow as he spoke. The latter had not stirred to draw his Colt.


    But Tolan’s yell broke in: “Wait a minute. Maybe we can make some kind of terms with you hombres.”


    “What sort of terms?” asked Sleeper.


    “Talk it out. Talk it out,” pleaded Onslow softly. “There’s gonna be another cloud burst in a minute, and then maybe we can do something.”


    “We could manage to maybe let one of you gents go free,” called Tolan, “if we got the two hosses.”


    “Which one would you let go free?” asked Sleeper.


    “We’d let you loose, kid,” said Tolan instantly.


    “Because poor Onslow might trail his horse and locate it as stolen goods?” asked Sleeper.


    “Hold on,” growled Onslow. “I ain’t gonna be a spike in your coffin, Sleeper … if that’s what they call you. Take your chance when it comes to you. Maybe it ain’t gonna come twice!”


    Sleeper, turning suddenly, looked straight into the older man’s blue eyes. “Two men can always die better than one,” he said. But he added, more loudly: “How could I trust you, Tolan?”


    “Come up here to the gulch,” answered Tolan. “One of us will come out and meet you. You can have his gun for a kind of passport through us. And once you’re away … to hell with you! We’ll have something to tell Pop Lowry about his number one boy!”


    “Talk it out,” urged Onslow. “There’s a lot of rain hangin’ up there, ready to let go all holts!”


    A vast thunderhead was leaning over the hollow at the moment, increasing the height of its towers, darkening its great masses.


    “Tolan, it’s a hard thing for me to walk out on a poor fellow like Onslow. What have you got against him?” asked Sleeper.


    “He’s tied up to more money than he knows about,” said Tolan. “The buzzards have gotta eat him now, Sleeper. You oughta be able to see that for yourself, if you got any real sense.”


    One of the other men said something that Sleeper could not catch. Then Tolan called out: “We ain’t gonna wait here and chatter all day. Say yes or no, Sleeper.”


    Sleeper looked despairingly up at the clouds that were piling in the middle sky. Then a wild impulse made him sing out: “To hell with you! I’ll take my chances with Onslow.”


    “Are you clean crazy?” howled Tolan.


    A booming of thunder broke in between them, and then Sleeper heard Slats Lewis say distinctly: “Sure, all of them extra smart guys has got a screw loose somewhere.”


    That instant a hornet song sounded near Sleeper’s head, and a lead slug splattered against the face of the boulder before him. He looked vaguely at the white spot that had appeared on the weathered rock. But, at that moment, the rain fell with a great crash that resounded through the valley like the sound of giant hands struck together.


    
      Another debt paid

    

    Through the noise of that downpour, heavy as it was, the clang of the rifle sounded once. Then the rifleman on the height was as helpless as though he were shooting down into deep water. Even Onslow had become a dim, sketchy figure before Sleeper’s eyes.


    But Onslow was calling: “Now, Sleeper! Let’s rush ’em! Give ’em the charge, old son! Right straight for the mouth of the crevice!”


    He was untethering Inverness as he spoke, and the poor, wet, beaten stallion crowded close to him like a huge child. Careless, also, was loosed in a moment. He, too, would keep at the heels of his master.


    It was obvious that this was a chance, however slender. Sleeper reached out and gripped Onslow’s wet hand. Then he turned and ran lightly for the entrance to the gap.


    It was like running through a dream. He could not see the walls of the amphitheater or the ground three steps before him, and he almost struck the sheer wall at the end of the hollow, instead of the passageway for which he had aimed. In two quick sidesteps he flung into the open where he stood staring through the storm. He saw nothing but the dull shimmering of the descending torrents of the rain. Then a yellow streak flashed twice before his eyes. There was no humming of bullets, only the booming of the reports. He dived at the figure that he made out, half risen from behind a rock.


    “They’re here!” yelled Joe Peek.


    Sleeper’s weight struck him. With his arm curved over his head like the ridge of a helmet, with a hard, sharp elbow Sleeper struck his man full in the soft pit of his stomach and seemed to feel the bone of his arm jar against Peek’s spinal column. The fellow went down without a sound, folding up like a jackknife over Sleeper, cushioning his headlong fall.


    As he disentangled himself, Sleeper heard a gun barking from behind him. He had a glimpse of a dim figure that ran in, firing at every step. It was the gallant Onslow, coming to the attack.


    Before the old fellow reached him, Onslow suddenly staggered to the side and went down. Other guns had been answering him. Through the wet came the pungent, stinging smell of the gunpowder, and the drifting smoke made the gloom even darker. In the tight space Sleeper could just make out big Dan Tolan and the tall, meager Slats Lewis.


    Only one thing was possible, and that was to strike immediately. But to rush into the blaze of those two deadly guns was like jumping into the open mouth of death. Sleeper, leaping for a jutting point of rock above his head, felt the head of a grazing bullet sear his ribs. An inch closer to his heart would have taken his life. But he swung from the rock like an acrobat from a bar—and hurled his lithe body right at the heads of the two outlaws.


    Both guns blasted at his face as he shot through the air—and both bullets missed the mark. His flight from the rock had been too great a surprise for Tolan and Lewis. Straight and true Sleeper’s flinging body hit the mark. He tried to strike Slats’s throat with his cleaver-edged palm, hard as a pine plank, but the fighter’s long jaw, solid as stone, turned back the crashing blow and numbed Sleeper’s hand.


    Sleeper managed to catch Slats about the shoulders and drag him down on the ground. His hands were busy as he fell. In a combat of death, the hand must be as swift as the brain that manages it, and Sleeper’s brain was a little quicker than the wink of lightning. So, even in falling, he struck twice, hard, against the side of Slats’s neck. Those were finishing strokes. Slats lay inert on the rocks, and Sleeper whirled to grapple with Tolan.


    He was too late by the fraction of a second. Tolan, heaving himself half erect after he had been knocked sprawling, hurled himself at Sleeper and caught him with one vast, mighty arm that pinioned both of Sleeper’s arms to his side. Beaten down on his face, pinned by the great bulk of Tolan, Sleeper turned his head and had a glimpse of the convulsed murder grin above him. He saw Tolan’s hand raised with a rock clutched in the fingers. He saw the bucketing rain running on the big man’s face. Then he received, not the brain-shattering crash of that falling stone, but a soft, inert, lifeless weight. And the report of a gun boomed heavily in his ears.


    Hands grasped and raised him.


    “How is it, Sleeper? Did I hurt you?” shouted Onslow.


    Sleeper, staggering, but erect, laughed happily. “He’s finished, Onslow. You’ve turned the trick!”


    “Me?” said Onslow. “I was only a second chance. You’re the wildcat that counted for ’em.”


    Blood was running down Onslow’s face from a scalp wound, but he was not seriously hurt by the bullet that had floored him. He turned the heavy body of Dan Tolan on its back, but Tolan was dead. A .45 caliber slug had drilled straight through his body. Slats Lewis lay still as a stone. Peek was beginning to groan feebly, as Sleeper and Onslow hurried out to the ravine beyond. With the horses behind them, they started down the ravine.


    


    Mr. Oscar Willis, seated on the verandah of the hotel in Jagtown, leaped suddenly to his feet and ran down to the street. A great, golden stallion was walking toward the hotel, ridden by a man who led a more slenderly made bay with the fine lines of a hawk in the air.


    The stranger said, as he saw Willis: “You’re Oscar Willis?”


    “That’s my name, and that horse … ?” began Willis.


    “My job is to give you the reins of Inverness,” said Sleeper, “and here they are.”


    Willis grasped the leather with a strong hand. He was a big, fat, rosy-faced man, and now laughter began to bubble in his throat. “The money … ,” he started to say, when a bearded fellow stepped up to him and said: “Hello, Mister Willis. You don’t need to hold my hoss for me. Unless maybe you think that you’re receivin’ stolen goods?”


    Willis, staring at Onslow’s face, dropped the reins with a groan, and then, from some unannounced impulse, hoisted his fat hands in the air as though a gun had been held under his nose. The fellow on the golden stallion grinned very broadly. “It’s all right, Willis,” he said. “The murders you caused won’t be pinned on you. But you better take a train for points East. This part of the world won’t like you very long.”


    


    Sleeper was far away from the riotous village of Jagtown when he saw, again, the tall, shambling peddler, Pop Lowry, coming down a trail. They met at an elbow turn, and Pop Lowry turned gray with rage.


    “I thought you was to work for me for three months!” he exclaimed. “And here you been and give away the hoss I sent you for.”


    “What’s the matter?” asked Sleeper. “I got the horse you sent me for, and I put his reins into Mister Willis’s hands. That’s what you asked me to do.”


    Pop Lowry, stifled, helpless with rage, glowered for an instant at his lieutenant. Then he strode on down the trail, wordless, dragging his lead mule behind him. Long after he was out of sight the light, mocking music of the bridle bells came chiming back to Sleeper’s ears.

  

  
    
      The sun stood still

    

    
      “The sun stood still” was originally published in 1934 in The American Magazine.

    
  

  
    They spent Monday morning moving the hay press down to the Cooley place and setting it up against the stack nearest the house. It was a good thing to have an easy Monday morning because everyone except Bill Turner went to town on Saturday night and got drunk. Sam Wiley, the boss, drove to Stockton on Sunday evening and at the cheaper beer saloons picked up his crew. Some of them had to be loaded in like sacks of wheat; the others sat up and finished their drunk with whisky on the way home; and the whole gang went about with sick faces and compressed lips on Monday morning.


    But the evening before, Wiley had failed to pick up the most important of his men. That was Big George, the best bale-roller in central California, and his absence was a serious loss.


    After lunch, they lay around under the fig trees near the Cooley house and smoked cigarettes and talked about what they might do when one o’clock came. But Bill Turner did not smoke; neither did he join in the discussion. He was only eighteen, and his long, skinny body oppressed him continually with a sense of youth. His position was that of roustabout, at twelve dollars a week, and, since his bed was a shock of hay and his food came from the cookhouse, the money was clear profit. He would need it in the autumn when he returned to school to work again toward that higher destiny which was his pride; but all summer that sense of superiority had to be stifled when he was the least member of a hay-press crew.


    “We might get Cooley to roll the bales for one afternoon,” suggested Lacey, the power-driver.


    Bill Turner moved his head so that he could see the sleek, repulsively self-conscious face of Lacey. The forelock of his long, pale hair was always plastered down with water whenever he washed for a meal. According to his anecdotes, Lacey was an irresistible beau. He had carried his conquests as far as San Francisco and could name the mysterious and expensive places of the Tenderloin.


    “Cooley!” said Portuguese Pete, one of the feeders.


    “Yeah, Cooley’s no good,” said Jumbo, the other feeder.


    Bill Turner got himself to one elbow and looked toward the pock-marked face of Jumbo. Except for smallpox he would have been an eminently fine-looking fellow, but that disease had ruined his face as a ten-year sentence had ruined his life.


    “Why’s Cooley no good?” asked Bill.


    Jumbo turned his head slowly, after a manner of his own, and looked at the speaker with his pale eyes.


    “Don’t you know why Cooley’s no good?” asked Jumbo.


    Bill thought it over. Cooley had 1,100 acres in wheat and wild-oats hay which ran ten tons to the acre, this year, and it was said that he was going to get $12 a ton. That might mean $20,000 profit, though it was hard to believe that such a flood of money would pour into the pockets of a single farmer. In person, Cooley was sleek and down-headed, and his jowls quivered a little when he talked or chewed tobacco.


    “Maybe he’s kind of funny,” said Bill thoughtfully, “but I don’t see why Cooley’s no good.”


    “You’ve been going to school, ain’t you?” asked Jumbo.


    “Yes,” said Bill.


    “Well, keep right on going,” said Jumbo.


    Great, bawling laughter came from the entire crew, with the piping voice of Sam Wiley, the boss, sounding through the rest like a flute through the roar of a band.


    Bill Turner gripped his hands hard and slowly rolled over on his back again. His face was hot. Perhaps he ought to spring up and throw an insult at Jumbo; but he knew that he dared not face the terrible pale eye of the feeder. It was not so much the fear of Jumbo that unnerved him as it was a renewed realization that he was not a man. Others—yes, far younger lads than he—could take an intimate and understanding part in the conversation of grown-ups, but in some necessary mystery he was not an initiate.


    As he lay on his back, he felt his shoulder and hip bones pressing painfully against the hard ground and he told himself that one day, by dint of tremendous training, he would be robed in great muscles; he would be shaggy with strength.


    The thin half-face of Sam Wiley came between him and his upward thoughts.


    “Listen, kid. You roll bales for this afternoon. Big George, he’s showed you how to tie and everything.”


    “My jimmy!” said Bill, laughing weakly. “I’m not strong enough. Why, I only weigh about a hundred and sixty. I couldn’t last it out. Those wheat-hay bales will run up to two hundred and forty.”


    Sam Wiley drew back.


    There was a silence, and someone cursed softly. Then Jumbo said, “Yeah, he’s big enough. He just ain’t got it.”


    The implied insult was too great to be stomached. Bill sat up suddenly and cried, “What haven’t I got?” He heard his voice shrilling, and he was ashamed of it.


    Portuguese Pete chuckled. “He wants to know what he ain’t got!”


    “Ah, hell,” said Jumbo, and wearily started rolling another cigarette.


    Sam Wiley’s face, narrow from chin to brow like the head of a Russian wolfhound, turned again to Bill. He was sun-blackened, except about the eyes, where the wrinkles fanned out in lines of gray. The only thing that was loose was his mouth, which seemed too big for the skull behind it, and that showed all its extra sizes when Wiley spoke.


    “You can do it, and I’m gonna give you a shot at rolling bales.”


    The outfit could average around 40 tons a day; at 18 cents a ton, that made $7.20 a day for the bale-roller—against the $2 which Bill made as roustabout! Then you subtracted a cent a ton for wear on gloves.


    Wiley said, “I’ll pay you your regular two bucks and another dollar thrown in—”


    “What!” cried Bill, outraged.


    “But if you don’t stop the power-driver too much, you get the full rate, kid,” finished Wiley. “Better go out to the dog-house and look things over. You been in there before.”


    Being active and willing, Bill had been favored with a turn at all the important jobs, now and then. He had flogged the power horses around their dusty circle; he had handled the big fork on the stacks or out of the shocks which were run up on bucks; he had stood on the table and built feeds under the instruction of Portuguese Pete or Jumbo; and he had even been in the dog-house of the bale-roller, taught by Big George how to knot the wire in a figure eight with one cunning grasp of the left hand. He looked down at that left hand, now, and wondered if it would betray him in his time of need.


    “You get away with it, and I’ll keep you on the job,” said Wiley. “You’re a pretty good kid, and Big George is too much on the booze.”


    Bill left the shade of the trees. The sun fell on him with a hot weight; his shadow walked before him with short legs. As he crossed the corral, he saw the pigs wallowing in the muddy overflow from the watering troughs. They were growling and complaining; some of them had lain still so long that the sun had caked the mud to white on their half-naked hides. They luxuriated half in heat and half in muddy coolness.


    Beyond the barns, Bill crossed the summer-whitened field toward the nearest stack against which the press had been set. The stack burned with a pale, golden flame. Other great mounds rose among the acres of Cooley, some of them filmed over by the blue of distance. Every stack was heavy wheat and oats and when you lift a 240-pound bale three-high you’ve done something.


    The shadow under the feed table promised coolness in the dog-house, but that was all illusion; it was merely dark instead of flaming heat. The wide shoulders of the stack shut away the wind. The big hay hooks of George lay on the scales, to the top of which was tied the box of redwood tags for the recording of weights. The iron rod for knocking over the locking bar leaned against the door. These were the tools for the labor. Bill was weak with fear. He had no shoulders. His arms hung from his skinny neck. He remembered the gorilla chest and arms of Big George, but even Big George had to groan in the hot middle of the afternoon. And this would be a scorcher. In the cool beneath the trees around the house the thermometer stood now at a hundred; it was better not to guess at the temperature in the dog-house or to imagine the middle afternoon.


    Sam Wiley in person appeared, leading the power horses. The boss as roustabout made Bill smile a little. The other men came out. Jumbo and Portuguese Pete paused beside the ladder that climbed the stack.


    “When you get the bale out, slam that door and lock it fast, because I’m gunna have the first feed pouring into the box,” said Jumbo.


    “Aw, the kid’ll do all right,” said Portuguese Pete. “Look at him. He’s all white.”


    Pete opened his mouth for laughter but made no sound. He looked like a pig gaping in the heat; he had the same fat smile.


    Old Buck could be heard off to the left cursing the black derrick-horse, Cap. The power team was being hitched.


    “Five minutes to one!” called Wiley.


    “Whatcha want, Pete? The stack or the table?”


    “I’ll start on the stack. But leave the kid alone, Jumbo.”


    “Yeah. Maybe,” said Jumbo.


    They disappeared upward. The boards of the feeding table sagged above the head of Bill. Jumbo let down the apron of the press with a slam. Hay rustled as he built the first feed. So Bill got on his gloves. He left one hook on the scales. The other he slipped over the bent nail which projected from a beam at his right. Sam Wiley was marking an angle with his heel, kicking into the short stubble.


    “Put your first bale here, kid!” he called. “Build her twenty long.”


    It was a terrible distance, Bill thought. If he had to build the stack as big as that, it would mean taking the bales out on the trot and then coming back on the run.


    He licked his lips and found salt on them.


    “All right!” called Jumbo.


    Lacey called to his power team. There was a jangling of chains. One of the horses grunted as it hit the collar. The press trembled as the beater rose. It reached the top, the apron above rose with the familiar squeak. The derrick pulleys were groaning in three keys. From far above there was a sound of downward rushing, and the first load from the great fork crunched on the table. It was a big load; a bit of it spilled over the edge and dropped to the ground by the dog-house.


    Bill kicked the hay aside because it made slippery footing. He felt sicker than ever.


    The beater came down, crushing the first feed to the bottom of the box and pressing thin exhalations of dust through invisible cracks.


    Jumbo was yelling, “What you mean tryin’ to bury me, you damn’ Portugee Dago?”


    The apron slammed down on the feed table again.


    Bill looked at his left hand. It would have to be his brains. As for the weighing, the tagging, the rolling, the piling, he would somehow find strength in his back and belly for these things; but if he could not tie fast enough, everything else was in vain. The left hand must be the master of that art.


    A word struck into his brain: “Bale!” How long ago had it sounded in his dreaming ears? Were they already cursing his slowness?


    He leaped at the heavy iron, snatched it up, fitted it in, knocked the locking bar loose. As he cast the iron down, the door swung slowly open. He pushed it wide with a sweep of his left arm. Already Tom had the first wire through. Now the second one slithered through the notch on the long needle that gleamed like a thrusting sword.


    A good bale-roller ought to tie so fast that he waits for the last strand and insults the wire-puncher by shouting, “Wire! Wire!” Bill grasped the lower and upper ends of the first one. He jerked it tight, shot the lower tip through the eye, jerked again, caught the protruding tip with his left thumb, pushed it over, cunningly snagged it with the fingers of his left hand, and as they gripped it with his right thumb gave the last twist to the wire. The knot was tied in that single complicated gesture.


    The three middle wires were bigger, stiffer. But they were tied in the same quick frenzy—and now he saw with incredulous delight that the fifth wire was not yet through.


    “Wire!” he screamed.


    It darted through the notch at the same instant and he snatched it off the forked needle.


    “Tied!” he yelled, and caught the hook from its nail. He sank it into the top of the bale at the center, and leaned back with his left foot braced against the lower edge of the box. The beater trembled, rose with a sighing sound, slid rapidly upward.


    His strong pull jerked the bale out. He broke it across his right knee, swerving it straight toward the scales. With his left hand he caught the edge of the door, thrust the heavy, unbalanced weight of it home, at the same time disengaging the hook from the bale and with it pulling the locking bar in place. He had had a glimpse, as he shut the door, of the down-showering of the first feed, and knew that Jumbo was giving no mercy but was rushing his work even as he would have done if Big George were in the doghouse.


    Bill turned the bale end-up on the scales, slid the balance, found 195. The fingers of his right hand, witless behind the thick of the glove, refused to pick up a redwood tag from the box. At last he had it. The pencil scraped on the wood in a clumsy stagger. Who could read this writing, this imbecile scrawl? His teeth gritted as he shoved the tag under the central wire.


    Then he rolled the bale out. He had to go faster. He had to make it trot the way Big George made a bale step out on legs of its own, so to speak. He put on extra pressure. The bale swerved. It staggered like a wheel that is losing momentum, wavering before it drops. Then, in spite of him, it flopped flat on its side, jerking him over with the fall.


    Somewhere in the air was laughter.


    He leaped that bale to its side again, hurrying it toward the angle which Wiley had marked on the ground.


    “Bale!” shouted Lacey.


    Well, that was the finish. He was simply too slow. With his first attempt he was disgraced, ruined, made a laughingstock. And all of those hardy fellows, relaxed in the profound consciousness of a sufficient manhood, were half smiling, half sneering.


    He put the bale on the mark and raced back. All was at a standstill. The power horses were hanging their heads and taking breath. Old Buck leaned against the hip of Cap. Jumbo was a statue on the feed table; Portuguese Pete stood on top of the stack, folding his arms in the blue middle of the sky.


    The yell of Jumbo rang down at him: “If you can’t use your head, try to use your feet! We wanta bale some hay!”


    But the voice of Jumbo and the words meant less than the sneering smile of Tom, the wire-puncher. He was one of the fastest wire-punchers in the world. Once he had been a bale-roller himself, but now his body was rotten with disease and he walked with a limp.


    Bill had the second bale beside the first and was on his way back, running as hard as he could sprint, before that terrible cry of “Bale!” crashed into his mind again.


    “Don’t go to sleep at the damned scales,” shouted Jumbo. “Get them tags in and walk them bales! Here’s a whole crew waiting on a thick-headed kid. Are we ever gunna bale any hay?”


    In the dog-house there was a continual cloud of dust, partly trampled down from the feeding table, partly drifted from the circling of the power team as its hoofs cut through the light hay-stubble and worked into the dobe. Hay dust is a pungency that works deep through the bronchial tubes and lungs; the dobe dust is sheer strangulation.


    Life is a hell but real men can live through it. He remembered that. His own concern was to labor through that stifling fog and get the bales out of the way of the feeders. He was doing that now. Sometimes he was clear back to the press and waiting with the iron rod, prepared to spring the locking bar the instant he heard the word “Bale!” The sun was leaning into the west, slanting its fire through the dog-house. He had laid the whole back row of the bale-stack; now he was bucking them up two-high, remembering to keep his legs well spread so that the knees would make a lower fulcrum, always avoiding a sheer lift but making his body roll with the weight.


    He laid the row of two-high; the three-high followed. For each of these he had to allow himself a full extra second of lifting time. Big George, when in haste, could toss them up with a gesture, but Bill knew that one such effort was apt to snap his back or knock his brain into a dizziness as though he had rammed his head against a wall. The thing was to rock the bale up over his well-bent knees until the edge of it lodged against his body, then to straighten, lifting hard on the baling hooks, bucking up with the belly muscles and hips and freeing the hooks while the incubus was in full motion. He gave it the final slide into place with his forearms and elbows.


    Every one of those three-high bales was a bitter cost. They weighed 200, 220, 240, as the big, fork bit into the undried heart of the stack. Bill, himself, a loose stringing-together of 160 pounds. He had not the strength; he had to borrow it from someplace under his ribs—the stomach, say.


    Sometimes when he whirled from the stack the world whirled with him. Once he saw two power teams circling, one on the ground and one in the air just above, both knocking out clouds of dust.


    When the teams were changed, he caught the big five-gallon water canteen up in his arms, drank, let a quart of the delicious coldness gush out across his throat and breast.


    They were baling well over three tons to the hour. That meant a bale a minute tied, taken from the press, weighed, tagged, rolled, piled, and then the run back to the doghouse with the dreadful expectation of “Bale!” hanging over his head.


    It was three hours and a half to four-thirty. He piled three and a half full tiers in that time and then found himself in the dog-house with the great iron bar in place, waiting, waiting—and no signal came.


    Tom, the wire-puncher, called the others with gestures. They stood for a moment in a cluster and grinned at Bill.


    “You poor fool!” said Jumbo. “Don’t you know it’s lunchtime?”


    The mouth of Bill dropped open in something between a smile and a laugh. No sound came. Of course, at four-thirty there was a lunch of stewed fruit, hot black coffee, bread, and twenty great, endless minutes for the eating. The men went out and sat in the shadow of the stack of bales—his stack. He followed them. As he came closer to the dark of the shadow, he bent forward, his arms hanging loosely, and spilled himself on the ground.


    Half a dozen men were putting shakes on the top of the barn, somewhere, he thought; then he realized that the rapid hammering was in his body, in his brain, as his heart went wild. Out here the air stirred, faintly; it was hot on the eyes and yet it cooled the skin; and every moment breathing became a little easier.


    A heavy shoe bumped against his ribs. He looked up and saw Jumbo.


    “Why don’t you sit up and try to eat your snack, like a man?” asked Jumbo.


    “Yeah—sure,” said Bill.


    He got the heels of his hands on the ground and pushed himself up against the bale. The rest of the crew were at a distance; their voices came from a distance, also; and the only thing that was near and clear was Mrs. Peterson, their cook, carrying a steaming bucket of coffee.


    “Are you all right, Billy?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Why, sure. Thanks a lot. I was just taking it easy.”


    “Leave the kid alone!” called the harsh voice of Jumbo. She shrank away. “Women are always horning in!” he added loudly.


    Bill was still sipping the coffee when Sam Wiley sang out like a rooster, “Come on, boys. There’s a lot of hay waiting.”


    Bill swallowed the rest of the coffee and got up to one knee, gripped the edge of a bale, pushed himself to his feet. The dizziness, he was surprised to find, had ended. He was all right, except that his feet burned and his legs seemed too long.


    And then in a moment, with what seemed a frantic hurrying to make up for lost time, the press had started. He finished the fourth tier, built the fifth, and at the end of it found himself teetering a heavy bale on his knees, unable to make the three-high lift. The terrible voice of Jumbo yelled from the stack, “Hurry it up! Are we gunna bale any hay?”


    A rage came up in him; he swung the weight lightly into place as Lacey sang out, “Bale!”


    The sun was declining in the west and he remembered suddenly that the day would end, after all. He was not thinking of seven dollars; he was thinking only of the sacred face of night when at last he could stretch out and really breathe.


    But the sun stuck there. It would not move. Somewhere in the Bible the fellow had prayed and the sun stood still—Joshua, wasn’t it?—while the Jews slew their enemies. Now the sun stood still again so that Bill Turner might be slain.


    He still could tie the wires and take the last of the five off the needle. He could get the bale out and roll it. But even the two-high lift was an agony that threw a tremor of darkness across his brain. That place from which the extra strength came, that something under the ribs, was draining dry.


    Then, as he came sprinting to the cry of “Bale!” he heard Jumbo say, “He could do it, Pete, but the kid’s yellow. There ain’t any man in him!”


    Bill Turner forgot himself and the work he was doing with his hands. He forgot the watery weakness of his knees, also, remembering that somehow he had to kill Jumbo. He would devise a way in fair fight.


    And suddenly the sun was bulging its red-gold cheeks at the edge of the sky.


    “That’s all, boys!” Sam Wiley sang out.


    And here were the feeders coming down from the stack; and yonder was the familiar cookhouse streaming smoke on the slant of the evening breeze. Someone strode toward him from the stack of bales.


    “Look out, kid,” said Tom. “There comes Big George, drunk and huntin’ trouble. That means you. Better run.”


    He could not run. He saw Big George coming, black against the west, but he could not run because his legs were composed of cork and water. He got to the scales and leaned a hand on them, waiting. Lacey, wiping black dust from his face, said, “You poor fool, he’ll murder you.”


    Big George came straight up and took Bill by the loose of his shirt; he held him out there at the stiffness of arm’s length, breathing whisky fumes. It was not the size of George that killed the heart of Bill; it was the horrible contraction of his face and the crazy rolling of his eyes.


    “It’s you, eh?” said Big George. “You’re the dirty scab that tries to get my place?”


    “He ain’t got your place, George!” shouted Sam Wiley, running up. “He only filled in while—”


    “I’ll fix you later on,” said Big George. “I’m gunna finish this job first or—”


    “You can’t finish a job,” said the voice of Jumbo.


    “I can’t do what?” shouted Big George.


    “Take off your hat when you talk to me,” said Jumbo.


    Big George loosed his grasp on Bill.


    “Hey, what’s the matter?” he demanded. The magnificence and the fury had gone out from him as he confronted the pale eye of Jumbo. “Hey, Jumbo, there’s never been no trouble between you and me—”


    “Back up and keep on backing,” said Jumbo. “Get your blankets and move. The kid wouldn’t run from you, but you’ll run from me or I’ll—”


    It was quite a soft voice, with a snarling that pulsed in and out with the breathing, and Big George winced from it. He shrank, turned, and in a sudden panic began to run, shouting, with his head turned over his shoulder to see if the tiger followed at his heels.


    “The kid didn’t stop the press today, and he won’t stop it tomorrow, Wiley,” said Jumbo. “If he ain’t good enough to roll your bales, I ain’t good enough to work on your stacks.”


    “Why, sure, Jumbo,” said Sam Wiley. “Why, sure. Why not give the kid a chance? Come on, boys. I got a heap of fine steaks over there in the cookhouse for you.”


    They were all starting on when Bill touched the big arm of Jumbo.


    “Look, Jumbo,” he said. “All afternoon I didn’t understand. Thanks!”


    The eye of Jumbo, too pale, too steady, dwelt on him.


    “Aw, try to grow up,” said Jumbo.


    Supper went with a strange ease for Bill. No one seemed to notice the shuddering of his hands even when it caused him to spill coffee on the oilcloth; eyes courteously refused to see this, and the heart of Bill commenced to swell with a strength which, he felt, would never leave him in all the days of his life.


    Toward the end Lacey said, “About three o’clock I said you were finished, Bill. I waited for you to flop. Well, you didn’t flop.”


    “No,” said Portuguese Pete, “you didn’t flop, Bill.” He grinned at the boy.


    “Ah, you’d think nobody ever did a half-day’s work before!” said Jumbo.


    That stopped the talk but Bill had to struggle to keep from smiling. He was so weak that the happiness glanced through him like light through water.


    Afterward he got a bucket of cold water and a chunk of yellow soap. He was the only one of the crew that bothered about bathing at night. Now, as he scrubbed the ingrained dirt and salt and distilled grease from his body, Sam Wiley went past to feed the horses, and the rays from his lantern struck the nakedness of Bill.


    “And look at him,” said the voice of Lacey out of nothingness. “Skinny as a plucked crow, ain’t he?”


    Bill got to the place where he had built his bed of hay, under an oak tree away from the circle of the other beds, because the snoring of Portuguese Pete had a whistle in it that always kept him awake. Half in the blankets, he sat up for a time with his back to the tree and watched the moon rise in the east beneath a pyramid of fire. He made a cigarette with tobacco and a wheat-straw paper. The sweetness of the smoke commenced to breathe in his nostrils.


    Now the blanched hay stubble was silvered with moonlight as though with dew and, as the moon rode higher, turning white, a big yellow star climbed upward beneath it. That must be Jupiter, he thought. When he turned to the west, the horizon was clean, but in the east the Sierra Nevadas rolled in soft clouds. This great sweep of the heavens made him feel it was easy to understand why some people loved the flats of central California. It had its beauty, and the breath of it was the strange fragrance of the tarweed which later on would darken the fields with a false verdure.


    He had never been so calm. He had never felt such peace. All the ache of his muscles assured him that at last he was a man, almost.


    Then a horrible brazen trumpeting rolled on his ears, seeming to pour in on him from every point of the horizon; but he knew that it was the jackass braying in the corral. Before the sound ended, he put out his smoke and slid down into his bed, inert, sick at heart again. Somehow it seemed that even the beasts of the field had power to mock him.


    Through his lashes, he saw the lumbering form of Portuguese Pete approaching with a bottle in his hand. Pete was stopped by another figure that stepped from behind a tree.


    “What you gunna do with that?” asked the hushed voice of Jumbo.


    “It’s good stuff,” said Pete, “and I’m gunna give the kid a shot.”


    “No, you ain’t,” said Jumbo.


    “Yeah, but I mean the skinny runt lifting those bales—this’ll do him good.”


    “Leave him sleep,” said Jumbo. “Whisky ain’t any short cut for him. Come along with me and I’ll finish that bottle with you. Tomorrow we’ll see if the kid can take it, really.”


    “You kind of taken a fancy to the kid, ain’t you?” asked Pete as they moved away.


    “Me? Why, I just been kind of remembering, is all,” said Jumbo.

  

  
    
      Crazy rhythm

    

    
      “Crazy rhythm” was originally published in 1935 in Argosy.

    
  

  
    
      Back from prison

    

    When Jimmy Geary came in sight of Yellow Creek again, he sat down on a pine log beside the road and stared at his hometown, from the old mill at one end to the house of the Bentons on the hill, with its thin wooden spires pointing up above the trees. Best of all, he could mark the roof of Graham’s Tavern beyond the rest of the houses. It was still painted red, but the wave of climbing vines had thrown a spray of green across the shingles since he had last sat in the cool of the bar room and smelled the pungencies of whiskey and the pleasant sour of beer.


    Behind him, following taller than the mountains, around him thicker than the trees, before him more obscuring than the morning mist, he felt his eight years of prison. Eight years out of twenty-six is a long time. Prison monotony had made everything about those years dim except their length; the distinct moments of his life, so clear that he felt he could mark them in every day of his past, continued to that moment when he had seen the card come out of Tony Spargo’s sleeve. Of course, he knew that there were card cheats, but it had seemed impossible that big, beautiful Tony Spargo, so rich in eye and color and song, could actually be doing dirt for the sake of a fifteen-dollar pot. Gus Warren, at the same table, too magnificent of brow and manner, or the Mexican with the wide face of a Chinese idol, might have been suspected, but never Tony.


    He had shouted in a voice that tore his throat and cast a redness over his eyes, then he had grabbed the Colt that Tony had flashed and pulled his own gun. The weight of two bullets jarred Tony Spargo in his chair like two blows of a fist. But they were all in cahoots, the three of them. Oñate came in with a knife; Gus Warren’s gun had stuck and came out only with a sound of tearing cloth. He turned his shoulder to the knife thrust and got Warren right in the middle of the face. Afterward, he had to shift the gun to his left hand to settle with Oñate. But Oñate and Spargo didn’t count very much; he got fifteen years for Gus Warren, and murder in the third degree. But the warden was a fine fellow, and for good behavior there is time off.


    Thinking of the past cleared the mist from his mind so that he began to see what was around him and found that his hand was stroking the smooth of the log on which he sat. There were a lot of those barkless logs waiting to be dragged away, and they were still yellow-white with the blaze of axe strokes glittering like metal here and there. He looked about at the standing trees—the lower trunks mossed over on the north side and spiked with the stubs of broken branches, then came ragged, down-hanging boughs, and finally the fresh green of the top. On the opposite slope all he could see was the ranged and compacted mass of the treetops.


    Men were like that, for the daily crowds of them seemed strong and happy, and it was only when one got underneath the first impression that the mold of time and the scars and the breakings of the years could be seen.


    Something disturbed Jimmy Geary. He found that it was the noise of wind in the trees and water in the creek, both exactly the same and both trying to hurry him away, as it seemed, into some unknown expectancy of action. He looked along the scattering line of logs that so many hand strokes of labor had laid there, and down the hills he stared again into the valley. There was plenty of open country with little rusty spots of color scattered over the green. Those were the cattle.


    “You’ve got a good, clean pair of eyes in your head,” the warden had told him, “but the only way for a man to keep clean is to work. In the old days you worked with a gun. You’d better find different tools now.” Well, he knew the feel of the tools he wanted to manage—the rough of a forty-foot rope and the braided handle of a quirt and the oily sleekness of bridle reins. He knew cows pretty well, and now he would work with them. Finally, he would have a herd of his own, and on the fat of this land the cattle would multiply.


    “I’m going to punch cows,” he had told the warden, who had answered: “That’s good. Anything’s good, but don’t try it at home. You’d better not go back there. Hometowns are bad for bad boys, Jimmy. You know what I mean by that. It’s bad to get a wheel into an old rut.”


    The warden was a wise man, and he meant that it was best for a man with a past to try a new deal at a new table. Now the eyes of Jimmy Geary were taking hold on the picture of Yellow Creek so confidently that he felt a sort of kind recognition shining back to him from the whole valley.


    He got up and walked on with the loose and easy action of a very strong man whose weight has not yet become a burden. He could feel his strength pull up the calf of his leg and bulge along his thighs, and he kept partially gripping his hands to set his arm muscles in action. His eyes shone with the glory of his fitness. Fifteen years of hard labor had been his sentence, but eight years of daily companionship with a sledgehammer had been enough. He had been pretty soft in the old days, and now he felt that softness of the body was like poison in the belly or fool ideas in the head—a thing to be purged away. As he swung down into Yellow Creek, he realized that from his sixteenth to his eighteenth year he had never dared to enter any town without at least the weight of one gun under his coat. Now his hands would have to do.


    He went happily down the main street’s windings. The roar of the creek was off to the left, the music for which he had wakened and harkened vainly through the dark of so many nights. Slater’s barn was there near the road, the brown-red of the paint peeling off it in larger patches than ever. The building was a grim outline to him because he had had that half-hour fight with Jeff Wiley behind the barn till Mexican Charlie was frightened by the great splattering of blood and ran yelling to bring grown-ups to end the battle. From that great, crimson moment, Jeff and he had felt that they were set off from the rest of the boys in Yellow Creek with a greater destiny in promise for them. It was a sign and perhaps a prophecy, when Jeff was thrown by a bucking horse and broke his neck on a Monday; for on Friday there had occurred the triple killing in Graham’s Tavern that sent Jimmy up the river for eight years.


    Beyond the barn, the houses were closer together. He knew them all by their own faces and the faces, the voices, the characters of the people who passed through the front doors. Another twist of the way brought him in view of the central section of Yellow Creek, the irregular “square,” the flagpole in the middle of it, the boardwalk that ran around the square in front of the buildings. Everything in Yellow Creek was here, from the newspaper office to the hay, grain, and coal sign of Thomas Masters, the old crook. Not very many people were moving about. There never were many people in Yellow Creek, except for holidays, and it was hardly strange that no one noticed young Jimmy Geary when he returned at last, not until after the sheriff had greeted him.


    It was the same sheriff, on the same roan horse. The sheriff had been quite an old man of forty, those eight years ago, but by a strange chance he seemed younger than before to Jimmy Geary. He pulled up his mustang so hard that the water jounced and squeaked in the belly of the broncho. He waved a silent greeting; Jimmy’s salute was just as still.


    “Staying or passing through?” asked the sheriff, and all the calm virtue of Jimmy vanished at a stroke.


    “Whichever I damn’ please!” he replied. The sheriff said nothing. He simply took in Jimmy with a long look, then jogged on down the street.


    Right after that a shrill sound approached Jimmy Geary. It was almost like the barking of a dog, but it came from the lips of a thirteen-year-old boy who was capering and yelling: “Hey, everybody! Hey, turn out and look sharp! Jimmy Geary’s back! Jimmy Geary’s back!”


    Other boys heard the cry. They came in swirls of dust. As they gathered in numbers they got closer to Jimmy. They began to laugh because crowds of boys have to do something, and that laughter was acid under the skin of Jimmy. The youngest of children can make the oldest of sages wince, if it keeps on laughing long enough.


    Someone burst through the crowd. He was in such a hurry to get to Jimmy that he kept on sidling and prancing after he reached him. This fellow represented the Morning Bugle, he said. But he could not have represented it long, because he had been in the West only long enough for its sun to redden the end of his nose. He looked incomplete and wrinkled and uncomfortable like a man on a picnic. He wanted, he said, a few good bits from Jimmy Geary.


    “I’m not talking,” said Jimmy. He had learned at the penitentiary to say that.


    “You’re not talking?” cried the reporter. “But you’ve got to talk! Outside of the waterfalls and the lumber mill, you’re the only thing in Yellow Creek that’s worth writing up. If you don’t talk for yourself, other people are going to talk for you.”


    “How do you know me?” asked Jimmy.


    “Hey, look at the spread we gave you five days ago,” said the reporter. He was so proud of that spread that he carried it around with him, and now unfolded the front sheet of the Bugle. It was not a very big paper, but the headline could be read easily right across the square.


    
      JIMMY GEARY FREED

    


    Underneath it ran the long article. Jimmy’s eye picked out bits of it and put the bits away in his memory. He was the hero of the famous triple killing at Graham’s Tavern. He was dangerous; he was a youthful and a smiling killer. But above all, the question was, what would his career be when he got free from the prison to his hometown? Or did he intend to return to it?


    “What’re you gonna do?” asked the reporter. “What’s the career ahead of you?”


    “Cattle,” said Jimmy. Then he turned his eyes from the sunburned nose of the other and went off down the street. He had a vast desire to take the yipping boys, two at a time, and knock their heads together. He had been almost overcome by an intense need to punch out the red nose of the reporter.


    People were hard to take, and that was perfectly certain. In a prison one’s fellow humans are not so free to be annoying.


    When he came to the hay, grain, and coal sign of Thomas Masters, he got away from the growing crowd by stepping into the office. Old Masters sat in his usual corner with the same white whiskers bulging out of the same red face. It looked like a picture surrounded with the smoke of an explosion. He put out a fat hand, tentatively, for Jimmy Geary to grasp.


    “Well, James,” said Masters, “what can I do for you today?”


    “Tell me where to find a job,” said Jimmy.


    “There are only a few good jobs, and there are a lot of good men,” said Masters.


    “Sure there are,” admitted Jimmy. “I don’t care what I get so long as there are horses and cows in it.”


    “And guns?” asked Masters.


    “I’m traveling light,” smiled Jimmy.


    “You try the Yellow Creek air on yourself for a week, and then come in to see me,” answered Masters, and raised his pen over a stack of bills.


    Jimmy went out without a good-bye because a good-bye was not wanted. When he reached the sidewalk, Reuben Samuels got hold of him out of the increasing mob of boys and took him into the Best Chance saloon. He said: “I’m going to do something for you, Jimmy”—and sat him down at a small table in the back room. Samuels ordered two whiskies. Jimmy changed his to beer and then looked across the foam past the red length of Samuels’s nose into the brightness of his little eyes.


    “I’ve got a good break to offer you, and you’re going to have it,” said Samuels. “I’ve got a place up the line that used to make big business for me. Faro, roulette, or anything the boys want. But I had some trouble up there. Some of the roughs thought the faro layout was queer one night, and they started smashing things up. What I need is a headliner to draw the crowd, and a bouncer well enough known to throw a chill into the boys that go around packing hardware. Well, you’re the man for both places, so I could pay you double. I mean something big, Jimmy. I mean fifty or sixty a week.”


    Jimmy Geary shook his head. “Not interested,” he said.


    “Or seventy,” said Samuels.


    “I’m not carrying any hardware myself,” said Jimmy.


    “Make it eighty, then, for your health.”


    “Not for me.”


    “Ninety dollars a week for an easy job, a sitting job, most of the time … and, when the work comes, it’s the sort of thing that’s play for you. Don’t say no. I’m not pinching pennies. I’ll call it a hundred flat!”


    Jimmy looked hard into the little eyes. “Aw, to hell with you!” he said, and arose.


    “Wait a minute,” said Samuels hastily. “How did I know what you are taking in your coffee? Don’t run away in a huff. I’m going to do you good, I said, and I meant it. Sit here for five minutes. My cousin Abe is right here in town. One of the smartest men you ever met, Jimmy. He wants to see you.”


    Abe was like Reuben in the face, but his clothes were fitted to the sleek of his body more carefully. They seemed to be painted on him. His collar was so tight that his neck overflowed it and rubbed a dark spot of sweat or grease onto the knot of his tie. At the same time that his fat fingers took possession of Jimmy’s hand, his eyes took brotherly possession of Jimmy’s heart and soul.


    “It’s something big,” he said to Jimmy. “I got the idea, when I heard that you were turned loose. I burned up the wires to New York. You see, I know Lew Gilbeck of Gilbeck and Slinger. They’ve put over some of the hottest shots that ever burned a hole in Broadway. They’re reaching around for a big musical comedy spectacle to put out this fall, and I shoot them this idea over the wires. Jimmy Geary, hero of a three-man killing eight years ago, just out of prison. Big, handsome, loaded with it. Did his shooting eight years ago, when the phonograph record was playing ‘Crazy Rhythm.’ Give him a number where he does the thing over again. ‘Crazy Rhythm’ for a title. Booze. A girl or two. A real Western gunfight in the real Western way done by one who’s done it before. I shoot this idea to Lew Gilbeck and he wires back … ‘Yes, yes, yes … get him.’ I wire back … ‘How much? This baby won’t be cheap.’ He hands me back … ‘Offer one fifty a week.’ And there you are, Jimmy, with one foot already on Broadway and the other ready to step … .”


    Jimmy Geary went with lengthening strides out of the cool shadows of the Best Chance saloon. In the dazzling brightness of the outer sun, he fairly ran into the stalwart form of Lowell Gerry, the rancher.


    “Mister Gerry,” he said, blocking the way, “you’ve always got a place for a man out on your ranch. Let me go out there and try to earn my keep until I’m worth real pay, will you?”


    The sun-lined and squinting face of Lowell Gerry did not alter a great deal; one expression had been cut into that brown steel long before and it could not change. “Step aside a minute, will you, Jimmy?” he asked quietly.


    Jimmy stepped aside, and Gerry walked straight past him down the street with an unhurrying stride.


    Time was needed before the fullness of that affront could be digested. Jimmy was still swallowing bitterness, when he got across Yellow Creek to Graham’s Tavern. Even the trees around the tavern threw shadows ten degrees cooler than those that fell in any other part of Yellow Creek. Ivy grew around the watering troughs; ampelopsis bushed up around the wooden columns of the verandah, swept over the roof of it, almost obscured the windows of the second story, and so poured up in thinner streaks across the red shingles above. It was all just as pleasant as before, but there was more of it. Therefore, it was rather a shock when he found in the saloon an unfamiliar face behind the bar, instead of the fat, pale, amiable hulk of Charlie Graham. This fellow was the red-copper that a man picks up on the open range. He looked as if he had exchanged chaps for a bar-apron hardly the day before. In the old days the hearty voice of Charlie was always booming, making the echoes laugh, but the new man had reduced his conversation with three or four patrons to a mere rumble.


    “Where’s Charlie?” asked Jimmy.


    “He’s in hell with Tony Spargo,” said the lean bartender, and his eyes fixed as straight as a leveled gun on Geary’s face.


    “They don’t have the same hell for men and rats,” answered Geary. “Give me a beer, will you?”


    The bartender paused as though about to take offense. Slowly he drew the beer and carved off the rising foam as he placed the glass on the perforated brass drain. Slowly he picked up Geary’s money and made the change.


    “Have one yourself,” said Jimmy.


    “Yeah?” queried the other, in doubt. But he saved the change and took a small beer.


    “The Grahams are out of this, are they?” asked Jimmy.


    “The girl’s got it. Kate runs it,” answered the bartender. He gave a somber nod of recognition and swallowed half of his drink. Jimmy rushed his down with a certain distaste. He wished it had been whiskey, because coming into this room had brought about him all the past and all its appetites.


    “Where’s Kate now?” he asked, thinking back to her. At eighteen, a lad cherishes his dignity. He had only a dim memory of red hair and spindling body, for Kate had been only about sixteen and, therefore, hardly worthy of a glance.


    She was out back, said the bartender, so Jimmy went through to the rear. He stopped in the small card room. It was just the same. The little phonograph stood on the corner table where it had played “Crazy Rhythm” eight years before. The same pair of colored calendars decorated the walls. On a chair rose the pile of newspapers from which men helped themselves when they were tired of cards or growing a little world-conscious. Then he crossed to the table at which he had sat. It was even covered with the same green felt. He could remember the V-shaped cut on one edge of the cloth. Behind the chair where Tony Spargo had sat, there was a half-inch hole bore into the wall. Until he saw it, he had forgotten that the first bullet had drilled right through Tony’s powerful body. It was strange that life could be knocked out by a flash of fire and a finger’s end of lead.


    Then he went out behind the house and saw a red-headed girl of twenty-three or four, peeling potatoes. She had three pans for the unpeeled, the peelings, and the peeled. She wore rubber gloves through which the flesh appeared duskily. She should have been very pretty, but there was no smile about her. What a man sees first is the light behind a picture; after that he sees the picture itself. Well, you had to look closely at this girl before you saw that she was pretty.


    “You’re Kate Graham?” he asked.


    “Hello, Jimmy,” said the girl. “Welcome home. I’ve got your old room fixed up. Want it?” She slid the pan of peelings onto a chair and stood up. She had plenty of jaw and plenty of shoulders, but her strength remained inside the sense of her femininity as in a frame. She had a smile, too, but it was no glare for heavy traffic—there were dimmers on it. It invited you close and promised to keep shining, for a long time. A door opened in Jimmy, and something like a sound moved through him.


    “Yes, I want the room,” he said, looking at her. “Tell me how about Charlie, if you don’t mind?”


    “A whiskey bat and pneumonia did the rest,” she answered.


    “Whiskey’s hard on the eyes, all right,” said Jimmy. “I was mighty fond of Charlie.”


    “Were you?” asked the girl.


    “Yeah, I sure was.”


    He kept hesitating until it suddenly occurred to him that he had no words for what he wanted to say. He hardly knew what he wanted, either, except he wished to see that faint brightening about the eyes and mouth. He said he could find the way to the old room, so he left her and went off up the stairs that creaked in all the familiar places. It was wonderful that he should remember everything so well. From sixteen to eighteen he had written himself “man” and kept a room here and lived—well, without too much labor.


    When he got up to the room, he heard snoring inside it. He backed off and looked at the number to make sure. It was Number Seventeen, all right, so he opened the door softly and looked in. A long man with a jag of beard on the chin and a sweep of mustaches across his mouth was lying on the bed with his mouth open. It was Doc Alton.


    That sight brought up the past on galloping hoofs. He crossed the room. Doc opened his eyes and shut his mouth.


    “Hello, Jimmy,” he said quietly. Doc was always quiet. Perhaps that was why he had been able to open so many safes without bringing on the vengeance of the law. He had been one of those aging men of forty, eighty years ago. Now he looked to the altered eye of Jimmy Geary even younger than in the other days, as the sheriff had. Doc sat up and shook hands.


    “How’s everything?” he asked.


    “All right,” said Jimmy. “Thanks for the letters and the cash.”


    “They wouldn’t let me send much,” answered Doc. “Feeling like work?”


    “Listen to me!” said Jimmy fiercely. “Wake up and listen! When I brace people around here for an honest job, they give me the eye and walk straight past. But the thugs come and hunt me up … Samuels, and that sort, and a safe-cracker comes and waits in my room. I say … what the hell?”


    Doc Alton yawned. “You feel that way about it? All right. I’ll take a snooze here. I’m kind of tired. If you ain’t changed your mind before you’re ready to go to bed, I won’t argue with you any, but I’ve got a sweet layout fixed up. It’s a two-man job, and it’s fat. There ought to be fifteen, twenty thousand in it.”


    “No, and be damned to you!” said Jimmy. “I’m going out to get an honest man’s job.”


    “Take a gun along with you, then,” said Doc Alton. “Let me tell you something. A lot of people around here remember Tony Spargo.”


    “A dirty louse of a cardsharper!” answered Jimmy Geary. “To hell with him, too, and the crooks that remember him.” He strode from the room and had sight, from the door, of Doc Alton yawning again, his eyes already closing for more sleep. At the stable he hired a saddle horse and hit out over the rough trails to the ranches. He put in the rest of that day getting to eight ranch houses, and he collected eight refusals.


    Two of them stood out. Old Will Chalmers said to him: “What sort of a plant are you aiming to fix on me out here? No, I don’t want you or any three like you, either.” At the Morgan place, the girl he had known as Ruth Willet opened the kitchen door for him. He had gone to school with Ruth, and he put out his hand in a pleased surprise. She simply slammed the door in his face, and screeched from behind it: “I’ve got men in this house, Jimmy Geary. You get out of here, or I’m gonna call ’em! I got men and guns here. You get off this place!”


    That was his last try. He got off the place and went slowly back to Graham’s Tavern, letting the cowpony dog-trot or walk, letting the evening gather off the hills and slide unheeded about him. Darkness, also, was rising out of his heart across his eyes.


    He put up the horse in the barn and went into the saloon. There was no one in it except the bartender, although voices were stirring in the back room.


    “Whiskey!” he said, looking down at his watery reflection in the bar varnish.


    “How’s things?” asked the bartender cheerfully.


    Jimmy Geary lifted his eyes with deliberation across the shining white of the bar-apron and over the lean face of the other. There he rested his glance for a moment, drank the whiskey, and lowered the glass to the bar again without changing his gaze. “You take a run and a jump and a guess at how things are,” said Jimmy Geary.


    “Yeah?” said the bartender. But he worked a smile back onto his face. “Look here,” he murmured, “there’s somebody to see you. Right out there on the back verandah. Been waiting for you.”


    “With a gun, eh?” sneered Jimmy Geary.


    
      The ambush

    

    But the whiskey had hit through his blood, and the sour fume of it was in his nose and his brain. He had eaten nothing since morning. So the danger of guns meant little to the vastness of his gloom, with this red fire blowing up in it. He knocked the rear door of the bar open. Three men were playing poker at the table that was placed most clearly in his memory. A pair of them had dark faces.


    “Take a hand, brother?” said this man cheerfully.


    “I’ve got nothing but chicken feed,” said Jimmy.


    “Yeah? All we’re spending is time.”


    “I’ll be back, then.”


    He stepped onto the rear verandah, letting the screen door bang behind him. A woman got up from a chair and came slowly toward him. As she moved through the light that slanted out of a window, he recognized Juanita Allen. She was the half-breed daughter of Mac Allen.


    “Hello, Jimmy,” she said. “I heard you were here. I came on over. That all right? I wanted to see you.”


    “And knife me, too, eh?” said Jimmy. “You used to be Tony Spargo’s girl, didn’t you?”


    “Tony Spargo? That’s so long ago, I wouldn’t remember!”


    She put back her head a little and smiled at him with professional ease. True, he had been eight years out of the world, but he knew that gesture. She backed up into the light, and he saw what the years had done to her. Well, the Mexican blood fades fast.


    “How do I look, Jimmy?” she said. “Like hell, eh? Come here and let me take a slant at you, too.”


    She pulled him forward into the light. That would be easy for an accomplice lodged in the dark of the brush.


    “My God, the time’s only made a man of you,” said Juanita. “But look how it’s socked me eight times in the face. You remember, Jimmy? I’m just your age. My birthday comes on Monday before yours. Take a look and tell me what I’m good for now, will you?”


    There were some straight lines up and down on her lip. Her smile pulled her face all out of shape and let him see the blanched whiteness of some false teeth. And soap and water would never help her; there was grime in her soul.


    “You don’t have to tell me … I’ll tell you … I’m done,” said Juanita. “I don’t mind about the men. To hell with them! But I can’t even get a job slinging hash. You’d think I might get a finger in the soup, or something. I’m not good enough for the people around here. Listen to me, Jimmy.”


    “Yeah. All right. I’m listening,” said Jimmy. “Quit crying, will you? I like you fine, Juanita. Please don’t cry.”


    “Take hold of my arm,” she said.


    He could feel the two bones of the forearm.


    “Look at,” said Juanita. “I’m sunk … I’m done. I’ve gotta get a break or something, and pull out of here. Jimmy, you were always a good kid. Give me a break, will you?”


    “I’ll give you a break,” he heard himself say. “Will you quit crying, Juanita, please? I’m going to give you a break. What d’you need?”


    She stopped the crying and started gasping, which was worse. She held him by the wrists with shuddering hands. “I wouldn’t need much. There’s a little bill over at the boardinghouse. It’s only forty dollars, Jimmy. They’d sock me in jail, if I didn’t pay that. And then a little bit more. Car fare, some place. Jimmy, you were always kind. I was sorry, when they slammed you for those three crooks. I knew Tony was a crook. He was a dirty crook to me, too. You see how it is, Jimmy. I wouldn’t need the money, if only …”


    “You wait here,” said Jimmy Geary. “I’m coming back.”


    She kept a grip on him all the way across the verandah. “I’m going to wait right out here for you,” she kept saying. “I’ll be expecting you back. I’ll wait right here … if it takes you all night, I’ll be waiting right here.”


    He got away through the outside door and up the stairs to Number Seventeen. When he got inside, he wanted a drink.


    “Hey, Al!” he said to the snorer. He lighted a lamp. Electricity had not been brought out to Graham’s Tavern.


    “Yeah?” said Alton, turning on the bed. “What time is it?”


    “Time for a drink. Where’s your flask?”


    “Under the pillow.”


    Jimmy put his hand under and found a gun. Then he found the flask and pulled it out. He unscrewed the top, poured a long shot down his throat. The whiskey horrors choked him. He took another drink to kill them and put the flask down.


    “Want some?” he panted.


    “Not till I eat.”


    “Got any money?”


    Doc sat up, suddenly. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Sure I’ve got some money. Help yourself.”


    He pulled out a wallet. Alton’s wallet was always full. Now the bills were packed into a tight sheaf. He pulled out some fifties. There were seven of them. “Three hundred and fifty,” he said.


    “Sure, kid, sure,” said Doc. “Take some more. Take all you want.” He took two more.


    “A lot of dirty bums is all I’ve been able to find since you stepped out of the picture,” said Alton. “A lot of dirty, yellow-faced rats. You and me will burn up the highway, kid.”


    Jimmy looked down from the long mustaches of Doc and saw the face of the warden in the shadows at his feet. He saw the prison yard, and the pale eyes of Barney Vane, the lifer who was head trusty. Even the best warden in the world has to use trusties, and a trusty is, you know what. So Jimmy reached for the flask and unscrewed the top of it again.


    “You sure you want that?” asked Doc.


    “Aw, shut up,” said Jimmy, and drank.


    “Sure,” said Doc Alton. “I’ll get on my boots. I’ll be waiting for you, while you spend that stuff. I suppose that’s what you want to do?”


    Jimmy said nothing. He got out of the room and down to the back verandah. He heard the girl rise—the whisper of her clothing and the sound of her drawn breath, but she kept back against the wall. He went to her and stood over her, looking down at her.


    “Aw, Jimmy,” she moaned suddenly. “Don’t say you couldn’t get anything. Don’t turn me down flat. I swear to God, I haven’t eaten. I’m hungry. Give me the price of a square meal, will you, Jimmy?”


    “Here, here,” said Jimmy Geary. “I’ve got enough for you. Where’s that bag? Here, open it. There’s three hundred and fifty in that bag, now. You pay the damned board bill and get out to a better part of the world. This is the rottenest part of creation. Nobody can go straight here.”


    Juanita caught her breath, started to laugh, choked, sobbed, and then uttered a queer screaming sound that was sob and laughter in one. She wobbled like a hopeless drunk, staggering with hysterics. Well, a man can’t very well handle a thing like that. He took her down to the kitchen door and threw it open. Kate was inside drying dishes that a big Negress was washing and putting out on the drain.


    “Here, Kate,” said Jimmy Geary. “Juanita’s hysterical. Get her a drink or something. Quiet her down, will you?”


    The face of Kate Graham smiled, as stone might smile. The Negress turned slowly and put her chin up into the air. “That thing!” she said.


    Jimmy wanted to kill Kate Graham. Instead, he took Juanita across the room to her and caught her by the wrist and shook her arm.


    “You … take this girl … and be good to her! Haven’t you got any more heart than a toad? Take her … now … and let me see you!”


    Kate, with a look of fear and wonder, took that weeping burden in her arms. Jimmy got out of the room onto the verandah. He leaned against a pillar there for a moment, and the stars wavered a little in the sky. Afterward, he went up to Seventeen and found Doc Alton pulling on his second boot.


    “Ready, old son?” asked Doc, smiling till his mustaches spread out thin.


    Jimmy lifted the pillow, took the gun, and passed it out of view under his coat. “Wait here a while,” he said, and went down again. He would play a round or two of that poker, as he had promised to do, for that would show whether or not luck intended to favor him in the old ways.


    The three were not impatient. Instead, they greeted him with three different sorts of smiling, so that he had a very odd and vivid feeling that he had known them before. They opened with a round of jackpots, the man with the lofty brow dealing. The Mexican had openers. Jimmy held up a pair of nines and drew another. He won that pot and six dollars, but it wasn’t the money that made him feel better and better. He had a genuine kindness for these strangers.


    “I haven’t met you people before, have I?” he asked.


    They had not had that luck, they said.


    “I’ve taken on a little liquor,” apologized Jimmy. “You know how it is.”


    They knew how it was, and it was all right. Two more hands went by before the dark-faced, handsome fellow opposite Jimmy got up, revealing the bullet hole in the wall. He said they ought to have a bit of music, so he wound up the squeaking phonograph and put on a disk. The very first bars of the tune poured the consciousness of Jimmy far into the past.


    “You know,” he said, when the fellow with the big black eyes sat down, “it seems as though I’ve been right here before, with all of you. It’s a queer feeling.”


    The three exchanged glances quietly, and Jimmy made sure that he was quite drunk. If that were the case, he ought not to be sitting in at a poker game, but the music from the scratched and cracked old record on the phonograph held him fascinated, not because it was pleasant but because it hurt like the ache of old wounds.


    It was like air-hunger, the sickness of Jimmy. It was like wakening from a nightmare with the vision gone but the fear remaining. He could feel the eyes of the three on him. The game ought to go on, of course, but they seemed to understand a mystery that was closed to him, and they remained half smiling, watchful.


    Jimmy looked up, not out of the past but deeper into it. Time closed like water over his head. He leaned a bit forward, and the three leaned the same trifle toward him. They were not smiling, now—not with their eyes, at least.


    The music went on. It thrust a knife pain into his right shoulder, into his heart, although he was not following the words just then.


    He pointed with his forefinger. “You’re Oñate’s brother!” he said to the Mexican.


    The man nodded and smiled like a Chinese idol.


    “You’re the brother of Tony Spargo!” said Jimmy Geary to the man across the table.


    “I’m his kid brother,” sneered Spargo.


    “And you’re the brother of Gus Warren?”


    “Sorry. I’m only his cousin. But maybe I’ll do to fill out the hand?”


    “Aye,” said Jimmy Geary, “you make the three of a kind.”


    The needle was scratching with every whirl of the disk, and, yet, Jimmy wanted the record to continue endlessly, for he knew that he was to die before the song ended. Spargo had out a gun and laid it on the edge of the table, leaning so far forward that Jimmy could see, over his shoulder, the hole in the wall. He had an insane feeling that his own soul would be drawn through that same gap in the wall and whistled away into nothingness. There would be nothing in the way of an inquiry, even, for the gun of Doc Alton would be found on him. Perhaps that was Alton’s part in the plot—to see that the victim went heeled to the fight. But there would be no fight. The music poured icy sleep over his hands.


    They were going to get him on the down strain of that weary sing-song. He could see the murder tightening in the hand and the eyes of Spargo. Then Kate Graham spoke out of the doorway, deliberately, as though she did not realize that the song was running swiftly to its end: “The thing’s off. He hasn’t got a gun. It’s murder, if you turn loose on him … and I’ll give the testimony to hang you.”


    The Mexican uttered a little soft, musical cry of pain. Spargo’s lips kept stretching thinner over his teeth. He said the words through Jimmy to the girl: “Are you gonna be the blonde rat? Are you gonna run out?”


    “You fixed this job and got us here!” cried the cousin of Gus Warren. “Now what’s the idea?”


    “Look!” moaned Oñate. “I have the same knife for him. Look, señorita! It is the same!”


    “What did I care about your brother, Oñate?” asked the girl calmly. “Or about four-flushing Gus Warren? And I’ve just been getting some news about Tony Spargo. It made me send for the sheriff. Are you three going to be here to shake hands with him?”


    They were not going to be there. They stood up, with young Spargo running the tips of his fingers absently over the bullet hole in the wall. They all looked at Kate as they went out, but they said nothing to her.


    That silence continued in the room until after the first pounding and then the departing ripple of the hoofbeats. Jimmy stood up.


    “The sheriff’s not coming, if that’s what you mean,” said the girl.


    “Sit down here,” said Jimmy. The whiskey was gone. Inside him there was only emptiness, with a throb in it.


    “There’s no good talking,” said the girl, but she came to the table and slipped into the chair where Tony Spargo had once sat. She was only calm from a distance. At close hand he could see the tremor as he leaned across the table.


    “You were only a kid,” said Jimmy. “That’s what I don’t understand.”


    The song had ended; the needle was scratching steadily in the last groove. A nick in the disk struck the needle point at greater and still greater intervals.


    “It was Tony Spargo, was it?” said Jimmy.


    “I was nearly sixteen,” she said. “He used to talk to me and look at me with his greasy eyes. I never saw the grease in them until this evening. I didn’t know till after she’d talked to me.” She folded her hands. The fingers were smooth and slender. She wore rubber gloves around the kitchen and that was why. But in spite of her double grip, the hands would not stop quivering.


    “What are you afraid of?” asked Jimmy.


    “You know what I’m afraid of. You’re going to say something. Go on and say it and get it over with. I can take that, too.”


    “Hello,” said the voice of Doc Alton from the doorway.


    “Go on away, Doc,” said Jimmy. “Wait a minute, though. Come and take this.”


    He kept holding the girl with his eyes as he held out the gun to the side. Doc Alton took it.


    “I owe you some money,” said Jimmy Geary, “and I’m going to keep on owing it for a while.”


    “That’s all right,” said Doc Alton. “Are you … are you staying around here, Jimmy?”


    The mournful wistfulness of his voice left Jimmy untouched.


    “I’m staying around here,” he answered. “So long, Doc.”


    Doc Alton went out.


    “I mean,” said Jimmy, “I’m staying around unless you say no.”


    She drew in a breath and closed her eyes. “Wait a minute,” she whispered. “In a minute … I’ll be able to talk.”


    He knew that, if he put his hand over hers, he would stop their trembling, but he sat up straight and waited. The needle bumped for the last time on the disk and the scratching ended. Another sound rose and moved forward in Jimmy, a rushing and singing like wind or like mountain waters that go on forever.

  

  
    
      Sun and sand

    

    
      “Sun and sand” was originally published in 1935 under the pen name Hugh Owen in Street & Smith’s Western Story Magazine.

    
  

  
    
      Silver snake

    

    At the pawnbroker’s window, Sleeper dismounted. He had only a few dollars in his pocket, but he had an almost childish weakness for bright things, and he could take pleasure with his eyes even when he could not buy his fancy. But on account of the peculiar slant of the sun, the only thing he could see clearly, at first, was his own image. The darkness of his skin startled him. It was no wonder that some people took him for a Gypsy or an Indian. He was dressed like a Gypsy vagrant, too, with a great patch on one shoulder of his shirt and one sleeve terminating in tatters at the elbow. However, he was not one to pride himself on appearance. He stretched himself; his dark eyes closed in the completeness of his yawn. Then he pressed his face closer to the window to make out what was offered for sale.


    There were trays of rings, stick pins, jeweled cuff links. There were four pairs of pearl-handled revolvers; some hatbands of Mexican wheelwork done in metal; a little heap of curiously worked conchos; a number of watches, silver or gold; knives; some fine lace, yellow with age; a silver tea set—who had ever drunk tea in the mid-afternoon in this part of the world?—an odd bit of Mexican featherwork; spurs of plain steel, silver, or gold; and a host of odds and ends of all sorts.


    The eye of Sleeper, for all his apparently lazy deliberation, moved a little more swiftly than the snapping end of a whiplash. After a glance, he had seen this host of entangled curiosities so well that he would have been able to list and describe most of them. He had settled his glance on one oddity that amused him—a key ring which was a silver snake that turned on itself in a double coil and gripped its tail in its mouth, while it stared at the world and at Sleeper with glittering little eyes of green.


    Sleeper went to the door, and the great golden stallion from which he had dismounted started to follow. So he lifted a finger and stopped the horse with that small sign, then he entered.


    The pawnbroker was a foreigner—he might have been anything from a German to an Armenian, and he had a divided beard that descended in two points, gray and jagged as rock. He had a yellow, wrinkled forehead, and his thick glasses made two glimmering obscurities of his eyes. When Sleeper asked to see the silver snake key ring, the bearded man took up the tray that contained it.


    “How much?” asked Sleeper.


    “Ten dollars,” said the pawnbroker.


    “Ten which?” asked Sleeper.


    “With emeralds for eyes, too. But I make it seven-fifty for such a young man.”


    Sleeper did not know jewels, but he knew men.


    “I’ll give you two and a half,” he said.


    “I sell things,” answered the pawnbroker. “I can’t afford to give them away.”


    “Good-bye, brother,” said Sleeper, but he had seen a shimmer of doubt in the eyes of the other, and he was not surprised to be called back from the door.


    “Well,” said the pawnbroker, “I’ve only had it in my window for two or three hours … it’s good luck to make a quick sale, so here you are.”


    As Sleeper laid the money on the counter, he commenced to twist off the keys.


    “Hold on,” said Sleeper. “Let the tassels stay on it, too. They make it look better.”


    “You want to mix them up with your own keys?” asked the pawnbroker.


    “I haven’t any keys of my own,” said Sleeper, laughing, and went from the pawnshop at once.


    As he walked down the street, the stallion followed him, trailing a little distance to the rear, and people turned to look at the odd sight, for the horse looked fit for a king, and Sleeper was in rags. There were plenty of men in the streets of Tucker Flat, because, since the bank robbery of three months ago, the big mines of the town had been shutting down one by one. They never had paid very much more than the cost of production, and the quarter million stolen from the Levison Bank had consisted chiefly of their deposits. Against that blow the three mines had struggled, but failed to recover. The result was that a flood of laborers was set adrift. Some of them had gone off through the mountains in a vain quest for new jobs; others loitered about Tucker Flat in the hope that something would happen to reopen the mines. That was why the sheriff had his hands full. Tucker Flat always was as hard as nails, but now it was harder still.


    The streets were full, but the saloons were empty, as Sleeper soon observed when he went into one for a glass of beer. He sat at the darkest corner table, nursing the drink and his gloomy thoughts. Pop Lowry had appointed this town and this evening as the moment for their meeting, and only the devil that lived in the brain of the pseudo-peddler could tell what new and dangerous task Lowry would name for Sleeper.


    He had been an hour in the shadows, staring at his thoughts, before the double swing doors of the saloon were pushed open by a man who looked over the interior with a quick eye, then muttered: “Let’s try the red-eye in here, old son.”


    With a companion, he sauntered toward the bar. Sleeper was at once completely awake. For that exploring glance that the stranger had cast around the room had not been merely to survey the saloon, it had been in quest of a face, and, when his eye had lighted on Sleeper, he had come in at once.


    But what could Sleeper be to him? Sleeper had never seen him before. In the great spaces of his memory, where faces appeared more thickly than whirling leaves, never once had he laid eyes on either of the pair. The first man was tall, meager, with a crooked neck and a projecting Adam’s apple. The skin was fitted tightly over the bones of his face; his hair was blond, his eyebrows very white, and his skin sun-blackened. It was altogether a face that would not be forgotten easily. The second fellow was an opposite type, fat, dark, with immense power swelling the shoulders and sleeves of his shirt.


    The two looked perfectly the parts of cowpunchers; certainly they had spent their lives in the open. There was nothing to catch the eyes about them as extraordinary except that both wore their guns well down the thigh, so that the handles of them were conveniently in grasp of the fingertips.


    Having spent half a second glancing at them, Sleeper spent the next moments in carefully analyzing the two. Certainly he never had seen their faces. He never had heard their names—from their talk he learned that the tall fellow was Tim, and the shorter man was called Buzz. They looked the part of cowpunchers, perfectly, except that the palms of their hands did not seem to be thickened or callused.


    What could they want with Sleeper, unless they had been sent to the town of Tucker Flat in order to locate Sleeper and relay to him orders from Pop Lowry?


    Several more men came into the saloon. It was apparent that they had nothing to do with the first couple. However, a few moments later both Buzz and Tim were seated at a table with two more. By the very way that tall Tim shuffled the cards, it was clear to Sleeper that these fellows probably had easier ways of making money than working for it.


    Hands uncallused; guns worn efficiently although uncomfortably low—these were small indications but they were enough to make Sleeper suspicious. The two looked to him more and more like a couple of Lowry’s lawbreakers.


    “How about you, stranger?” said Tim, nodding at Sleeper. “Make a fifth at poker?”


    “I’ve only got a few bucks on me,” said Sleeper. “But I’ll sit in, if you want.”


    He could have sworn that this game had been arranged by Tim and Buzz solely for the purpose of drawing him into it. Yet, everything had been done very naturally.


    He remained out for the first three hands, then, on three queens, he pulled in a jackpot. Half an hour later he was betting his last penny. He lost it at once.


    “You got a nice spot of bad luck,” said Buzz Mahoney, who was mixing the cards at the moment. “But stick with the game. If you’re busted, we’ll lend you something.”


    “I’ve got nothing worth a loan,” said Sleeper.


    “Haven’t you got a gun tucked away, somewhere?”


    “No. No gun.”


    He saw a thin gleam of wonder and satisfaction commingled in the eyes of Tim Riley.


    “Empty out your pockets,” said Tim. “Maybe you’ve got a picture of your best girl. I’ll lend you something on that.”


    He laughed as he spoke. They all laughed. Sleeper obediently put the contents of his pockets on the table, a jumble of odds and ends.


    “All right,” said Tim at once. “Lend you ten bucks on that, brother.”


    Ten dollars? The whole lot was not worth five, new. But Sleeper accepted the money. He accepted and lost it all by an apparently foolish bet in the next hand. But he wanted to test the strangers at once.


    “I’m through, boys,” he said, and pushed back his chair.


    He was eager to see if they would still persuade him to remain in the game. But not a word was said, except that Buzz Mahoney muttered: “Your bad luck is a regular long streak, today. Sorry to lose you, kid.”


    Sleeper laughed a little, pushing in his cards with a hand that lingered on them for just an instant.


    In that moment he had found what he expected—a little, almost microscopic smudge that was not quite true to the regular pattern on the backs of the cards. It was a tiny thing, but the eye of Sleeper was a little sharper than that of a hawk that turns its head in the middle sky and sees in the dim forest of the grass below the scamper of a little field mouse.


    The cards were marked. Mahoney or Tim Riley had done that. They were marked for the distinct purpose of beating Sleeper, for the definite end of getting away something that had been in his possession.


    What was it that they had wanted so much? What was it that had brought them on his trail?


    
      A new job

    

    It was pitch dark when Pop Lowry reached the deserted shack outside the town of Tucker Flat. He whistled once and again, and, when he received no answer, he began to curse heavily. In the darkness, with the swift surety of long practice, he stripped the packs from the mules, nobbled and sidelined them. Presently they were sucking up water noisily at the little rivulet that crossed the clearing.


    The peddler, in the meantime, had kindled a small fire in the open fireplace that stood before the shack, and he soon had the flames rising, as he laid out his cooking pans and provisions. This light struck upward on his long jaw and heavy nose, merely glinting across the baldness of his head and the silver pockmarks that were littered over his features. When he turned, reaching here and there with his long arms, the huge, deformed bunch behind his shoulders loomed. It was rather a camel’s hump of strength than a deformity of the spine.


    Bacon began to hiss in the pan. Coffee bubbled in the pot. Potatoes were browning in the coals beside the fire. Soft pone steamed in its baking pan. Now the peddler set out a tin of plum jam and prepared to begin his feast. It was at this moment that he heard a yawn, or what seemed a yawn, on the farther side of the clearing.


    The big hands of the peddler instantly were holding a shotgun in readiness. Peering through the shadows, on the very margin of his firelight he made out a dim patch of gold, then the glow of big eyes, and, at last, he was aware of a big horse lying motionless on the ground, while close to him, his head and shoulders comfortably pillowed on a hummock, appeared Sleeper.


    “Sleeper!” yelled the peddler. “You been here all the time? Didn’t you hear the whistle?”


    “Why should I show up before eating time?” asked Sleeper.


    He stood up and stretched himself. The stallion began to rise, also, but a gesture from the master made it sink to the ground again.


    “I dunno why I should feed a gent too lazy to help me take off those packs and cook the meal,” growled Pop Lowry. He thrust out his jaw in an excess of malice.


    “You want to feed me because you always feed the hungry,” said Sleeper. “Because the bigness of old Pop’s heart is one of the things that everyone talks about. A rough diamond, but a heart of gold. A …”


    “The devil with the people, and you, too,” said Pop.


    He looked on gloomily while Sleeper, uninvited, helped himself to food and commenced to eat.


    “Nothing but brown sugar for this coffee?” demanded Sleeper.


    “It’s too good for you, even that way,” answered Pop. “What makes you so hungry?”


    “Because I didn’t eat since noon.”


    “Why not? There’s all the food in the world in Tucker Flat.”


    “Broke,” said Sleeper.


    “Broke? How can you be broke, when I gave you fifteen hundred dollars two weeks ago?” shouted Pop.


    “Well,” said Sleeper, “the fact is that faro parted me from five hundred.”


    “Faro? You fool!” said Pop. “But that still left a whole thousand … and, from the looks of you, you didn’t spend anything on clothes.”


    “I ran into Jeff Beacon, and old Jeff was flat.”


    “How much did you give him?”


    “I don’t know. I gave him the roll, and he took a part of it.”


    “You don’t know how much?”


    “I forgot to count it, afterward.”


    “Are you clean crazy, Sleeper?”


    “Jeff needed money worse than I did. A man with a family to take care of needs a lot of money, Pop.”


    “Still, that left you several hundred. What happened to it?”


    “I met Steve Walters when he was feeling lucky, and I staked him for poker.”


    “What did his luck turn into?”


    “Wonderful, Pop. He piled up nearly two thousand in an hour.”


    “Where was your share of it?”


    “Why, Steve hit three bad hands and plunged, and he was taken to the cleaners. So I gave him something to eat on and rode away.” Sleeper added: “When today came along, somehow I had only a few dollars in my pocket.”


    “I’d rather pour water on the desert than put money in your pocket!” shouted Pop Lowry. “It ain’t human, the way you throw it away.”


    He continued to glare for a moment and growl. He was still shaking his head as he commenced champing his food.


    “You didn’t even have a price of a meal?” he demanded at last.


    “That’s quite a story.”


    “I don’t want to hear it,” snapped Pop Lowry. “I’ve got a job for you.”


    “I’ve just finished a job for you,” said Sleeper.


    “What of it?” demanded Pop Lowry. “You signed up to do what I pleased for three months, didn’t you?”


    “I did,” sighed Sleeper. He thought regretfully of the impulse that had led him into putting himself at the beck and call of this old vulture. But his word had been given.


    “And there’s more than two months of that time left, ain’t there?”


    “I suppose so.”


    “Then listen to me, while I tell you what I want you to do.”


    “Wait till you hear my story.”


    “Rats with your story. I don’t want to hear it.”


    “Oh, you’ll want to hear it all right.”


    “What makes you think so?” asked the peddler.


    “Because you like one thing even more than money.”


    “What do I like more?”


    “Trouble,” said Sleeper. “You love it like the rat that you are.”


    In fact, as the peddler thrust out his jaw and wrinkled his eyes, he looked very like a vast rodent. He overlooked the insult to ask: “What sort of trouble?”


    “Something queer. I told you I was broke today. That’s because I lost my last few dollars playing poker. I played the poker because I wanted to lose.”


    “Wanted?” echoed Pop Lowry. “That’s too crazy even for you. I don’t believe it.”


    “I’ll tell you how it was. I was sitting with a glass of beer, when two hombres walked into the saloon … by the look they gave me, I knew they were on my trail … and I wondered why, because I’d never seen them before. I let them get me into a poker game and take my cash. I knew that wasn’t what they wanted. When I was frozen out, they were keen to lend me a stake and got me to empty my pockets on the table. I put a handful of junk on the table, and they loaned me ten dollars, and I let that go in the next hand. They didn’t offer to stake me again. They wanted something that was in my pockets. When they got that, they were satisfied. Now, then, what was it that they were after?”


    “What did they look like?” asked Pop Lowry.


    “Anything up to murder,” said Sleeper promptly.


    “What was the stuff you put on the table?”


    “Half a pack of wheat-straw papers, a full sack of tobacco, a penknife with one blade broken, a twist of twine, sulphur matches, a leather wallet with nothing in it except a letter from a girl, a key ring and some keys, a handkerchief, a pocket comb in a leather case, a stub of a pencil. That was all.”


    “The letter from the girl. What girl?” asked Lowry.


    “None of your business,” said Sleeper.


    “It may have been their business, though.”


    “Not likely. Her name wasn’t signed to the letter, anyway. She didn’t say anything, except talk about the weather. Nobody could have made anything of that letter.”


    “Any marks on the wallet?”


    “None that mattered, so far as I know.”


    “I’ve seen you write notes on cigarette papers.”


    “No notes on those.”


    “What were you doing with a key ring and keys? You don’t own anything with locks on it.”


    “Caught my eye in the pawnshop today. Little silver snake with green eyes.”


    “Anything queer about that snake?”


    “Good Mexican work. That’s all.”


    “The letter’s the answer,” said Pop Lowry. “There was something in that letter.”


    “They’re welcome to it.”


    “Or in the keys. What sort of keys?”


    “Three for padlocks, two regular door keys, something that looked like a skeleton, and a little flat key of white metal.”


    “Any marks on those keys?”


    “Only on the little one. The number on it was one two six five.”


    “You’ve got an eye,” said Pop Lowry. “When I think what an eye and a brain and a hand you’ve got, it sort of makes me sick. Nothin’ in the world that you couldn’t do, if you weren’t so doggone honest.”


    Sleeper did not answer. He was brooding, and now he said: “Could have been the keys? I didn’t think of that.” Then he added: “It was the keys!”


    “How d’you know?” asked Pop.


    “I remember now that, when I bought them, the pawnbroker said that he had just put the ring out for sale a couple of hours before.”


    “Ha!” grunted Pop. “You mean that the two gents had gone back to the pawnshop to redeem the key ring?”


    “Why not? Maybe they’d come a long way to redeem that key ring. Maybe the time was up yesterday. They found the thing gone … they got my description … they trailed me … they worked the stuff out of my pockets onto the table … and there you are! Pop, they were headed for some sort of dirty work … something big.”


    Pop Lowry began to sweat. He forgot to drink his coffee.


    “We’ll forget the other job I was going to give you,” he said. “Maybe there ain’t a bean in this, but we’ll run it down.”


    “I knew you’d smell the poison in the air and like it,” said Sleeper, grinning.


    “What would put you on their trail? What would the number on that little key mean?”


    “Hotel room? No, it wasn’t big enough for that. It couldn’t mean anything … in this part of the world … except a post office box. No other lock would be shallow enough for it to fit.”


    “There’s an idea!” exclaimed Pop Lowry. “That’s a big number … one two six five. Take a big town to have that many post office boxes.”


    “Weldon is the only town big enough for that … the only town inside of three hundred miles.”


    “That pair is traveling for Weldon,” agreed Lowry. “They wanted that bunch of keys. Get ’em, Sleeper! That’s your job. Just get those keys and find out what they’re to open. And start now!”


    
      In Weldon Pass

    

    Buzz Mahoney, opening the door of his room at the hotel in Tucker Flat, lighted a match to ignite the lamp on the center table. Then he heard a whisper behind him and tried to turn around, but a blow landed accurately at the base of his skull and dropped him down a well of darkness. Sleeper, leaning over him, unhurried, lighted another match, and, fumbling through the pockets, found almost at once the silver snake key ring. Then he descended to the street, using a back window, instead of the lobby and the front door. Before he had gone half a block, he heard stamping and shouting in the hotel, and knew that his victim had recovered and was trying to discover the source of his fall.


    Sleeper, pausing near the first streak of lamplight that shone through a window, examined the keys with a swift glance. There had been seven keys before; there were only six now. That was what sent Sleeper swiftly around the corner to the place where Pop Lowry waited for him.


    “I’ve got them,” he said, “but the one for the post office box is gone. Mahoney had the rest … but Tim Riley is gone with the little key.”


    “There’s something in that post office box,” answered Pop. “Go and get it.”


    “He’s got a head start,” answered Sleeper.


    “He’s got a head start, but you’ve got your horse, and, if Careless can’t make up the lost ground, nothing can. Ride for Weldon and try to catch Tim Riley on the way. I’m heading straight on for Weldon myself. I’ll get there sometime tomorrow. Quit the trails and head straight for Weldon Pass. You’ll catch your bird there.”


    Sleeper sat on his heels and closed his eyes. He was seeing in his mind all the details of the ground over which he would have to travel, if he wished to take a short cut to Weldon Pass. Then he stood up, nodded, and stretched again.


    “I’ll run along,” he said.


    “Have another spot of money?” asked the peddler.


    He took out fifty dollars, counted it with a grudging hand from his wallet, and passed it to Sleeper, who received it without thanks.


    “How long before somebody cuts your gizzard open to get your money, Pop?”


    “That’s what salts the meat and makes the game worthwhile,” said Pop Lowry. “Never knowing whether I’m gonna wake up, when I go to sleep at night.”


    “How many murders do you dream about, Pop?” pursued Sleeper casually.


    “I got enough people in my dreams,” said Pop Lowry, grinning. “And some of ’em keep on talking after I know they’re dead. But my conscience don’t bother me none. I ain’t such a fool, Sleeper.”


    Sleeper turned on his heel without answer or farewell. Five minutes later he was traveling toward Weldon Pass on the back of the stallion.


    If Tim Riley had in fact started so long ahead of him toward the town of Weldon, it would take brisk travel to catch him in the narrow throat of the pass, so Sleeper laid out an air line and traveled it as straight as a bird. There were ups and downs that ordinary men on ordinary horses never would have attempted. Sleeper was on his feet half the time, climbing rugged slopes up which the stallion followed him like a great cat. Or again Sleeper worked his way down some perilous steep with the golden horse scampering and sliding to the rear, always with his nose close to the ground to study the exact places where his master had stepped. For the man knew exactly what the horse could do, and never took him over places too slippery or too abrupt for him to cover. In this work they gave the impression of two friends struggling toward a common end, rather than of master and servant.


    So they came out on a height above Weldon Pass, and, looking down on it, Sleeper saw the moon break through clouds and gild the pass with light. It was a wild place, with scatterings of hardy brush here and there, even an occasional tree, but on the whole it looked like a junk heap of stone with a course kicked through the center of it. Rain had been falling recently. The whole pass was bright with water, and it was against the thin gleam of this background that Sleeper saw the small shadow of the other rider coming toward him. He went down the last abrupt slope at once to intercept the course of the other rider.


    He was hardly at the bottom before he could hear the faint clinking sounds made by the hoofs of the approaching horse. A whisper made the stallion sink from view behind some small boulders. Sleeper himself ran up to the top of a boulder half the size of a house, and crouched there. He could see the stranger coming, the head of the horse nodding up and down in the pale moonlight. Sleeper tied a bandanna around the lower part of his face.


    Ten steps from Sleeper’s waiting place, he made sure that it was tall Tim Riley in person, for there Riley stopped his horse and let it drink from a little freshet that ran across the narrow floor of the ravine. It was a magnificent horse that he rode—over sixteen hands, sloping shoulders, high withers, big bones, well-let-down hocks, and flat knees. A horse too good for a working cowpuncher to have, thought Sleeper. And his last doubt about the character of Tim Riley disappeared. The man was a crooked card played with a crooked companion; he was probably a criminal in other ways, as well. Men are not apt to make honest journeys through the middle of the night and over places as wild as the Weldon Pass.


    When the horse had finished drinking, Riley rode on again. He was passing the boulder that sheltered Sleeper, when his mount stopped suddenly and threw up its head with a snort. Riley, with the speed of an automatic reaction, snatched out a gun. There was a well-oiled ease in the movement, a professional touch of grace that did not escape the eye of Sleeper. He could only take his man half by surprise, now, but he rose from behind his rampart of rock and leaped headlong.


    He sprang from behind, yet the flying shadow of danger seemed to pass over the brain of Riley. He jerked his head and gun around while Sleeper was still in the air, then Sleeper struck him with the full lunging weight of his body, and they rolled together from the back of the horse.


    The gun had exploded once, while they were in the air. Sleeper remained unscathed. Now he found himself fighting for his life against an enemy as strong and swift and fierce as a mountain lion.


    A hundred times Sleeper had fought with his hands, but always victory had been easy. The ancient science of jujitsu, that he had spent patient years learning, gave him a vast advantage in spite of his slender bulk. He had struggled with great two-hundred-pounders who were hardened fighting men, but always it was like the battle between the meager wasp and the huge, powerful tarantula. The spider fights with blind strength, laying hold with its steel shears wherever it can; the wasp drives its poisoned sting at the nerve centers.


    That is the art of jujitsu. At the pits of the arms or the side of the neck or the back, or inside the legs or in the pit of the stomach, there are places where the great nerves come close to the surface, vulnerable to a hard pressure or a sharp blow. Sleeper knew those spots as an anatomist might know them. Men who fought him were rarely hurt unless they hurled their own weight at him too blindly, for half the great art of jujitsu lies in using the strength of the antagonist against him. Usually the victim of Sleeper recovered as from a trance, with certain vaguely tingling pains still coursing through parts of his body. But not a bone would be broken, and the bruises were few.


    He tried all his art now, and he found that art checked and baffled at every turn. Tall and spare of body, Tim Riley looked almost fragile, but from the first touch Sleeper found him a creature of whalebone and Indian rubber. Every fiber of Riley’s body was a strong wire, and in addition he was an expert wrestler. Before they had rolled twice on the ground, Sleeper was struggling desperately in the defense. Then the arm of Riley caught him with a frightful stranglehold that threatened to break his neck before it choked him. Suddenly Sleeper lay still.


    Tim Riley seemed to sense surrender in this yielding, this sudden pulpiness of body and muscle. Instead of offering quarter, Riley began to snarl like a dog that has sunk its teeth in a death grip. He kept jerking the crook of his arm deeper and deeper into the throat of Sleeper, who lay inert, face down. Flames and smoke seemed to shoot upward through Sleeper’s brain, but in that instant of relaxation he had gathered his strength and decided on his counterstroke.


    He twisted his right leg outside that of his enemy, raised the foot until with his heel he located the knee of Riley, then kicked the sharp heel heavily against the inside of the joint. Tim Riley yelled with agony. The blow fell again, and he twisted his body frantically away from the torture. That movement gave Sleeper his chance, and with the sharp edge of the palm, hardened almost like wood by long practice in the trick, he struck the upper arm of Riley.


    It loosened its grip like a numb, dead thing. With his other arm Riley tried to get the same fatal hold, but Sleeper had twisted like a writhing snake. He struck again with the edge of the palm, and the blow fell like the stroke of a blunt cleaver across the million nerves that run up the side of the neck. The head of Riley fell over as though an axe had struck deep. He lay not motionless but vaguely stirring, making a groaning, wordless complaint.


    Sleeper, in a moment, had trussed him like a bird for market. Still the wits had not fully returned to Riley as Sleeper rifled his pockets. But he found not a sign of the little flat, white key that had the number 1265 stamped upon it. He crumpled the clothes of the man, feeling that such a small object might have been hidden in a seam. Then he pulled off the boots of Riley, and, when he took out the first insole, he found what he wanted. The little key flashed like an eye in the moonlight, then he dropped it into his pocket.


    The voice of Tim Riley pleaded from the ground: “You ain’t gonna leave me here, brother, are you? And what on earth did you use to hit me? Where did you have it … up your sleeve?”


    Sleeper leaned and looked into the hard face of the other. Then he muttered: “You’ll be all right. People will be riding through the pass in the early morning. So long, partner.”


    Then he took Riley’s horse by the reins and led it away among the rocks toward the place where he had left Careless, the stallion.


    
      The chart

    

    Neither on the streets of Weldon nor in the post office itself did people pay much attention to Sleeper because the Weldon newspaper had published an extra that told that the body of Joe Mendoza, the escaped fugitive from the state prison, had been found. That news was of sufficient importance to occupy all eyes with reading and all tongues with talk. All it meant to Sleeper was the cover under which he could approach his work.


    He went straight into the post office and found there what he had expected in a town of the size of Weldon—a whole wall filled by the little mail boxes, each with a glass insert in the door so that it could be seen if mail were waiting inside. In the right-hand corner, shoulder-high, appeared No. 1265. Inside it, he could see a single thin envelope.


    The key fitted at once. The little bolt of the lock slipped with a click, and the door opened. Sleeper took out the envelope and slammed the small door so that the spring lock engaged.


    On the envelope was written: Mr. Oliver Badget, Box 1265, Weldon. And in the upper left-hand corner: To be delivered only to Oliver Badget in person.


    


    The camping places of the peddler in his tours through the mountains were perfectly known to Sleeper. Therefore he was waiting in a wooded hollow just outside of Weldon, when Pop Lowry shambled into the glade later that afternoon.


    Pop Lowry shouted an excited greeting, but Sleeper remained flat on his back, his hands cupped under his head while he stared up through the green gloom of a pine tree at the little splashes of blue heaven above. In slanted patches the sun warmed his body.


    The peddler, not waiting to pull the pack saddles off his tired mules, stood over Sleeper and stared critically down at him.


    “That gent Riley was a tough hombre, eh? Too tough for you, Sleeper?” he asked.


    “I got the key from him,” said Sleeper. “There was a box numbered one two six five at the post office, and this was what was inside.” He fished the envelope from his pocket and tossed it into the air. The big hand of the peddler darted out and caught the prize. Jerking out the fold of paper that it contained, Pop Lowry stared at a singular pattern. There was not a written word on the soiled sheet; there was only a queer jumble of dots, triangles, and one wavering, crooked line that ran across the paper from one corner to the other. Beside one bend of the wavering line appeared a cross.


    “This here is the spot,” argued the peddler.


    “The cross is the spot,” agreed Sleeper. “And a lot that means!”


    “The triangles are trees,” said Pop.


    “Or mountains,” answered Sleeper.


    “The dots … what would they be, kid?”


    “How do I know? Cactus … rocks … I don’t know.”


    “This crooked line is a road, Sleeper.”


    “Or a valley, or a ravine.”


    “It’s hell!” said Lowry.


    He stared at Sleeper, who remained motionless. The wind ruffled his black hair; the blue of his eyes was as still and peaceful as the sky above them. Pop Lowry cursed again and then sat down, cross-legged.


    “Put your brains on this here, Sleeper,” he said. “Two brains are better than one.”


    “I’ve put my brain on it, but you can see for yourself that we’ll never make anything out of it.”


    “Why not?”


    “Well, it’s simply a chart to stir up the memory of Oliver Badget. Oliver is the boy who knows what those marks mean. Call it a road … that crooked line. Well, at the seventh bend from the lower corner of the page, there, along that road, there’s something planted. Oliver wants to be able to find it. But where does the road begin? Where does he begin to count the bends?”


    “From Weldon,” suggested the peddler.


    “Yes. Or from a bridge, or a clump of trees, or something like that. And there’s twenty roads or trails leading into Weldon.”


    Pop Lowry groaned. He took out a plug of chewing tobacco, clamped his teeth into a corner of it, and bit off a liberal quid with a single powerful closing of his jaws. He began to masticate the tobacco slowly. “A gent with something on hand wants to put it away,” he said, thinking aloud. “He takes and hides it. He hides it in a place so doggone mixed up that even he can’t be sure that he’ll remember. So he leaves a chart. Where’s he going to hide the chart, though?”


    “Where nobody would ever think of looking,” agreed Sleeper. “He rents a post office box and puts the chart in an envelope addressed to himself. Nobody else could get that envelope because nobody else has the key, and nobody would call for mail in Badget’s name and get the envelope, either. Because that letter would have to be signed for in Badget’s signature before the clerk would turn the thing over. But now that he’s got the chart hidden, all he has to do is to hide the key. And where would he hide the key? Well, in a place just as public as the post office box, where everybody could see it. So he hocks that key ring and all the keys on it at a pawnshop.”


    Lowry sighed. “Nobody would go to all of this trouble, Sleeper,” he commented, “unless what was hidden out was a doggone big pile.”


    “Nobody would,” agreed Sleeper.


    “Now Mister Badget turns up and tries to get his key, and finds out that his time has just run out. He hurries like the devil to get to that key in time, but he’s too late. Sleeper has the key. He gets it away from Sleeper … . Why, that all sounds doggone reasonable and logical.”


    “Badget isn’t another name for Riley or for Mahoney,” declared Sleeper.


    “Why not?”


    “Well, Badget himself could go to the post office without the key and get the letter any time by signing for it.”


    “True,” agreed Lowry. Then he added, after a moment of thought: “Badget couldn’t come himself. He had to send friends to make sure that that key didn’t get into the wrong hands. He sent friends to maybe just pay the pawnbroker’s loan and renew it … and pay for the post office box. Why didn’t Badget come himself? Sick? In jail?”


    “Or dead,” said Sleeper.


    “Sleeper, there’s something important hidden out where that cross is marked.”


    “We’ll never find it without a key to the chart,” said Sleeper. “It’s a good little map, all right, but unless we know what part of the country to fit it to, we’ll never locate what’s under the cross. It may be a district five hundred miles from here, for all we know.”


    “What’ll we do?” asked Pop Lowry.


    “Wait, Pop. That’s the only good thing that we can do.”


    “What good will waiting do?”


    “The postmaster has a master key for all of those boxes. Well, the postmaster is going to lose that key today or tomorrow. And right afterward, box one two six five is going to be opened.”


    “There won’t be anything in it,” protested Lowry. “Whatcha mean, Sleeper?”


    “You can copy the chart, and then I’ll put the original back in the post office box.”


    “What happens then? You mean that Riley and Mahoney come along, rob the postmaster of the master key, get the chart, and then start out on the trail with us behind them?”


    “With me behind them,” corrected Sleeper. “I don’t need you.”


    The big peddler swore. “Yeah,” he said, “you can disappear like a sand flea and turn up like a wildcat whenever you want to. You’ll be able to trail ’em, all right.”


    Sleeper sighed. “Copy the chart,” he said. “I’m going to sleep. Because after I take that envelope back to the post office, I’ve got to find a place and stay awake day and night to see who goes into that building, and who comes out again.”


    Lowry, without a word of answer, sat down to his drawing.


    
      Alkali Flat

    

    There was a three-story hotel opposite the post office, and here Sleeper lay at a window night and day for four long days. They were hot, windless days, and he hardly closed his eyes for more than a half hour at a time, but the keenness of his attention never diminished. Over the low shoulders of the post office, from his place of vantage, he could look all around the environs of the building he spied upon. The nights were clear, with moonlight; the days were the more difficult.


    He could not tell when Riley or Mahoney would appear in one of the sudden swirls of people who slipped suddenly through the swing doors of the building, disappeared, and came out again a few moments later. It was quite possible that they would attempt to disguise themselves. Even then he would have more than a good chance of identifying them. He had learned long ago to look not only at the face of a man but also at the shape of his head, the angle of nose and forehead, and particularly at any strangeness of contour in the ear. A man may become either thin or fat, but his height is not altered. And the general outline of the head and shoulders, whether the man comes toward the eye or goes from it, may often be recognized. Even so, hawk-eyed as he was, it would be fumbling in the dark—and like a patient fisher he remained waiting. Agonies of impatience he hid away behind a smile.


    One cause of his impatience was his desire to finish up the job for Lowry. Pop had helped him in his great need but had expected a three months’ servitude in exchange. Sleeper loved danger, and Pop could supply it, but it was unsavory, unclean, and Sleeper liked things as shining clear as the coat of the stallion Careless. His code made him live up to his given word. What he would do to Pop, when his term of service was up, put the only good taste in his mouth in many a day.


    It was on the fourth day that tall Pop Lowry stalked into the room and pushed his dusty hat back on his head. The hot reek of the outdoors entered with him.


    He said: “Oliver Badget was Joe Mendoza. I just seen a bit of Mendoza’s handwriting, so I know. Buzz Mahoney and Tim Riley were the best friends of Joe. Mendoza is dead. Buzz and Tim are carryin’ on where Mendoza left off. That means they’re starting something big. So big that Mendoza risked his neck to get out of prison. He must’ve met those two hombres. Before he died, he told them things. And it’s my idea, Sleeper, that what that chart tells is the location of the cache where Mendoza put away the whole savin’s of his life.”


    The teeth of Lowry clicked together. His eyes grew green with bright greed. “Mendoza never spent nothin’. He never did nothin’ but save,” he added. “Sleeper, I’ve got three of my best men, and they’re gonna ride with you, when you start the game.”


    “I work a lone hand or I don’t work at all,” said Sleeper dreamily, as he lay stretched on his bed, peering steadily out the window.


    “Damn it,” growled Lowry, “if you try to handle the two of ’em, they’ll sure bust you full of lead. Mendoza never had nothin’ to do with gents that wasn’t murderers. Those are two gunmen, Sleeper, and, when you handled ’em before, you was dealin’ with rattlers without knowin’ it.”


    “I’ll handle ’em alone or not at all,” said Sleeper in the same voice.


    “Sleeper … you’ll carry a gun, then, won’t you?”


    Sleeper shook his head. “Any fool can carry a gun,” he answered. “The fun of the game is handling fire with your bare hands.”


    There was a muffled, snarling sound from Pop Lowry. Then he strode from the room without another word.


    Five minutes later Sleeper shuddered. For a man with a long, linen duster on had just stepped through the front door of the post office. The duster covered him very efficiently, but a certain weight about the shoulders, a certain sense of power in the arms was not lost on Sleeper.


    He was off his bed, down the stairs, and instantly in the stable behind the hotel. A moment later he had jerked the saddle on the back of the stallion and snapped the bridle over his head. Then he hurried down the alley and crossed into the vacant lot beside the hotel where a clump of tall shrubs covered him. He could see without being seen. He had hardly taken his post before the man in the linen duster came out from the post office again, paused to yawn widely, glanced up and down the street with quick eyes, and turned the corner.


    Sleeper, running to the same corner, had a glimpse of two men swinging on the backs of two fine horses. At once the pair swung away at a rapid canter.


    They left Weldon, headed north for five miles, swung sharply to the west, then went straight south through the mountains. For two days, Sleeper shivered in the wet winds and the whipping rains of the high ravines, following his quarry.


    It was close work, dangerous work. Sometimes in a naked valley he had to let the pair get clear out of sight before he ventured to take the trail again. Once, coming through a dense fog that was simply a cloud entangled in the heights, he came suddenly around a rock face to face with a starry light. Through the mist, not five steps away, he heard the loud voice of Buzz Mahoney yell out: “Who’s there? What’s that?”


    “A mountain sheep, you fool,” suggested Tim Riley.


    


    Six days out of Weldon, Sleeper was riding anxiously through a ravine that was cluttered with such a litter of rocks that danger might have hidden there in the form of whole regiments. It was only the hair-trigger sensitiveness of the nose of the stallion that detected trouble ahead. He stopped, jerked up his head, and the next instant Sleeper saw the wavering of sunlight on a bit of steel, the blue brightness of a leveled gun.


    He whirled Careless away. Two rifles barked, sent long, clanging echoes down the ravine, and Sleeper swayed slowly out from the saddle, dropped, and hung head down with trailing arms, his right leg hooked over the saddle as though caught in the stirrup leather and so precariously was supported.


    The rifles spoke no more. Instead, two riders began to clatter furiously in pursuit. A good mile they rushed their swift horses along, but Careless, with his master still hanging at his side, widened the distance of his lead with every strike, and finally was lost to view among the sea of boulders.


    After that, the noise of the pursuit no longer beat through the ravine. Sleeper pulled himself back into the saddle. His leg ached as though the bone had been broken; his head spun; but there was no real harm done by his maneuver. He turned again on the trail. All that Pop Lowry had told him, all that he could have guessed, was reinforced doubly now. For when men would not delay to capture such a horse as Careless when the rider was apparently wounded to death, it was sure proof that Mahoney and Riley were bound toward a great goal.


    


    They went on securely, now, but steadily. They cleaved through the mountains, following the high Lister Pass, and then they dipped down along the side of the range into the terrible sun mist and dusty glare of Alkali Flat.


    Imagine a bowl a hundred miles across, rimmed with cool blue distance on either side, but paved with white heat and the welter and dance of the reflected sun. That was Alkali Flat.


    Sleeper, looking from the rim of the terrible depression, groaned softly. He glanced up and saw three soaring buzzards come over the head of the mountain, turn, and sweep with untroubled wings back the way they had come. Even at that height, they seemed to dread the pungent heat that poured up from the vast hollow.


    Sleeper, sitting in the shadow of a rock, sat down to think. He could find no resource in his mind. There was no way in which he could travel out into the desert. Whoever had chosen to hide a treasure in the midst of such an ocean of despair had chosen well. In the middle of the day, a man needed three pints of water an hour. A fellow whose canteen went dry in the middle of that hell would be mad with thirst by the time he had walked fifteen miles, at the most.


    They went mad and died—every man the same way. The first act was to tear off the shirt. The second was to commence digging with bare hands in the sand and the rocks. They would be found that way afterward, the nails broken from their fingers, the flesh tattered, the very bones at the tips of the fingers splintered by the frightful, blind efforts of the dying men.


    Sleeper, remembering one dreadful picture he had seen, slowly ran the pink tip of his tongue across his lips and sat up to breathe more easily. He had a canteen that would hold a single quart—and the valley was a hundred miles across! He had saddlebags, of course. They were new and strong, of the heaviest canvas. He took a pair of them and went to the nearest sound of running water. He drank and drank again of that delightfully bubbling spring; the mere sight of Alkali Flat had implanted in him an insatiable thirst. Then he filled one of the bags. The canvas was perfectly watertight, but the seams let the water spurt out in streams.


    He looked about him, not in despair, but with the sense of one condemned. If he could not enter the desert assured of a fair chance of getting through, why, he would enter it without that chance and trust to luck like a madman. He was drawn by that perverse hunger for danger like a dizzy man by the terrible edge of a cliff.


    Then he saw the pine trees that were filling the mountain air with sweetness, and he remembered their resin. Resin? It exuded from them in little fresh runs; it dripped from the wounded bark; it flavored the air with its clean scent. He began to collect it rapidly with his knife, and, as he got it, he commenced to smear the stuff over the seams of his saddlebags, which he turned inside out. He had two pairs, and he resined all four in hardly more than an hour. That was why the stallion was well weighted down with a load of the purest spring water, going down the slope toward Alkali Flat.


    His master went ahead of him, jauntily, whistling a little, but the heat from the desert already was beginning to sting the eyes and make the lids of them tender.


    
      The treasure

    

    In Alkali Flat, the earth was not a mother. It was a grave. Once there had been a river running through it; now there was only the hollow trough filled with the dead bones of the stream. Once there had been trees; now there were only the scarecrow trunks of a few ancient survivors. It was worse than the Sahara, because in the Sahara there was never life and here there was a ghost of it.


    As Sleeper passed down into the frightful glare of that wasted land, he saw the trail of Mahoney and Tim Riley lead up to the bank of the dead river and then pass down the length of it. He felt that he knew, at once, the nature of the windings that had been depicted on the chart, and he could not help admiring the cleverness of Joe Mendoza, leaving his treasure here in the middle of a salt waste.


    The temperature was above a hundred. That is a phrase that people use casually, liberally, without understanding. Actually, every part of a degree above blood heat begins to draw the strength from the heart. A dry heat is then an advantage in a sense, because the quick evaporation of the perspiration cools the flesh a little.


    The heat in the great Alkali Flat was above a hundred and twenty. There were twenty-two degrees of fatal heat, and the dryness not merely turned sweat into mist at once, it laid hold on the flesh like a thousand leeches, sucking out the liquid from the body.


    The feet of Sleeper began to burn in his boots. There seemed to be sand under his eyelids. The drying lips threatened to crack wide open. Thirst blew down his throat like a dusty wind at every breath he drew. At the same time, the skin of his face commenced to pull and contract, and the dry skin of his body was rubbed and chafed by his clothes.


    Careless, indomitable in all conditions, now held on his way with his ears laid flat against his skull.


    When Sleeper looked up, he saw a wedge of three buzzards sliding out from the mountain height and hanging in the air. They might shun the air above the horrible flat, but not when foolish living creatures attempted to cross the floor of the oven. What insane beings, even a Mahoney and a Riley, ventured on such a journey by the light of the day?


    Sleeper looked from the dizzy sky back to the earth. It was like a kitchen yard, a yard on which thousands of gallons of soapy water, in the course of generations, have been flung upon a summer-baked soil thrice a day. For a singular odor rose from the ground. And it was everywhere gray-white.


    Along the banks of the river one could see where water had once flowed at varying levels. The banks had been eaten back by the now dead stream. Here and there, at the edges of the levels, appeared the dry roots of long-vanished plants and trees, as fine as hair.


    There was no steady breeze, but now and again a twist of the air sucked up dust in a small air pool that moved with swiftness for a short distance and then melted away. If one of those white phantoms swayed toward Sleeper, he swerved the horse to avoid it. Careless himself shrank from the contact, for the alkali dust burned the passages of nose and lungs and mouth like dry lye, and the eyes were eaten by that unslaked lime.


    Yet the other pair still advanced more deeply into that fire. An hour went by, and another, and another, and another. At a walk or a dog-trot, Careless stuck to his work. His coat was beginning to stare as his sweat dried and the salt of the perspiration stiffened the gloss of his hair. When Sleeper stroked the glorious neck of the horse, a thin dust followed his hand.


    They had passed the danger point, long ago. That is to say, they had passed the point when a man could safely attempt to journey out of the alkali hell without water to carry. A fellow with a two-quart canteen, no matter how he nursed it, would probably be frantic for liquid before he reached the promise of the mountains which, already, were turning brown and blue in the distance.


    And then the two figures far ahead, only discernible in the spyglass that Sleeper now and then used for spotting them, dipped away from the flat and disappeared. They had descended into the stream bed. It might mean that they had spotted the pursuer and were going to stalk him in ambush. It might mean, also, that they had reached the proper bend of the dry draw and that they were about to search for the marked spot on the chart.


    Sleeper, taking a chance on the second possibility, pushed Careless ahead rapidly until he was close to the point of the disappearance. Conscience, duty, a strange spirit seemed to ride in his shadow and drive him ahead, but his conscious mind rebelled against this torment. It told him to rush away toward one of those spots of cool, blue mirage that continually wavered into view on the face of the desert; it told him that all was useless, wealth, fame, honor no more real than the welter of the heat waves. But he kept on.


    When he was reasonably close, he dipped Careless down into the channel of the vanished river, and watered him from the second saddlebag. The water was now almost the heat of blood, and it had developed a foul taste from cooking inside the heavy canvas, but Careless supped up the water greedily until the bag was empty. There remained to Sleeper one half of his original supply, and yet one half of his labor had not been completed.


    Under a steep of the bank where there was a fall of shadow, he placed the horse and made him lie down. But the shadow was not a great blessing. The dimness seemed to thicken the air; it was like breathing dust, and the sand, even under the shadow, was hot to the touch. Here Careless was left, lifting his head and sending after his master a whinny of anxiety, no louder than a whisper. For the stallion knew as well as any man the reason those buzzards wheeled in the stillness of the hot air above.


    Would the two men ahead take heed of the second group of buzzards? Or would they fail to notice, earthbound as their eyes must be, that the vultures wheeled and sailed in two parts?


    Sleeper went on swiftly, but with care. And he could wish, now, that he had not left Weldon with empty hands. He had his knife, to be sure, and if he came to close range, that heavy knife with its needle-sharp point would be as deadly in his hands as any gun. It might well dispose of one of the pair, but the second one would certainly take revenge for his fall.


    Very clearly, Sleeper knew what it meant if the couple were real companions of Joe Mendoza, that super-murderer. He would have none about him except savages as brutal as wild beasts. He would have none except experts in slaughter.


    This knowledge made the step of Sleeper lighter than the step of a wildcat as he heard, directly around the next bend, the sound of blows sinking into the earth. From the sharp edge of the bank he saw, as he peered around it, both Mahoney and tall Tim Riley hard at work with a pick and a shovel, which they had taken from their packs.


    Their two horses, like the stallion, had been placed under the partial shadow of the western bank. One stood head down, like a dying thing; the other, with more of the invincible Western toughness supporting its knees and its spirit, wandered with slow steps down the draw, sniffing curiously at the strange dead roots that projected here and there from the bank.


    The two workers, hard at it, had now opened a good-size hole in the earth, and they were driving it deeper and deeper when Mahoney uttered a wild cry and flung both arms above his head. Then, leaning, he tore at something buried in the earth. There was the brittle noise of the rending of a tough fabric; Mahoney jerked up, holding what seemed a torn strip of tarpaulin in his hands, and leaned immediately to grasp it again. Riley helped him. They were both yelling out senseless, meaningless words.


    Now Sleeper saw a very strange thing to do, and did it. He slipped quietly out from his post of vantage and went up to the horse that was wandering with slow steps down the bank, the water sloshing with soft gurglings inside the burlap-wrapped huge canteen that hung from the saddle.


    Sleeper took the horse calmly by the bridle and led it, step by step, around the bend. He had the horse almost out of view, when Mahoney, leaping to his feet, apparently looked straight at the thief.


    Instead of drawing a gun, Buzz Mahoney pulled off his hat and began to wave it and shout with delight. Tim Riley also commenced to prance around like a crazy man.


    “The whole insides of the Levison Bank!” yelled Riley. “Kid, we got it! We’re rich for life!”


    They were blind with happiness. That was why Mahoney had failed to see the thief in his act of stealing, and now Sleeper was walking steadily down the draw with the horse behind him. He kept on until he reached the great stallion, which rose eagerly to meet him and touched noses with the other horse. Then Sleeper mounted Careless and put two miles of steady cantering behind him. After that, he rode up the bank to the level of the ground above and waited.


    He sat in the shade under the side of Careless and ventured to smoke a cigarette that filled his lungs with a milder fire than that of the alkali dust.


    One horse, two men, and the long, burning stretch of the desert to cross before the blue peace of the mountains surrounded them. It seemed to Sleeper that there was nothing in the world so beautiful as mountains, these mountains to the north. Yes, perhaps there were other regions even more delightful. There were the great Arctic and Antarctic plains where the ice of ages is piled. But to lie all day where water can flow across the body, where the lips can draw up clear water every moment—that is a bliss beyond words. It was easy to think, also, of the cool shadowy interiors of saloons, and the refreshing pungency of beer. Barrels of beer buried in vast casks of chipped ice and snow.


    Men of sense should work with ice. What happy fellows are those who deliver the great, white, ponderous cakes of it, sawing and splitting it up for customers, drifting comfortably from house to house.


    


    Time passed. He watered the two horses and himself drank sparingly. There was still plenty of sun. It was high, high above the horizon, and those two fellows who had found the treasure of Joe Mendoza did not seem, as yet, to have discovered the loss of the second horse with more than half of their remaining water supply. Well, the wind of joy would cool them for a spell, but afterward … .


    He thought, too, of the old, white-headed banker, level-eyed, fearless of the hatred that men poured on him since the failure of his bank after the robbery. What fools the officers of the law had been not to suspect that the job was that of Mendoza. Three men shot down wantonly. That was like Mendoza—Riley and Mahoney were no doubt of the murderous crew that attended the chief on that day of the holdup.


    It all made a simple picture, now. Escaping with their spoil, Mendoza had attended to the hiding of it. They would disappear from the face of the land for a time. Then, at an appointed date, they would gather. But, in the meantime, Mendoza had been captured on some other charge. He had been put into the prison, and, when he attempted to break out at the allotted moment, he had been shot. He had passed on his information, loyally, to his two men.


    That was the story, and Sleeper knew it as well as though he had heard it from the lips of the pair.


    And now, at last, the two came up over the edge of the draw and started toward the mountains, one of them in the saddle, the other riding behind.


    Sleeper fell in with them.


    That terrible dryness of the air, that flaming of the sun no longer seemed hostile. It was performing his work. At the end of a long, long hour, the mountains seemed even farther away than they had been at the beginning. Sleeper saw the pair halt. They took off the big canteen from the side of their horse, drank, and then appeared to be measuring out some of the liquid for the horse.


    From half a mile away, Sleeper distinctly could see the flash of the priceless water as it was poured. He could see the poor horse shake its head with eagerness for more. Then tall Tim Riley fastened the canteen back in its place beside the saddle. This was the moment that Buzz Mahoney, snatching out a bolstered rifle from the other side of the saddle, dropped to his knee and began to pour shot after shot at Sleeper.


    But Sleeper, at a thousand yards, laughed, and the laughter was a dry whisper in his throat. He took off his hat and waved it, as though in encouragement. And the two remounted, and went on.


    
      Blazing guns

    

    For nearly another hour, Sleeper traveled in the wake of the pair, and still they seemed to be laboring in vain, never bringing the mountains closer.


    Then trouble struck suddenly. They had dismounted to take water and give it to the horse again, when Sleeper saw by their gestures that they were in a heated argument. Two guns flashed like two dancing bits of blue flame. Then he saw Mahoney fall on his face; afterward the swift rattle of the reports struck his ear.


    Tim Riley mounted and continued on his way, looking back toward the spot where his victim lay.


    Sleeper, for some reason, looked suddenly up toward the buzzards that wheeled softly in the sky above him. They would be fed. But the figure of Mahoney now lifted from the ground. He ran a few steps in pursuit of Riley, and the small sound of his distant wailing came into the ears of Sleeper. To get mercy from Riley was an impossibility that not even the bewildered brain of a wounded man could entertain long. Sleeper, with a queer sickness of the heart, saw Mahoney tear the shirt from his back and fall to digging in the sand. Already the shock and the pain of bullet wounds, the swift loss of blood, and the burning caustic of Alkali Flat had reduced him to the madness of famine.


    Sleeper came up rapidly, calling out. He was almost at the point where Mahoney groveled in the sand on his knees, scooping at the earth with his hands, before the wounded man looked up. He saw Sleeper with the bewilderment with which he might have stared at a heavenly angel. Then he came with a scream of hope, distending his mouth and eyes, his arms thrown out.


    Blood ran down his body, which was swollen with strength rather than with fat. But he disregarded his wounds until he had drunk deeply. Then, recovering his wits a little, he looked rather vaguely up to Sleeper.


    “You’re still back on the trail, eh?” said Mahoney. “Leave me ride that other horse, will you?”


    “You can ride it, if you want,” agreed Sleeper.


    There might have been twenty murders on the hands of this fellow, but still Sleeper pitied him.


    Mahoney grasped the pommel of the saddle on the led horse, but suddenly weakness overcame him. He looked down with a singular wonder at the blood that rolled down his body. Those wounds were beyond curing, as Sleeper had seen at a glance. Mahoney realized it now, also, and the realization struck him down to his knees. He slumped to the side, his mouth open as he dragged at the hot, dusty air.


    Sleeper, dismounting, knelt by him.


    Mahoney cursed him. “Leave me be. I’m cooked,” he said. “Go get Riley. Riley … he murdered me. I’m the eleventh man on his list. Him and Mendoza was like a coupla brothers. If I could live to see Riley crawl … . I sure surprised him with my second shot. He’s hurt. And them that are hurt in Alkali Flat … .”


    He dropped flat on his back, and Sleeper thought that he was gone. But after a moment he spoke again, saying: “He thinks he’ll get loose … but in Alkali Flat … death … death … will get through a scratch on the skin. Riley … Riley … .” A little shudder went through him as though he had been touched by cold.


    And Sleeper turned to remount, for he knew that Mahoney was dead.


    


    Had Buzz really struck Tim Riley with one of his bullets? It seemed very likely, considering that they had exchanged shots almost hand to hand. Yet Tim Riley was voyaging steadily on across the Flat.


    The mountains were closer, now. They had lost their blueness entirely and turned brown. Clouds covered the heads of some of the peaks—a paradise of happiness to wander, however blindly, through the cool dampness of a fog like that above! But in Alkali Flat the heat increased. The life was gone from the air, like the taste from overcooked food. But as the sun slanted from a deeper position in the west, a sort of mist seemed to cover the desert. That was the dust, made visible in the slanting sun rays just as the motes grow visible in the sun shaft that strikes through a window in winter. And this film of dust was what made breathing so difficult, perhaps.


    Mahoney was dead. A division of the buzzards had dropped toward the ground, but still others trailed after Tim Riley. Had they scented the death that might even now be working in the body of Riley?


    As Mahoney had well said, through the smallest scratch death could enter the bodies of men in Alkali Flat. Where the struggle for mere existence was so hard, the slightest wound, the slightest extra drain on the strength might prove fatal.


    Yet Tim Riley, so far as Sleeper could see, even through the glass, rode erect and steady.


    Sleeper closed his thousand yards of safety to a quarter of a mile to study the gunman. He had a strong feeling that he was about to lose his long battle. For now the mountains rose like a wall against the sky; the heat of the sun was diminishing; twilight would unroll like a blessing across Alkali Flat before long, and Tim Riley would be among the slopes of the foothills, hunting for the sound of running water in the night, climbing steadily toward a purer, cooler air.


    Where the flat ended, Sleeper saw the white streak of it just ahead, like a watermark drawn across the hills. Tim Riley was approaching that mark when, all at once, Sleeper saw that the horse was plodding on with downward head, as before, but with an empty saddle. But no, it was not empty. The rider had slumped well forward and lay out on the neck of the horse. It might be a bit of playing ’possum, Sleeper thought. For Riley must have realized that his pursuer was not armed, and now this might be a device to draw the other into easy range.


    So Sleeper pressed forward only slowly until he noticed that the buzzards were swaying lower and lower through the air above the head of the fugitive. As though they conveyed a direct message to him, Sleeper lost all fear at once and closed in abruptly.


    As he came, he saw the rider slipping slowly, inch by inch, toward the side. When Sleeper came up, he waited until he actually had a hand on the shoulder of Tim Riley before he called out. But Tim Riley continued to lie prone, as though resting from a great fatigue.


    He was resting, indeed, for he was dead.


    When Sleeper stopped the horses at the base of the first foothill, he found that Tim Riley had been shot deeply through the body, a wound that might not have been fatal under ordinary circumstances, but which surely meant death in Alkali Flat. Riley had known that. He had lashed himself in his saddle. With his hands on the pommel, he had ridden erect, keeping his face toward safety and the mountains.


    The mere instinct to keep on fighting had driven him on. A queer admiration crept through the heart of Sleeper as he looked at the lean, hard face of Riley, still set and grim and purposeful in death, with a long-distance look in his eyes, as though he were sighting some goal on the great journey on which he was now embarked.


    In the saddlebag strapped behind the saddle was what Sleeper had struggled and striven so hard to reach. He knew that but left the thing untouched, while he urged the tired horse up the hill. He walked beside the horse that carried the dead man, to make sure that the body did not slip to the ground. A last, grim hour they struggled up that slope until Sleeper heard the sound of running water. A moment later the horses were standing belly-deep in a pool of blue, while Sleeper drank and drank again from the rivulet that fed the little lake.


    By the side of that lake he buried Tim Riley by the simple device of laying the body under a boulder above which a little slide of rocks was hanging. A few stones moved, and that slide was launched. Fifty tons of debris rushed down over the spot where Riley lay, and his funeral oration was the flying echoes that talked and sang busily together for a few seconds all along the cañon.


    


    By the little pool, when it was holding the stars and the thin yellow flickering of the campfire, Sleeper ate hard tack, drank coffee, and examined the contents of the big saddlebag.


    It was, in fact, the savings of an entire life of crime. He counted, bill by bill, three hundred and fifteen thousand dollars of hard cash. In addition, there were a number of jewels, choice stones, which had been broken out of their settings.


    The blood began to beat fast in the temples of Sleeper.


    
      Fun for Sleeper

    

    Levison, president and chief shareholder in the Levison Bank of Tucker Flat, still went down to his office every day. He carried himself exactly as he had done when the lifting of his finger was enough to control the wild men and the strong men of Tucker Flat. He had a short, black mustache, his eyebrows and eyes were black, but his hair was a thin cloud of white. He was a narrow, tall, straight man who had looked the world in the face for so many years that disaster could not teach him to bow his head. When he walked down the street now, people scowled at him, they cursed him in audible undertones, but he walked neither more quickly nor more slowly. His wife knew that Levison was dying of a broken heart, but he was dying on his feet.


    Every day he went down to the bank, unlocked the front door, walked past the grille work of gilded steel, past the empty cages of the cashier and clerk, and into his own office, where he unlocked his desk and waited.


    Sometimes he was there all day, and nothing happened. Often someone entered to talk over the recent robbery and to curse Levison for not guarding the treasures of others more securely. Levison used to answer: “If there is any fault, it is mine. You have a right to denounce me. No man should dare to fail in this world of ours.” He kept his chin high, while grief like an inward wolf devoured his heart.


    On this day, his walk down the street had been particularly a trial. For the unemployed from the closed mines were thick in the street, and they had learned to attribute their lack of a job to the failure of the bank that had shut up the mines. So they thronged thickly about Levison, shook their fists in his face, cursed him and all his ancestors. He went through them like a sleepwalker and never answered a word. Perhaps he hoped that one of the drunkards would strike him down and that the rest would pluck the life out of his body; it was not rooted very deep in his flesh, these days.


    So, when he came to his office, he sat with his head bowed a little and his hands folded together on the edge of his desk. He wanted to die quickly, but there was that hollow-cheeked woman who waited for him in the house on the hill from which the servants had been discharged. Wherever she went, even into death, she would follow him not more than a step behind.


    He heard the front door of the bank open in the middle of the morning. A step sounded in the emptiness of the big outer room, and then a hand tapped at his door.


    “Come in!” called Levison.


    The door was pushed open by a slender young fellow with black hair and blue eyes. He was very brown of skin, erect of carriage, and his clothes were mere ragged patches. Over his shoulder he carried a saddlebag.


    “Were you a depositor in my bank?” asked Levison, opening the usual formula.


    “I never was, but I intend to be,” said the stranger.


    Levison frowned. “The bank has failed,” he said gravely.


    “Then we’d better bring it back to life again,” said the other.


    “Who are you?” snapped Levison.


    “Name of Sleeper. And here’s the stuff that Joe Mendoza and Tim Riley and Buzz Mahoney stole from your vault. All of that and a little more. How much did you lose?”


    Levison rose slowly from his chair. He stared into the blue eyes of this young man, and it seemed to him that they were the blue of flame before it turns yellow.


    “Two hundred and fifty-two thousand five hundred and fourteen dollars,” he said. That number was written across his soul as across a parchment.


    “Count it out of this lot, then,” said Sleeper. “There’s plenty more. And then tell me where the rest of the cash ought to go … or have I claim to it? It’s the life savings of Mister Murderer Mendoza!”


    


    At the little shack outside the town of Tucker Flat, big Pop Lowry strode back and forth and up and down. Three men waited near the small campfire, never speaking, looking curiously across at Lowry now and then.


    “I been double-crossed,” said Pop Lowry. “I ought to send you out on his trail right now. But I’m gonna wait to see has he got the nerve to come here and face me. I’m gonna wait another half hour.”


    “Hark at them sing!” said one of the men, lifting his head.


    For from the town of Tucker Flat there poured distant rumblings and even thin, high-pitched, half-hysterical laughter.


    For the bank of Levison had reopened, and the mines that had recovered their deposits were reopening, also. That was reason enough to make the men of Tucker Flat rejoice.


    Here there was a slight noise of rustling leaves among the shrubbery, and then into the dimness of the firelight rode a man on a great golden stallion.


    “Sleeper!” exclaimed Pop Lowry.


    “Get the three of them out of the way,” said Sleeper, halting Careless.


    “Back up, boys,” said the peddler. “Wait somewheres … somewheres that I can whistle to you.”


    The three rose, stared an instant at Sleeper like dogs marking a quarry, and then stalked away.


    Sleeper went to the fire, rinsed a tin cup, and filled it with coffee. He made and lighted a cigarette to accompany the coffee, and blew the smoke into the air after a deep inhalation.


    “Well?” said Lowry, growling. “You done yourself fine, I hear?”


    “Who told you I did?” asked Sleeper.


    “Nobody else would have got the money back. Nobody else would have got it back for Levison and then told him to swear not to use the name. You got the money Mendoza stole!”


    “Levison has his quarter of a million,” said Sleeper. “And there was something left over. You get half.” He took out a sheaf of bills tied about by a piece of string and threw it like a stick of wood to the peddler.


    “There’s a shade over sixty thousand in that,” said Sleeper. “Count out your half. Besides, there’s this stuff. Levison says that I have a right to it. So you take half of this, too … seeing that I’m your hired man.” He threw a little chamois sack into the hands of Lowry, who lifted his head once, and thrust out his long jaw before he began to reckon the treasure.


    After that, he was employed for a long time. At last he looked up and said hoarsely: “Where’s Mahoney?”


    “In Alkali Flat,” said Sleeper.


    “Dead?”


    “Yes.”


    “Where’s Tim Riley?”


    “In the hills near Alkali Flat.”


    “Dead?”


    “Yes.”


    “You let ’em find the stuff, and then you took it away from ’em?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you didn’t use a gun?”


    “No.”


    “What did you use?”


    “The sun and the buzzards,” said Sleeper.


    Lowry rubbed a hand back across the bald spot of his head.


    “You had the brains to do that … and you was still fool enough to turn back a quarter of a million to that Levison?”


    Sleeper sipped black coffee.


    “You don’t even get any glory out of it!” shouted Lowry. “You won’t let Levison tell who done the job for him. There ain’t a soul in the world but me that knows what you done!”


    “Pop,” said Sleeper, “glory is a dangerous thing for a fellow like me.”


    The peddler stared at him. “A hundred and twenty-five thousand to you … the same to me … and you throwed it away! You ain’t human! You’re a fool!”


    Sleeper sipped more coffee and drew on his cigarette.


    “Tell me,” growled Pop Lowry. “What you expect to get out of life? If you don’t want money, what do you want?”


    “Fun,” said Sleeper thoughtfully.


    “This here hell trail, this here work you done in Alkali Flat that even the birds … save the buzzards … won’t fly over … was that fun? Where was the fun in that?”


    “The look in the eyes of Levison,” said Sleeper thoughtfully. “That was the fun for me, Pop.”

  

  
    
      Fixed

    

    
      “Fixed” was originally published in 1936 in Collier’s The National Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      The story of a fight that was lost before it was won. Be sure to put your money on the girl.

    

    As he got out of his limousine, Big Bill pulled a mahogany-colored leather cigar case from the inside pocket of his dinner jacket and lighted an excellent perfecto, for when he went to a fight at Madison Square Garden he always kept some of the fragrance of good living between him and the crowd. On the sidewalk, in the crowd, he waited a moment, straightening his dinner jacket around the carefully fitted whiteness of his front while he saw and was seen.


    He spoke to a police officer. “Hello, McNally. What you got for tonight?”


    “I like Slam Finnegan, sir,” said the officer. “Whatta you think yourself?”


    Big Bill looked at him and smiled. Then he winked. In this manner he conveyed to McNally, delicately, his acceptance of the officer as one of the inside circle who “know,” but he dropped not a morsel of information in the way of the hungry policeman.


    Big Bill looked upon himself as a sort of expensive bomb which, if his news were exploded, would reduce the entire Garden to a rioting shambles. The greatness of his knowledge increased his dignity from the bulges of his neck to the gleam of his shoes and bestowed upon him an inner strength somewhat akin to the virtue of the good and the great, for among all the thousands there was not one who knew that he had wagered fifty thousand dollars on “Little David” La Rue, that black magician with the gloves; only two others in the entire world knew that ten thousand more of his dollars had been spent to make his profit certain. The truth was that he had bought young Slam Finnegan; in about the eighth or the ninth round the Irishman would “take a dive.”


    


    Rosenbloom appeared, suspended sidewise in the crowd like a fish in water as he undulated rapidly towards Big Bill. He held up his hat as a signal flag above his bald head, which shone no more brightly than his smile, for Sammy Rosenbloom was never too proud to show his joy when he saw his chief. In spite of his hairless head, which gave his opinion unusual weight with many people, Sammy was only thirty but already he knew his way around New York so well that Big Bill often forgot to be amused and was amazed outright by the precocity of the boy. He pushed his way through to Bill.


    “Where you get ‘em, Sammy?”


    “Third row,” said Sammy, swiveling his head about, “where the blood won’t splash on your shirt-front, Bill.”


    After seven years of almost Biblical service, Big Bill had permitted this faithful man Friday to use the shortened name which was familiar on the lips of the wise. As for the row in which he sat, Big Bill only wished it to be close enough for his features to be seen when a flashlight was taken in his direction. God had given him such a nose and chin and he had improved on nature by adding such a pair of jowls that in a group photograph he looked like two-in-one.


    They passed the ticket kiosk, entered one of the roped alleys leading towards the entrance door. Sammy began to walk sidewise with his usual skill, giving all his attention to the chief.


    “How are things?” asked Bill.


    “Two and a half to one,” said Sammy.


    “They think Slam is going to take him, eh?” asked Big Bill. “What you think, Sammy?”


    “I think Slam has got the old sleep-syringe in both hands,” answered Sammy, “but I don’t think he knows as much as the chief.”


    He winked and laughed.


    “What d’you know?” asked Bill.


    “Not enough to answer questions,” said Sammy. “There’s the big guy! There’s Harrigan!”


    He got his hat off and began to wave it above his spotlight of a head. If attention were attracted his way, his master could benefit by it if he chose. In the meantime a group of men advanced three aisles away towards the entrance, a policeman going ahead to smooth the way of the great Jimmy Harrigan, the chief of chiefs, the boss of bosses. He was a little man with a face putty-white and the eyes thumbed into it with soot. Smiling was not enough. He never stopped laughing.


    This group passed into the building ahead of Big Bill in spite of Sammy’s fishlike efforts to advance. Bill panted out a cloud of smoke. His fat lips, which glistened almost like a chorus girl’s, were saying: “See us? Did he see us? Did he walk us down or didn’t he see us?”


    The sweat of Big Bill ran cold upon his flesh. The answer of Sammy Rosenbloom was sweeter than milk and honey: “Didn’t you see? That was Ike Fishbein alongside of him.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Fishbein is gunna find out in a day or two. They’re gunna open him up and clean him. That’s why Harrigan can’t see anything now. He’s too busy getting the can opener ready to use on that boneless sardine!”


    Big Bill filled his lungs and sighed forth the smoke and the relief.


    “You sure the chief didn’t see me? You sure he didn’t pass me up?” he queried again.


    “Sure he didn’t see you, I watched every eye in that mob. They were all full of Fishbein.”


    “Ike has always been right up there,” said Big Bill.


    “We don’t know him any more,” answered Sammy. “Account of that funny job he done in Jersey. He thought account of it was Jersey he could eat all that honey; and now they’re gunna clean him.”


    They entered a Garden which already seemed full although the several thousand who were jamming towards the gates still had to be poured into the interstices. Big Bill drew towards the ringside as into a family circle. Everyone was there. Levi Isaacs turned with a wave and a laugh. Pudge Murphy loosed a shout of recognition. Old Harry Blatts had a seat just down the row.


    “Everyone knows you, Chief,” said Sammy. “And the ones that don’t know are asking. You look like something.”


    


    The lights went out through the arena, leaving only the many cones of brilliance above the ring. Beneath that luminous fountain the faces of the crowd weltered away into the outer dimness while Bill still recognized important names here and there. He knew them all; they all knew him; everything was all right. He felt at last a human sympathy, a warm pity for the Police Commissioner off at the left. What was it that the poor devil made in a year? And yet how useful the fellow could be! In the mystery of the metropolis nothing impressed Bill more than the men of small salary in key positions. Their industry was incomprehensible, like that of the bees and the ants.


    A hand was laid from behind on the shoulder of Bill. The voice of Snipe Dickinson said at his ear: “Which one of these you like, Bill?”


    “Why should I like one of ‘em?” asked Bill.


    “I’ve got a spare hundred at seven to five on McGuire,” said Snipe.


    Big Bill, with the easy indulgence of the great for the small, gave some of his attention to the pair of featherweights who were struggling in the ring.


    “They all got the forward stance, these days,” said Big Bill to Sammy. “Which is McGuire?”


    “The one in the red trunks,” said Sammy. “He’s a baby, ain’t he? Look at that left! Look at that baby go! Oh, socko! He’s got Choochoo Lavine as red as Santa Claus.”


    The face of Lavine dripped blood but his eye was clear; he was waiting through the storm.


    “La vine’s holding something out,” said Big Bill. He added over his shoulder: “Snipe, make it two hundred at ten to five.”


    “Why should I?” asked the Snipe.


    “And why should I give you something for nothing?” asked Bill.


    “All right, you robber,” said Snipe Dickinson. “It’s two hundred against one hundred, and you’ve got Lavine, you sucker… Hai, McGuire! The old one-two, kid!”


    


    The round ended. McGuire danced back to his corner. Lavine remained for a moment in the center of the ring, looking thoughtfully after his opponent. The crowd laughed.


    “Get an adding machine, Lavine!” yelled a wit.


    “Lavine is gunna take him,” said Bill to Sammy.


    The girl in front of him turned. She had black hair and blue eyes and a neat, saucy face. Bill winked and beckoned but she became aware of him only to drift her eyes critically up and down his swollen body before she turned away again.


    “Listen, Sammy,” said Bill. “Let that kid know who I am, after this bout.”


    “Is this gunna be a pickup?” asked Sammy.


    “We’ll see, Sammy.”


    The next round was already underway. McGuire kept shooting his one-two. But Lavine kept on waiting. The round almost had ended before he slipped a straight right and came in with a body blow. McGuire clinched and held on.


    “He’s gunna kill McGuire,” said Bill.


    One round later the thoughtful Lavine feinted for the body, the hands of McGuire dropped to the hurt section, and through an opening a yard wide Lavine drove the finishing punch to the chin.


    “I’ll take it in tens and fives,” said Big Bill to the Snipe. “I need some small change.”


    He went over to see Gipsy Connor.


    “Whatta you want?” asked the Gip.


    em

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

    “Money, Gip,” said Bill. “I want your money. How are you laying the main go now?”


    “A dollar on the nigger gets two from me,” said Connor.


    “It’s three to one all over the house,” said Big Bill.


    “To hell with the house,” said Connor.


    “The nigger hasn’t got a chance,” said Big Bill. “Five to one would be more like it.”


    “If he hasn’t got a chance, why would you wanta lay money on him?” asked Connor.


    “Sympathy with a downtrodden race,” answered Big Bill. “Make it two and a half and I’ll talk to you.”


    “I don’t like your lingo,” said Connor. “I never did.”


    “Two and a half, Gip?”


    “How far?”


    “Five, let’s say.”


    “Grand?”


    “Why should we be pikers?”


    “It’s ten to five,” said Gip.


    “You’d rob your grandmother of her glass eye,” remarked Big Bill. “But I’d rather have ten of yours than a hundred of somebody regular.”


    He went back to his seat where Sammy greeted him with a wink and a nod. Big Bill laughed. He leaned forward and said over the girl’s shoulder: “Why should I remember you so well?”


    She moved to face him. At the base of her young throat a gardenia was pinned. It had three big, green, lustrous leaves.


    “Why should I remember you so well?” repeated Bill.


    “How could you ever forget?” asked the girl.


    He laughed again. He felt warm, at ease.


    “You really own that nice horse, Dinner Gong?” she asked.


    “Why not?” asked Bill.


    “I don’t see any resemblance,” said the girl.


    He had to laugh again.


    “That’s not bad,” he said. “That’s pretty good. Was Dinner Gong ever right for you?”


    “He made my day at Aqueduct,” she answered.


    “That was when he gave ten pounds to Topsy Turvy,” remarked Big Bill. “Was he carrying much for you?”


    “He carried a pair of shoes and turned ‘em into a fur coat,” said the girl.


    “Remembering you so well, why shouldn’t I remember your name?” he asked.


    “Some people call me Jap. Are you one of them?” she said.


    “Japs cheat but they don’t have blue eyes,” replied Big Bill.


    The gong rang. She turned from him slowly, leaving her smile behind her, as it were.


    “Okay?” asked Sammy.


    “Sure. What you think?” replied Bill.


    “I dunno how you do it,” said Sammy. “Whatta you say to them?”


    “It ain’t what you say. It’s the way you say it,” said Big Bill. “Having good intentions is what counts.”


    “How good are your intentions?” asked Sammy.


    “Why d’you keep on talking when you got nothing to say?” said Bill.


    A pair of lightweights struggled through eight dull rounds. Battling Miller had youth; old Jim Cross had a head on his shoulders and a long left that won for him and Big Bill; Snipe Dickinson counted another two hundred into the hand of the lucky man.


    “It’s gunna be your night, Chief,” said Sammy.


    


    Welterweights were next. Big Bill bet a thousand on the red head of Dick Roach, and young Dick plastered Lester Grogan in the fifth round during a mix-up in his own corner.


    “I’m going to take a walk but I’ll be back,” said Big Bill to Jap.


    “Don’t lose yourself, Big Boy,” she said.


    He found Gip Connor again.


    “Rub the trouble out of your eyes, Gip,” said Big Bill.


    Connor looked at him without answering.


    “Another five grand the same way,” said Big Bill.


    “That’s it, is it?” asked Connor.


    “That’s what?”


    “I might have known,” mused Connor.


    Big Bill bit into a fresh cigar.


    “What you say, Gip?” he asked.


    “I say you’re a dirty dog,” answered Connor.


    “What!” cried Big Bill.


    A horribly familiar sickness of heart overwhelmed him; his knees loosened; he remembered out of the great distance a March day, a windy corner, and a young lad screeching insults at him while a crowd of their schoolmates waited for the fight to start. The fight had not started and therefore, from time to time, the giddy nausea returned upon Bill.


    “Get out of my sight, you yella rat!” said Connor.


    Big Bill got out of his sight. He still was trembling when he returned to his seat. By that time the principals for the main bout were in their corners, Pop Finnegan pushing the gloves home over the hands of his son. Pop had a featureless blear of a face with a mouth that slopped to one side or the other when he talked, but he had been tense and bright-eyed enough when Big Bill talked money to him and put the five thousand advance into his hands.


    Now the red old bathrobe was worked off over the gloved hands; now young Slam Finnegan was on his feet with the robe loose on his shoulders as he tested the spring of the top rope and shuffled his feet in the resin. He picked out people he knew at the ringside with a wave and a smile.


    


    This calmness before a fight in which Slam was to “take a dive” gradually restored a regular rhythm to the heart-heat of Big Bill. He could breathe again. In place of the cigar he had thrown away he lighted a new one and could enjoy the taste of the smoke. After all, the time had passed when he needed to fear physical violence, There are other forms of courage, of moral courage. He skipped from the word “moral” and found refuge in the phrase “strength of spirit.” Take a fellow like himself who was always one of the boys and who never let down anyone who was in the know… Besides, he would be a fool to take to heart anything that Gipsy Connor did or said. By this force of inward persuasion, like a sensible man, Big Bill put fear behind him and concentrated upon the present moment, the pleasant expectancy of the future.


    “What are you doing about this?” asked Snipe Dickinson.


    “Ah, nothing much,” answered Big Bill.


    “The nigger’s been coming on,” said Snipe. “You heard what he did to Jeff Millard out on the coast. Two rounds!… These people are all nuts, around here, betting two to one on Slam. Maybe he’ll win, but he hasn’t got a walkaway. This nigger is another Joe Louis, and he’s better every time he starts. If he don’t take on too much weight, he’ll be the middleweight champ, one of these days!”


    Everyone was standing now, near the ringside, getting the cramps out of legs before the final bout. Slam Finnegan waved suddenly straight towards Big Bill, who closed his eyes and almost groaned aloud. It was the last thing that Slam should have done—to recognize his money-man on this night of all nights. But the Irish are dumb, decided Big Bill. That’s why they’re useful, they’re so dumb.


    


    When he opened his eyes again, Jap was waving and shouting at Finnegan.


    “You like Slam?” asked Big Bill.


    “Oh, he’s a honey, isn’t he?” she demanded, turning her bright face on him.


    Big Bill considered her with a smile. He leaned over and took the gardenia on her breast between thumb and forefinger.


    “I better take this before you get it all messed up, waving your arms around,” he said.


    She looked down at his hand, then up at his face. Something that might have been almost disgust vanished with her smile.


    “All right, Big Boy, you take it,” she said.


    He pushed it into his buttonhole. People were calling: “Down! Down in front!”


    “I’ll be thinking of you, Jap,” said Big Bill. “I’ll be breathing you, beautiful.”


    She gave him her smile over her shoulder as she sat down, and while Big Bill settled into place Sammy was saying: “The way you do it, Chief!… That nigger looks good, don’t he?”


    “Did you watch the gal’s face, just now?” asked Big Bill.


    “Sure I watched it.”


    “You didn’t get a flash, did you?”


    “You got the flash, Chief.”


    “I mean, she had a kind of a look for a second. Maybe she’s stringing me.”


    “Stringing you? That’d be a scream, wouldn’t it?”


    “Well, women are all kind of nuts,” said Bill.


    “The nigger looks like something, don’t he?” asked Sammy.


    


    The two had met in the center of the ring to shake hands, receive the final instructions. Now they came out fighting, as different in style as in build and color. Slam Finnegan, hardly more than a lightweight about the hips and spindling legs, had his weight layered around the shoulders and drawn down over his capable arms. He stepped in a light, mincing dance. The Negro was carefully muscled in every part; he wore a gravely studious air as he glided in and out with his stance rather low as against the tiptoe alertness of the white boy.


    They came to the danger line, shifted away from it, met again with a sudden darting of gloves. Finnegan shook his head, stepped back; the Negro wove in after him; the whole Garden yelled with delight, seeing that this was to be a fight and not a sparring match.


    Sammy said: “What I tell you? Notice the way that coon let ‘em slide off the back of his head? See that left he stuck into Finnegan’s belly? That didn’t do Slam any good!”


    Slam Finnegan, backing away, pecked at a distance. The punches missed the bobbing head of “Little David” LaRue.


    “He can hit when he’s on his heels, is what Finnegan can do, can’t he?” pleaded Sammy.


    “You’ll see,” grunted Big Bill.


    He turned his head and surveyed the crowd, particularly the working faces along the near-by benches. Their eyes were wide, glaring; some of the men worked their shoulders to help home punches; some made little automatic gestures as though they were blocking hard blows. No one in the great house sat immobile, at ease, except Big Bill, a deity raised above the pitiful human concerns of the millions. For he alone had knowledge of what the end must be.


    He watched young Finnegan take the initiative suddenly, hammering home short blows to the body as he backed the Negro into a corner. The crowd yelled, the dry tinder of its enthusiasm for a favorite flaming up suddenly. For from exactly such an attack Finnegan knew how to shift a blow to the head and end a battle.


    The round ended. Finnegan sat with his head down a little, his father handling him, sneering out words from the drooping corner of his mouth. Across the ring Little David had begun to laugh. Still laughing, he patted his body, looking up at his trainer. It was plain that the punches of Finnegan had not injured him.


    “The nigger’s tough,” said Sammy Rosenbloom. “He sure can take it. Out on the Coast…”


    “Ah. shut up for a minute,” said Big Bill. He leaned forward. “What you think, honey?” he asked.


    “Idon’t know… Slam isn’t right,” said the girl. She turned her troubled face. “There’s not so much of the old ‘I be damned’ about him. He studies around too much. What’s he think he’s doing? Reading a book?”


    “No, counting money,” chuckled Big Bill, settling back into his place.


    


    That was, in fact, his explanation. For of course as Finnegan pulled his punches he was thinking of the ten thousand dollars. Not so much that, either, as the avoidance of certain dangers at the hands of the law. It was a practice of Mr. Bill’s to investigate the past lives of prominent people in all lines of work. from time to time. It was true that the detective agencies often sent in big bills, but it was equally true that he managed to reap large profits now and then. Besides, the knowledge gave him that divine power over other men which he relished more than all else in the world.


    In this instance what he had learned was so unimportant and so outlawed by time that it would have amounted to nothing, except that he had been able to reinforce his knowledge with a powerful bluff. That bluff had turned Pop Finnegan white with fear. He was crumbling under the attack when Big Bill turned to the sweet music of a cash offer. He felt, after the interview ended, that he might have bought out the Finnegans for five or six thousand. In that respect he had been careless, for having victory in sight he had named the figure upon which he already had planned.


    It was the second or the third round. He cared not which. Finnegan, dancing through his usual maze, was caught by the gliding Negro with two blows that sent a smacking impact through the loud speaker.


    Finnegan covered, stabbed feebly at the black whirlwind, retreated, felt the ropes against his back, and hit through an opening with all his might. The punch caught LaRue high on the chest. Even when he was stung, Slam dared not strike at a vital spot for fear of abrogating his agreement with a knockout punch!


    Big Bill laughed a little. It always amused him, in fact, when he considered how money controls men in love and hate, in war and peace. He, for ten small thousands, was able to insure the winning of fifty. Of course it was not a matter of the ten thousand but the leverage he had given to that sum, so that it outweighed the fifty, in the minds of the Finnegans. It outweighed the chance at the championship for rising young Slam Finnegan; it outweighed his pride in three score honest battles. Ten thousand dollars was a quicksand that imprisoned his feet and left him helpless before the Negro.


    The joy of command brimmed the very soul of Big Bill. His sense of power was no less great because it was secret.


    Snipe Dickinson yelled out, somewhere along in the seventh round: “Yella! Yella! Finnegan’s yella… See that dirty Irish Mick, Bill? He’s yella as a dog! He won’t fight!”


    But Sammy Rosenbloom said a moment later: “He ain’t yella. He’s doing about his best, but the nigger’s too good for him. The nigger’s lefting him to death…”


    


    It was true. Whatever Finnegan might have done with an honest start, he seemed hopelessly out of it, now. The left hand of Little David was hitched to his head with a strong elastic and could not miss the mark. It kept the hair of Finnegan leaping up. Now the Negro began to throw the right. The blows glanced. They cut a gash over Finnegan’s left eye; they swelled the entire left side of his face; now and then they plumped home deep in the body, shots to the wind that would have brought down a giant, eventually.


    Well, the next round was the eighth and then, according to agreement, Finnegan could make his dive and be out of his misery. Only an Irishman, thought Big Bill, would have endured so patiently and made the fight seem so real. In his heart he registered a vow never to forget the Irish—never to forget to use them and to pay them liberally. He felt about the entire Irish nation as a great general feels about the stout fellows who go over the top for him.


    The round ended with Little David dancing to his corner, sitting laughing on his stool, while Slam Finnegan stumbled back to his place on loose knees and with hanging head.


    “Little David, play on your harp!” shouted the ringside jester.


    A few people laughed. Most of them turned sour faces, for Finnegan was a great favorite.


    Sammy said: “When there ain’t no jump to the spark, any more, what can they do? Look at Dempsey in Philadelphia. In there with Firpo he was a tiger; down there in Philadelphia he was a tame pup and got clawed to pieces. The best of ‘em… they just bog down all at once. But to see Slam go this way, eh?”


    Jap had leaped to her feet with her hands cupped at her mouth. Her thin young voice cut through the muddy roar of the crowd.


    “Hey, Slam! Hey, Slam, Slam, Slam!” Slam Finnegan was lying back against the ropes, his body newly drenched and polished with water, his back bent in under his own weight, his flaccid belly lifting, falling with his breathing, while a handler snapped a bath towel to give him a cooling’ breeze and his father worked on his wounds to stop the bleeding. But it seemed that the voice of the girl reached clearly to the punch-drunk brain of Slam, for now he lifted himself, waving his father aside, and stared down through the dazzle of the lights straight towards her.


    Big Bill, at that moment, had risen to say at the girl’s ear: “Take it easy, Jap. He’ll be out of pain, pretty soon.”


    She only screeched: “Slam, wake up! Wake up, Slam!”


    Slam seemed to be waking up. He shaded his dazzled eyes with a glove and stared again. Then the fifteen-second gong was rung and the seconds left the ring. Slam Finnegan rose, but still with turned head he studied the distant figures as though he had forgotten all about the Negro who was slithering across the ring to meet him.


    ”Stop it!” yelled someone close to the ear of Big Bill. “Hey, stop it! He’s out on his feet!”


    “Stop it!” roared Big Bill, and yet he felt like laughing except that the face of Finnegan was puckering strangely almost as though he were about to weep, or shout in a frenzy. He turned at the last instant to meet Little David.


    The Negro popped in his left three times. He was hitting perfectly, well accustomed to an unresisting target.


    


    Then something happened. The trained eye of Big Bill could not have missed it and did, in fact, see that Finnegan countered just inside a driving punch; but his mind refused to believe that he was watching Little David walk backward on his heels towards the center of the ring while an Irishman with a bleeding, convulsed face rushed after him.


    Those punches were very wild. LaRue, though badly dazed, instinctively wrapped himself in a perfect defense. Finnegan stood up on his toes and with a right fist that was a leaden club beat on the side of LaRue’s head.


    LaRue gave ground. He began to run. Finnegan swung himself off his feet and landed on the canvas full length. When he rose, LaRue was able to fight again, though still in full retreat.


    


    The air of the Garden was no longer a smoking mist but a continual explosion with an endless siren screaming through the mist. Big Bill felt that he was going mad. The Finnegans had sold him out, and yet that could not be the case, for when he climbed onto his seat as every man in the house had done before him, he was able to see the face of Pop Finnegan as he crouched, making himself small, an animal fear in his eyes.


    Big Bill looked up, as though for superior guidance, and beyond the glaring cone of the ring lights he saw the dim upper galleries with the pallor of crowded faces through the shadow like stones under water. It seemed to Bill that this world had no mountains except heaps of human flesh and that no winds moved upon its face except the insane screaming of human voices. A mind had been in control only a moment before and that was the mind of Bill, but now the contact was lost, all was rushing to witness ruin.


    The gong sounded the end of the round like a small voice in the distance.


    No one sat down. Snipe Dickinson screamed: “You see it, Bill? The kid was holding it all the time. Like a Bonthron sprint finish. He let the nigger wear himself out, and then he started…”


    That was what the sports writers were getting into words as fast as their fingers could work; that was what the announcer was broadcasting; but it held no meaning for Big Bill. Pathetically, with the eyes of a child, he looked up to the misty rafters, he looked back into the ring. Three men with fear-tightened faces were working over Little David, who lay back on the ropes while Finnegan sat alert on the edge of his stool. Pop, on one knee, poured advice at him with a savage leering mouth, and shook a fist under his chin, but Slam pushed the old man off to the end of his long left arm and rose with the gong.


    


    Then Big Bill partly understood. Old Pop was all right. It was Slam who had gone mad. That, thought Bill, was the trouble with the Irish. You never could tell. A lot of sparkle like champagne, and then a hell of a headache.


    But fifty thousand dollars… a year’s profits… a year of wasted life…


    “There oughta be a law…” shouted Big Bill, and found that his voice was the babbling of a voiceless child beside a roaring sea.


    For Little David could still fight and did fight. He met the Irishman almost in the middle of the ring, stopped him with a stone wall of straight lefts and then crossed his right to the head, to the cheek, to the jaw.


    Finnegan fell on his back so hard that his head bounced from the canvas.


    Bill said through the tornado of screeching, to the profound stillness of his heart: “What a beauty… on the button! He can’t get up. Oh God, don’t let him get up!”


    The referee, down almost on one knee, used his left hand as one half of a megaphone to make the shouted numbers reach the ear of Finnegan. His whole body swayed gracefully in rhythm with his long arm which beat out the count.


    “Three… Four… Five…”


    Finnegan stirred.


    “He can’t get up!” said Bill to his heart.


    He reached out his hands. The spiritual weight of them would press Slam back to the canvas.


    Finnegan turned over on his face.


    


    Something burned the mouth of Bill. It was his cigar. He spat it out. It hit the back of Jap’s fur coat and dropped to the floor.


    “Eight… Nine…”


    Finnegan thrust himself up on his arms and swayed to his feet. He was half turned from the Negro and LaRue, seeing that wide target, forgot all the years of gymnasium instruction and risked a wide swing. It landed with a jarring thud—on the lifted shoulder of Finnegan!


    And then came the clinch.


    “Shake him off!” screamed Bill. “Push him away… and kill him! Kill him!”


    LaRue pushed Slam Finnegan away and smashed with both hands, his face grown apelike with the grin of effort. The blows skidded off the ducking head of Slam. He fell into another clinch. The referee worked hard to pry them apart; they separated; and as LaRue smashed with his right again, Finnegan’s leaden fist banged home inside the punch. A perfect counter. With dull eyes Bill watched Little David’s knees sag.


    It was his time to run, now, but apparently he could not believe that a man who one moment before had been helpless was now formidable. So he went in with flailing gloves to the attack.


    “Keep away from him!” screamed the sore throat of Bill. “He’s ready again… keep away… you nigger fool, don’t you know he’s Irish?”


    Someone was beating his shoulder. His hat was joggling over awry on his head. But the trained eye saw everything. It watched the two stabbing lefts with which Finnegan staggered Little David back to the right distance. It saw the right poised with a tremor of dreadful power.


    Big Bill wanted to close his eyes but he was crucified and had to see fate fulfilled. The blow landed. It seemed to take Little David by the chin and pull out his face to twice its normal length. The Negro fell straight forward and knocked himself out a second time against the floor.


    Sammy said: “Wasn’t it great? Ever see anything like it?… Hey, Chief!”


    Big Bill did not answer. He only smiled as in death he would smile.


    Jap was jerking the lapel of his dinner coat.


    “Give me back the flower,” she was crying. “Slam pinned it on me his own self. I forgot! He’ll wanta see it on me!”


    He let her take the gardenia but still he held her by the arm with his shaking-hand.


    “Slam Finnegan… he pinned that stinking flower on you? Slam did that?”


    “Sure he did? What’s eating you, Papa?”


    But Big Bill could not answer, for again he was seeing the picture of young Finnegan in his corner at the end of the seventh round peering under his shaded eyes at the girl. How clearly Slam must have seen the familiar face of Big Bill, large as two in the crowded picture, and beneath it, almost brushing the fat of the throat, the little white gardenia with its three big shining leaves, for luck.


    “Let’s go home, Sammy,” he said. “Why do we care a damn about the wind-up fight?”


    The noise of the storm had not abated a great deal when Sammy Rosenbloom went with him up the aisle.


    “Are you gunna leave the gal, Chief?” asked Sammy. “Are you gunna chuck her?”


    “Doncha see she was only stringin’ me from the start?” demanded Big Bill, in a feeble rage.


    “Stringing… you?” gasped Sammy.


    “Yeah, me, me, me!” groaned Bill. “She’s Slam Finnegan’s girl. She was only building things with a big shot so’s to help Slam.”


    “You mean that Slam… you mean a classy kid like her…” protested Sammy.


    “Ah, shut up!” commanded Big Bill, and to himself he muttered: “Am I getting old, or something?”


    


    They got out into the lobby. Other men came with them, slowly, weak in the knees. Some of them carried their coats and the faces of all were streaming with perspiration. Torn programs littered the floor and the sidewalk. Rain was falling, silver bright, a veil that only half covered the face of this wretched world. He was as sad as Monday morning, as lonely as a telephone ringing in an empty room. His chauffeur, signaling from the distance, was a ghost half lost in the gloomy chaos of time and space.


    “The trouble with you, Sammy, is you don’t understand,” said Big Bill, sadly.


    “Understand what, Chief?” asked Sammy.


    “Gardenias, you fool!” shouted Big Bill.

  

  
    
      The small world

    

    
      “The small world” was originally published in 1936 in Collier’s The National Weekly.

    
  

  
    Smythe is a tall man, with an erect bearing, and plenty of sternness in the forehead to make up for the rather soggy good nature of his jowls; but he is not an instant favourite with the ladies.


    So Smythe, when he goes out at night, takes with him an unusual and living introduction to the girls; he rents a dog from a kennel and brings it along on a leash to the bars and the night clubs. Usually he tries for a pedigreed dog which might be boarding at a kennel while the owner is out of town.


    A bit of hand-feeding will make most dogs affectionate. If it’s an ugly brute that shows its teeth, Smythe says: “Poor devil belongs to a cousin of mine. Left locked up in a room all the time. I had to take him out; and he’ll probably wind up by biting off a leg for me, because I’m a stranger. That’s the devil of it. We all hate the unknown. But really we’re all strange. None of us knows the other fellow. Not really.”


    A speech like this makes the people in a bar look at Smythe. At times, a girl will sit down suddenly and say: “That sounds like something; I think that’s awfully good.”


    Smythe says that when a dog is around it leads a girl right into the profundities. She looks down at the dog and she looks up to the man that owns it. Also Smythe says that girls are incurably bent on finding a hero, and a man with a dog fills the role.


    I am very much impressed by Smythe’s dog technique, but I couldn’t help asking him, the other day, how he wangled it so that the right girl would sit down with him and the pup. His answer was surprising. He said: “Any girl is all right, if you know how to take her. Besides, you don’t have to throw the bait until you see the prize fish.”


    But—well, I’ll tell you the story, pretty much as Smythe told it to me.


    


    It seems that Smythe—one evening three or four weeks ago—rented a fine white English bull terrier for the night. He led the dog into one of those big hotel bars where the idea is to give as much privacy as possible to the tables around the wall, took a stool at the bar and cooled himself off with a tall, thin Scotch-and-soda. A big party cruised in, spilled itself along the bar and, as usual, one of the girls in the crowd attached herself to the bull terrier. Smythe paid heed to her because, when she spoke to it, the dog stood up on its hind legs and licked her hand.


    Now that Smythe was looking at her, he made an amazing discovery. The discovery was that she was indescribable!


    The facts, as well as he could make them out, were about as follows: she was around five feet five or six, weight about a hundred and twenty, eyes green-gray or something, hair darkish-brownish, clothes just what you might expect. Even as I assemble these facts I fail to see what is unusual about them but Smythe, who has a penetrating brain, knew instantly that he was in the presence of that nonexistent thing: the Average American Girl!


    It took his breath. For once money became to him a thing of no object. He offered her a drink and in a few moments, with his flawless technique, had her at a very private corner table.


    As usual, he began by talking about the dog. The girl pointed at the bull terrier, which promptly caught the finger, gradually shifted it back to his molars and crunched. However, she removed it just as Smythe’s blood was turning cold and the red enamel of the fingernail was not even scratched. Smythe decided that she was average only in appearance.


    He continued his ordinary tactics, saying as though inspired by sudden insight: “You’re not…” Then he paused and seemed embarrassed.


    “I’m not what?” said the girl, falling into the old pattern.


    “You’re not happy,” said Smythe. “I’m sorry… But I can see it!”


    “Well, are you happy?” asked the girl.


    This was just a little unusual. Ordinarily they asked this question a lot later, after they had unburdened themselves of a good deal of phoney biography.


    “We won’t go into that,” Smythe said. Then he brightened himself with a visible effort and said: “I want you to be as happy as you can. Let’s not talk about trouble.”


    She had a strange lack of emotion in her voice when she answered: “The only good men are the dead ones. What killed you?”


    “Not bullets,” said Smythe, and laughed his sad laugh again.


    “A woman?” asked the girl.


    Smythe felt that he was being hurried a little. He looked fixedly and yet gently upon the girl for two or three seconds. “No,” he said. “Let’s talk about you. Are you a bad girl?… Do you mind me saying it like this… brutally?”


    “What do you call bad?” said this strange average girl.


    He had the answer with the speed of an automatic: “I never have dared to define it.”


    “I’ll tell you how bad I am,” she said. “I take twenty-five dollars a week from home.”


    Smythe was a trifle dazed.


    “I take twenty-five a week from home, and all the time I’m doing this,” she explained, and made a gesture which included in “this” the drinks, the table, Smythe, and the whole place except the dog. When her hand dropped to her side, the dog began to chew it.


    “The poor old fellow likes you,” said Smythe. “Leads a rotten life. Cousin of mine has him and never takes him out. I couldn’t stand it. Had to give him some air.”


    “Oh,” said the girl, and blew out a long, blue-brown breath of smoke.


    “I see what you mean,” went on Smythe. “You take the money from the old folks, and still you keep on stepping out, now and then?… I’ll tell you what.”


    “Yes, do tell me,” said the girl.


    “I could find a job for you,” said Smythe. “You tell me what sort of thing you can do.”


    “This,” said the girl, and made another of those gestures which included everything except the dog.


    “You’ve never tried real work?” asked Smythe.


    “What do you mean… real?” she asked.


    


    He looked at her eyes through the smoke. They seemed more green than gray and a strange chill of apprehension went through Smythe; but at this moment a very odd thing happened. A police dog went by on a leash and the bull terrier got stealthily to his feet and smiled a pink, hungry smile.


    “Zipper! Lie down!” said the average girl.


    The dog crouched to the floor again.


    “Do you know…” began Smythe, a little puzzled.


    “I know Zipper pretty well,” she said. “But I didn’t know that my cousin Truman Wilson was your cousin. Did you?”


    Somehow Smythe got the bill paid and carted that fifty pounds of white weight out into the fresh air.


    At this point I said: “After all, why be so serious? The dog gag is as good as ever.”


    He shook his head. There was poetic sorrow in his face.


    He said: “No, whenever I take a dog into a crowd, I feel that half the women whose backs are turned to me may be that girl… Half the people in the street look like her… I would hardly know her if I saw her again, but she would know me… When I go out at night, I sort of sneak around, think twice before I speak, and look before I leap. My morale is all gone.”


    I saw that old Smythe really was a sensitive soul.


    I could only say: “I’m sorry!”


    He took another drink, and then breathed out the words: “I come from the West, you know… And I always had a feeling that the world was a pretty big place…”

  

  
    
      Wine on the desert

    

    
      “Wine on the desert” was originally published in 1936 in This Week.

    
  

  
    There was no hurry, except for the thirst, like clotted salt, in the back of his throat, and Durante rode on slowly, rather enjoying the last moments of dryness before he reached the cold water in Tony’s house. There was really no hurry at all. He had almost twenty-four hours’ head start, for they would not find his dead man until this morning. After that, there would be perhaps several hours of delay before the sheriff gathered a sufficient posse and started on his trail. Or perhaps the sheriff would be fool enough to come alone.


    Durante had been able to see the wheel and fan of Tony’s windmill for more than an hour, but he could not make out the ten acres of the vineyard until he had topped the last rise, for the vines had been planted in a hollow. The lowness of the ground, Tony used to say, accounted for the water that gathered in the well during the wet season. The rains sank through the desert sand, through the gravels beneath, and gathered in a bowl of clay hardpan far below.


    In the middle of the rainless season the well ran dry but, long before that, Tony had every drop of the water pumped up into a score of tanks made of cheap corrugated iron. Slender pipe lines carried the water from the tanks to the vines and from time to time let them sip enough life to keep them until the winter darkened overhead suddenly, one November day, and the rain came down, and all the earth made a great hushing sound as it drank. Durante had heard that whisper of drinking when he was here before; but he never had seen the place in the middle of the long drought.


    The windmill looked like a sacred emblem to Durante, and the twenty stodgy, tar-painted tanks blessed his eyes; but a heavy sweat broke out at once from his body. For the air of the hollow, unstirred by wind, was hot and still as a bowl of soup. A reddish soup. The vines were powdered with thin red dust, also. They were wretched, dying things to look at, for the grapes had been gathered, the new wine had been made, and now the leaves hung in ragged tatters.


    Durante rode up to the squat adobe house and right through the entrance into the patio. A flowering vine clothed three sides on the little court. Durante did not know the name of the plant, but it had large white blossoms with golden hearts that poured sweetness on the air. Durante hated the sweetness. It made him more thirsty.


    He threw the reins of his mule and strode into the house. The water cooler stood in the hall outside the kitchen. There were two jars made of a porous stone, very ancient things, and the liquid which distilled through the pores kept the contents cool. The jar on the left held water; that on the right contained wine. There was a big tin dipper hanging on a peg beside each jar. Durante tossed off the cover of the vase on the left and plunged it in until the delicious coolness closed well above his wrist.


    “Hey, Tony,” he called. Out of his dusty throat the cry was a mere groaning. He drank and called again, clearly, “Tony!”


    A voice pealed from the distance.


    Durante, pouring down the second dipper of water, smelled the alkali dust which had shaken off his own clothes. It seemed to him that heat was radiating like light from his clothes, from his body, and the cool dimness of the house was soaking it up. He heard the wooden leg of Tony bumping on the ground, and Durante grinned; then Tony came in with that hitch and sideswing with which he accommodated the stiffness of his artificial leg. His brown face shone with sweat as though a special ray of light were focused on it.


    “Ah, Dick!” he said. “Good old Dick!… How long since you came last!… Wouldn’t Julia be glad! Wouldn’t she be glad!’


    “Ain’t she here?” asked Durante, jerking his head suddenly away from the dripping dipper.


    “She’s away at Nogalez,” said Tony. “It gets so hot. I said, ‘You go up to Nogalez, Julia, where the wind don’t forget to blow.’ She cried, but I made her go.”


    “Did she cry?” asked Durante.


    “Julia… that’s a good girl,” said Tony.


    “Yeah. You bet she’s good,” said Durante. He put the dipper quickly to his lips but did not swallow for a moment; he was grinning too widely. Afterward he said: “You wouldn’t throw some water into that mule of mine, would you, Tony?”


    Tony went out with his wooden leg clumping loud on the wooden floor, softly in the patio dust. Durante found the hammock in the corner of the patio. He lay down in it and watched the color of sunset flush the mists of desert dust that rose to the zenith. The water was soaking through his body; hunger began, and then the rattling of pans in the kitchen and the cheerful cry of Tony’s voice:


    “What you want, Dick? I got some pork. You don’t want pork. I’ll make you some good Mexican beans. Hot. Ah ha, I know that old Dick. I have plenty of good wine for you, Dick. Tortillas. Even Julia can’t make tortillas like me… And what about a nice young rabbit?”


    “All blowed full of buckshot?” growled Durante.


    “No, no. I kill them with the rifle.”


    “You kill rabbits with a rifle?” repeated Durante, with a quick interest.


    “It’s the only gun I have,” said Tony. “If I catch them in the sights, they are dead… A wooden leg cannot walk very far… I must kill them quick. You see? They come close to the house about sunrise and flop their ears. I shoot through the head.”


    “Yeah? Yeah?” muttered Durante. “Through the head?” He relaxed, scowling. He passed his hand over his face, over his head.


    Then Tony began to bring the food out into the patio and lay it on a small wooden table; a lantern hanging against the wall of the house included the table in a dim half circle of light. They sat there and ate. Tony had scrubbed himself for the meal. His hair was soaked in water and sleeked back over his round skull. A man in the desert might be willing to pay five dollars for as much water as went to the soaking of that hair.


    Everything was good. Tony knew how to cook, and he knew how to keep the glasses filled with his wine.


    “This is old wine. This is my father’s wine. Eleven years old,” said Tony. “You look at the light through it. You see that brown in the red? That’s the soft that time puts in good wine, my father always said.”


    “What killed your father?” asked Durante.


    Tony lifted his hand as though he were listening or as though he were pointing out a thought.


    “The desert killed him. I found his mule. It was dead, too. There was a leak in the canteen. My father was only five miles away when the buzzards showed him to me.”


    “Five miles? Just an hour… Good Lord!” said Durante. He stared with big eyes. “Just dropped down and died?” he asked.


    “No,” said Tony. “When you die of thirst, you always die just one way… First you tear off your shirt, then your undershirt. That’s to be cooler… And the sun comes and cooks your bare skin… And then you think… there is water everywhere, if you dig down far enough. You begin to dig. The dust comes up your nose. You start screaming. You break your nails in the sand. You wear the flesh off the tips of your fingers, to the bone.” He took a quick swallow of wine.


    “Without you seen a man die of thirst, how d’you know they start to screaming?” asked Durante.


    “They got a screaming look when you find them,” said Tony. “Take some more wine. The desert never can get to you here. My father showed me the way to keep the desert away from the hollow. We live pretty good here? No?”


    “Yeah,” said Durante, loosening his shirt collar. “Yeah, pretty good.”


    Afterward he slept well in the hammock until the report of a rifle waked him and he saw the color of dawn in the sky. It was such a great, round bowl that for a moment he felt as though he were above, looking down into it.


    He got up and saw Tony coming in holding a rabbit by the ears, the rifle in his other hand.


    “You see?” said Tony. “Breakfast came and called on us!” He laughed.


    Durante examined the rabbit with care. It was nice and fat and it had been shot through the head. Through the middle of the head. Such a shudder went down the back of Durante that he washed gingerly before breakfast; he felt that his blood was cooled for the entire day.


    It was a good breakfast, too, with flapjacks and stewed rabbit with green peppers, and a quart of strong coffee. Before they had finished, the sun struck through the east window and started them sweating.


    “Gimme a look at that rifle of yours, Tony, will you?” Durante asked.


    “You take a look at my rifle, but don’t you steal the luck that’s in it,” laughed Tony. He brought the fifteen-shot Winchester.


    “Loaded right to the brim?” asked Durante.


    “I always load it full the minute I get back home,” said Tony.


    “Tony, come outside with me,” commanded Durante.


    They went out from the house. The sun turned the sweat of Durante to hot water and then dried his skin so that his clothes felt transparent.


    “Tony, I gotta be damn mean,” said Durante. “Stand right there where I can see you. Don’t try to get close… Now listen… The sheriff’s gunna be along this trail sometime today, looking for me. He’ll load up himself and all his gang with water out of your tanks. Then he’ll follow my sign across the desert. Get me? He’ll follow if he finds water on the place. But he’s not gunna find water.”


    “What you done, poor Dick?” said Tony. “Now look… I could hide you in the old wine cellar where nobody…”


    “The sheriff’s not gunna find any water,” said Durante. “It’s gunna be like this.”


    He put the rifle to his shoulder, aimed, fired. The shot struck the base of the nearest tank, ranging down through the bottom. A semicircle of darkness began to stain the soil near the edge of the iron wall.


    Tony fell on his knees. “No, no, Dick! Good Dick!” he said. “Look! All the vineyard. It will die. It will turn into old, dead wood. Dick…”


    “Shut your face,” said Durante. “Now I’ve started, I kinda like the job.”


    Tony fell on his face and put his hands over his ears. Durante drilled a bullet hole through the tanks, one after another. Afterward, he leaned on the rifle.


    “Take my canteen and go in and fill it with water out of the cooling jar,” he said. “Snap into it, Tony!”


    Tony got up. He raised the canteen and looked around him, not at the tanks from which the water was pouring so that the noise of the earth drinking was audible, but at the rows of his vineyard. Then he went into the house.


    Durante mounted his mule. He shifted the rifle to his left hand and drew out the heavy Colt from its holster. Tony came dragging back to him, his head down. Durante watched Tony with a careful revolver but he gave up the canteen without lifting his eyes.


    “The trouble with you, Tony,” said Durante, “is you’re yellow. I’d of fought a tribe of wildcats with my bare hands before I’d let ‘em do what I’m doin’ to you. But you sit back and take it.”


    Tony did not seem to hear. He stretched out his hands to the vines.


    “Ah, my God,” said Tony. “Will you let them all die?”


    Durante shrugged his shoulders. He shook the canteen to make sure that it was full. It was so brimming that there was hardly room for the liquid to make a sloshing sound. Then he turned the mule and kicked it into a dogtrot.


    Half a mile from the house of Tony, he threw the empty rifle to the ground. There was no sense packing that useless weight, and Tony with his peg leg would hardly come this far.


    Durante looked back, a mile or so later, and saw the little image of Tony picking up the rifle from the dust, then staring earnestly after his guest. Durante remembered the neat little hole clipped through the head of the rabbit. Wherever he went, his trail never could return again to the vineyard in the desert. But then, commencing to picture to himself the arrival of the sweating sheriff and his posse at the house of Tony, Durante laughed heartily.


    The sheriff’s posse could get plenty of wine, of course, but without water a man could not hope to make the desert voyage, even with a mule or a horse to help him on the way. Durante patted the full, rounding side of his canteen. He might even now begin with the first sip but it was a luxury to postpone pleasure until desire became greater.


    He raised his eyes along the trail. Close by, it was merely dotted with occasional bones, but distance joined the dots into an unbroken chalk line which wavered with a strange leisure across the Apache Desert, pointing toward the cool blue promise of the mountains. The next morning he would be among them.


    A coyote whisked out of a gully and ran like a gray puff of dust on the wind. His tongue hung out like a little red rag from the side of his mouth; and suddenly Durante was dry to the marrow. He uncorked and lifted his canteen. It had a slightly sour smell; perhaps the sacking which covered it had grown a trifle old. And then he poured a great mouthful of lukewarm liquid. He had swallowed it before his senses could give him warning.


    It was wine.


    He looked first of all toward the mountains. They were as calmly blue, as distant as when he had started that morning. Twenty-four hours not on water, but on wine.


    “I deserve it,” said Durante. “I trusted him to fill the canteen… I deserve it. Curse him!”


    With a mighty resolution, he quieted the panic in his soul. He would not touch the stuff until noon. Then he would take one discreet sip. He would win through.


    Hours went by. He looked at his watch and found it was only ten o’clock. And he had thought that it was on the verge of noon! He uncorked the wine and drank freely and, corking the canteen, felt almost as though he needed a drink of water more than before. He sloshed the contents of the canteen. Already it was horribly light.


    Once, he turned the mule and considered the return trip; but he could remember the head of the rabbit too clearly, drilled right through the center. The vineyard, the rows of old twisted, gnarled little trunks with the bark peeling off… every vine was to Tony like a human life. And Durante had condemned them all to death.


    He faced the blue of the mountains again. His heart raced in his breast with terror. Perhaps it was fear and not the suction of that dry and deadly air that made his tongue cleave to the roof of his mouth.


    The day grew old. Nausea began to work in his stomach, nausea alternating with sharp pains. When he looked down, he saw that there was blood on his boots. He had been spurring the mule until the red ran down from its flanks. It went with a curious stagger, like a rocking horse with a broken rocker; and Durante grew aware that he had been keeping the mule at a gallop for a long time. He pulled it to a halt. It stood with wide-braced legs. Its head was down. When he leaned from the saddle, he saw that its mouth was open.


    “It’s gunna die,” said Durante. “It’s gunna die… what a fool I been…”


    The mule did not die until after sunset. Durante left everything except his revolver. He packed the weight of that for an hour and discarded it, in turn. His knees were growing weak. When he looked up at the stars, they shone white and clear for a moment only, and then whirled into little racing circles and scrawls of red.


    He lay down. He kept his eyes closed and waited for the shaking to go out of his body, but it would not stop. And every breath of darkness was like an inhalation of black dust.


    He got up and went on, staggering. Sometimes he found himself running.


    Before you die of thirst, you go mad. He kept remembering that. His tongue had swollen big. Before it choked him, if he lanced it with his knife the blood would help him; he would be able to swallow. Then he remembered that the taste of blood is salty.


    Once, in his boyhood, he had ridden through a pass with his father and they had looked down on the sapphire of a mountain lake, a hundred thousand million tons of water as cold as snow…


    When he looked up, now, there were no stars; and this frightened him terribly. He never had seen a desert night so dark. His eyes were failing, he was being blinded. When the morning came, he would not be able to see the mountains, and he would walk around and around in a circle until he dropped and died.


    No stars, no wind; the air as still as the waters of a stale pool, and he in the dregs at the bottom…


    He seized his shirt at the throat and tore it away so that it hung in two rags from his hips.


    He could see the earth only well enough to stumble on the rocks. But there were no stars in the heavens. He was blind: he had no more hope than a rat in a well. Ah, but Italian devils know how to put poison in wine that steal all the senses or any one of them: and Tony had chosen to blind Durante.


    He heard a sound like water. It was the swishing of the soft deep sand through which he was treading; sand so soft that a man could dig it away with his bare hands…


    Afterward, after many hours, out of the blind face of that sky the rain began to fall. It made first a whispering and then a delicate murmur like voices conversing, but after that, just at the dawn, it roared like the hoofs of ten thousand charging horses. Even through that thundering confusion the big birds with naked heads and red, raw necks found their way down to one place in the Apache Desert.

  

  
    
      The Kinsale

    

    
      “The Kinsale” was originally published in 1936 under the pen name Frederick Faust in The Saturday Evening Post.

    
  

  
    
      I

    

    Few people know that within a few short hours of Manhattan there is a valley so truly a part of the Old Country that when a real Irishman comes to it from overseas, he rubs his eyes and blesses himself twice. It is called Clonmel Valley, and there are plenty of O’Connors and O’Haras and O’Reillys, O’Mores, O’Tooles, Shaugh-nesseys, O’Briens, McCarthys, O’Connells, Donoghues, O’Dwyers, O’Malleys, Flahertys, O’Sullivans, and the like, in it. They came, bringing with them some of those big, roomy Irish mares whose heads could fill a clothesbasket and whose quarters block a barn door. They settled in Clonmel Valley, of course, because the rolling green country spoke to their hearts. Here there was grass as good as Kentucky’s and water as fine as Vermont’s. What did it matter to an O’Hara, an O’Malley, an O’Connell, or the like, if the soil was only one plowshare deep and that, after


    a few workings, the furrow would have to be tooled along among the rocks? It mattered not at all as soon as they saw the horses smacking their lips on the sweet pasturage; and by the time the first crop of potatoes was well out of the ground, the whole lot of them felt securely at home. In Clonmel Valley, to this day, people farm for food and not for hard cash, so to speak. They still live in the little white houses that the men of the famine built. They still plow their small ragged fields by horse power, and nothing grows greater in the valley except the big stone walls added to from the crops of rocks every year, and the hedges and the Irish hunters that jump them.


    It was of the horses that Daniel Kinsale was thinking, when he first read the letter that told him of the death of Uncle William Kinsale. Daniel himself was fifty-five and he had been out of Clonmel Valley since he was a lad, but he still remembered seventeen hands of hell-fire roaring over wall and ditch and hedge. The Clonmel hounds are blown thin by the wind of their own racing and only a Clonmel fox could stay ahead of them for three fields. Kinsale felt the hunting breeze in his eyes before he looked down to the letter again.


    … and of course you’ll come back to us, Danny darling, and be head of the family, for there’s no other Kinsale at all to do it except Kerry Kinsale, and he’s only twenty-five, and in love, God pity him, and the girl will have none of him, which is the breaking of his poor heart every day of his life, and Kerry such a bright good upstanding boy… .


    When Daniel realized that he was The Kinsale, he knew that the time had come for him to close shop and hark


    back to the home country; so he spent a week or so selling Prendergast Steel short, and when he had broken the stock down to its all-time low, he bought it all in again and let it soar as it pleased and put another million in his pocket. So, with a picture of Clonmel horses in his eye and a thought of Federal surtaxes in his brain, he went back to the Valley to give things a look.


    It warmed his heart like Irish whisky, it did him good as deep as Black Label itself could reach, to see again men of the Clonmel build, all with a ton of strength layered around their shoulders, upheld by legs of whalebone and steel. It did him good to see the Clonmel girls, too, for in the whole world there is not their like for clean bone and lovely heads and eyes of pure blue fire. Everyone knows that it was with the outcasts of Clonmel, the weeds and seconds, that Mr. Ziegfeld first brightened the American stage. When Daniel Kinsale looked at those girls again, he realized why he had never married. He wished that he were ten years younger; then he wondered if he were indeed too old, for with horses and women it’s the knowing that counts.


    When Daniel got off at the station, he was glad that he had not driven down in the limousine, or in the big blue two-seater, or in any other of his cars, for he saw that the age of rubber never had rolled into Clonmel. There was no polished road metal for it to roll on, but only the same old rocky carriage lanes and byways. No taxicabs served the station, and Daniel had himself delivered by the grocery wagon.


    There are nothing but lanes and byways in Clonmel Valley, no main roads at all, and in place of taxicabs,


    which soon wear out on the bumps and rocks, people drive themselves in carts or rattle around in old cars.


    The groceryman was an O’Toole. He said: “You wouldn’t be a certain Danny Kinsale, would you? I remember blackin’ his eyes for him two or three times when we were back in school together.”


    “Well” said Kinsale, “the last I remember was you spitting out blood and teeth.”


    O’Toole shook him fondly by the hand.


    “I thought there was a wee look of the Valley about you,” he said.


    When Danny Kinsale was on the driver’s seat of the grocery wagon, he said to the delivery boy: “What’s new in the Valley?”


    “Ah, it’s a dull, dead place altogether,” said the boy, “and nothing ever happens in it. I’m going to be away from it soon, thank God!”


    “What will you do?” asked Kinsale.


    “I can’t tell, just,” said the delivery boy. “Some say that there’s room in the Marines for another, but I’m thinking of the ring, maybe.”


    “How old might you be?” asked Kinsale.


    “Fifteen,” said the boy, “but fifteen in Clonmel is twenty any other place in the world, thank God! … That’s where Mike O’Dwyer was killed last year, right there by that bridge.”


    “What was the killing of him like?”


    “Ah, he had a little trouble with Willie O’Malley, was all.”


    “And Willie killed him?”


    “No, the whisky killed him.”


    “The whisky?”


    “The whisky and a new horse he was riding,” said the boy.


    “It’s not all clear to me,” said Kinsale, “an O’Malley, and whisky, and a young horse, and a dead O’Dwyer at the end of it.”


    “Well, it’s easy enough,” said the boy. “For after O’Dwyer had whipped O’Malley good, he had a few drinks around to tell people the news, and it left him dizzy on the gray colt, and the colt slipped and threw him at the bridge, and that’s all the story there is of it.”


    “I’ve been long out of the Valley,” said Kinsale, nodding.


    “One could see that without the telling,” said the boy.


    “That off horse looks as though it could jump,” said Kinsale.


    The boy looked at him, and then he spat.


    “And you after telling me!” he said. “Jump? Man, he can lep a house! But I’ll sell him cheap.”


    “What’s cheap?” asked Kinsale.


    “Five hundred, say. A horse that’s right up to your weight and would give a man a kind ride.”


    “Is he sound?”


    “Would I offer him if he wasn’t sound?”


    “There wouldn’t be a bit of bog spavin on that near leg, would there?” asked Kinsale gently.


    “Ah, well,” sighed the boy, “and what’s a bog spavin between a horse and man that know one another? … Is this your house?”


    Kinsale got down with his bags and walked to the house. A redheaded young man was plowing with two horses in the field beside. When he heard Kinsale knocking, he stopped and sat on the plow.


    “Go around to the back door!” he bawled.


    “The front door is good enough for me,” said Kinsale. “Why should I go to the back?”


    “Because my aunt is a deaf woman unless she sees your face.”


    “Who might you be?” shouted Kinsale.


    “I’m the man of the place,” said the youth.


    “Have you got a name to you?” asked Kinsale.


    “Kerry Kinsale, and what’s it to you?”


    “I’m your Uncle Danny and you be damned!” called Kinsale.


    Kerry Kinsale rose from the plow. He wore heavy boots and the ground was deep from the working, but he ran lightly to the wall, leaped it in his stride, and arrived on the porch without panting. He shook hands.


    “Let go of me!” commanded Kinsale. “You’re breaking my bones!”


    “I’m that glad to see you!” said Kerry.


    He lifted the bags. He took them in one hand by the two grips and pushed open the front door.


    “Go in, Uncle Danny, and God give you the comfort of the house,” said Kerry.


    Kinsale went into a front room that had a carpet on the floor and a family album on the center table; and, under glass along the wall, fading pictures of the dead lookeddown upon him. Kerry’s voice was booming in the back of the house. Anne Kinsale came running into the room. The women of Clonmel do not grow older; they simply become a bit thin and smile somewhat less. Anne Kinsale kissed her younger cousin and then pushed him off to arm’s length.


    “I’m proud to see you, but your color’s not right, Danny,” said she. “Why didn’t you come to the wake and the funeral?”


    “Did you bury him well?” asked Daniel.


    “It was a twenty-gallon wake,” said Anne Kinsale, “and all of the best.”


    “I couldn’t come myself, but I sent down five cases,” Kinsale pointed out.


    “We tried it, all around,” admitted Anne, “but there wasn’t a real taste to it, so we gave it to the young folks.”


    “It was twenty years old!” said Kinsale. “And it cost—”


    “Ah, lad, maybe it was time that weakened it,” suggested Anne… . “Kerry, isn’t there a drop for the happy meeting?”


    Kerry brought in a stone jug and glasses. He filled the glasses neatly, holding them in one hand and rolling the jug over the bend of his forearm.


    “Here’s to you, Uncle Danny, long and deep!” he said.


    Kinsale swallowed his own portion and breathed carefully over the aftertaste. He looked down.


    “Take it back into the kitchen, Kerry,” said Anne. Afterward she murmured, “Wipe your eyes while he’s out of the room, Danny, and no one will ever know.”


    He took out a handkerchief and rapidly wiped his eyes.


    “Takes me a little by the throat,” he said, “after these years.”


    “Aye, Danny, you’re soft, you’re soft, but a bit of Valley life will harden you… . Kerry, take his bags into the front bedroom.”


    Stones rattled down the slope of the hillside. One of them sprang against the side of the house with a heavy thump; and Kinsale saw a girl sliding a horse down the slope with a comet’s tail of dust whipped up into the air behind.


    “Holy heaven!” said Daniel Kinsale.


    “Don’t be swearing, Danny,” said Anne. “When you were a young loose-mouthed boy, how many times was I telling you that both the angry and the foolish way of swearing are damn bad?”


    “There’s a gray horse coming down Carrick Hill with a woman or a wildcat on top of it,” said Danny.


    “That would just be Eileen O’Malley,” said Aunt Anne. “She promised to bring me some good essence of juniper, the day.”


    The house blocked the rider out of view, so Daniel Kinsale leaned out the window in time to see Eileen O’Malley pull up at the back of the place. The gray horse wanted to go on, but between a buck and a plunge, big Kerry Kinsale took the girl under the armpits and swung her to the ground. He kissed her.


    “There’s no sense in your hands, Kerry,” she said. “You’ve half broken my ribs.” And she kissed him again.


    “You shouldn’t be riding this beast till I’ve gentled him for you,” said Kerry.


    “After you’ve gentled a horse, darling,” said Eileen O’Malley, “it’s no more mouth than a stone post.”


    First, Daniel Kinsale looked at the girl and then he squinted at her. But what’s the use of talking about her? It’s enough to say that she was a Clonmel woman.


    Daniel said over his shoulder, “What’s the age for a man’s woman to be married?”


    “Half your own age plus seven,” said Aunt Anne.


    Daniel turned from the window, for the two had passed from sight entering the house.


    “Aye, or minus seven,” said he.


    “What are you mumbling about, Danny?” she asked.


    “I was only saying what a long time I’ve been away from home.”


    “Hello, Eileen!” said Anne. “Did you remember the juniper, sweetheart? … This is The Kinsale.”


    “Is that The Kinsale?” asked Eileen. “I never saw one so young!”


    Like a Clonmel girl that knew her manners, she went up to Daniel and kissed him without any haste whatever in the leaving.


    “It’s a lovely thing to have The Kinsale in the Valley,” she said… . “What are you standing around for, Kerry? Or is there no whisky in the house?”


    He brought in the huge jug and the glasses again.


    “Can you drink it at this time of day?” asked Daniel, looking the girl in the eyes.


    “A drop in time saves nine,” said Eileen. “And the pure dew of Clonmel never did a good woman harm, drinking to The Kinsale.”


    
      II

    

    That was all the welcome Daniel had in the Valley. He had thought, when he locked up his desk in New York, that the women and the old men of Clonmel would stand at gaze for the sake of one who had gone so far from home and filled so many headlines in the course of thirty years, but after a week he said to Aunt Anne: “What’s the matter with it all? They treat me as though there were no eyes in my face to see them and no ears in my head to hear them. I talked to The O’Donnel and some others Wednesday about building a golf course and a race track and a new church for them all, and they asked me why should I spoil the Valley with fences and could a man pray better inside of stone walls than wood? In seven days there’s not one that’s called me The Kinsale! Only you and Eileen O’Mal-ley know that I’m in the Valley.”


    “Now, Danny dear,” said Aunt Anne, “it’s you they want, and not your money.”


    “But, confound them, they have me, haven’t they?” asked Daniel. “Anyway, I’ll be building a new part on the house for all of us.”


    “Ah, but, Danny, so long as there’s the one good fire to warm the legs of us, why should we have two to be wasting good wood?” asked Anne.


    “There, d’you mind?” shouted Daniel. “You’re like the


    rest of them, thwarting every turn of my hand! I’ll be up and away from this place!”


    Yet he stayed on, though he found himself a stranger in his home country, and the hurt of it every day walked deeper and deeper into his heart. He took to watching young Kerry, for who else would be his heir in the end?


    Daniel said to him, “What would you have of the world?”


    And Kerry answered, “Eileen O’Malley and the bay mare of Michael O’Reilly.”


    Daniel replied: “What a man wants with his eyes he must get with his hands… . How long are you in the plowing of that field?”


    “Two weeks come Saturday,” said Kerry.


    “It’s not a four-day job, with two such horses as you work in the plow,” remarked Daniel.


    “No, sir,” said Kerry, “but there was two dances and a wake in between.”


    “You’ve been out of the Valley, Kerry?”


    “Yes, sir. I’ve been out to school.”


    “What did you get from your school?”


    “I got this scar over my eye,” said Kerry.


    “How many of them were there?” asked Daniel.


    “There was only one of them,” answered Kerry sadly. “But he had a good left hand and a fist that was like a stone in my face, till I broke his ribs for him.”


    “I never see you at work in the field in the mornings,” said Daniel.


    “No, sir. I must give the morning to Rourke.”


    “And who is Rourke, if you please?”


    “He’s the five-year-old that makes the off horse at the plow. He jumps all but timber very well, even now.”


    “No good Irish horse will abide timber,” agreed Daniel. “They know that the dirty English gibbets and scaffolds were built of wood… . But the five-year-old is not the horse for you. The other one in your team could gallop him down in a day’s running.”


    “Are you meaning Barnaby?” asked Kerry.


    “Aye. The brown that’s the near horse of the team.”


    “He will never blow out your eye with his speed,” said Kerry. “He’s a good old man’s horse.”


    “After five mile,” said Daniel, “the Rourke would never look him in the eye.”


    Kerry laughed. Then he spat.


    “Barnaby is weak in the quarters,” he said.


    “Rourke is a weed,” said Daniel.


    “I wish the ground was covered with weeds like him,” said Kerry.


    “Rourke is gone in the knees,” said Daniel.


    “If he’s the least over in the knees,” said Kerry, “he’s not in at the hocks, like Barnaby.”


    “There’s no fool like a young fool!” said Daniel.


    “I’ve heard that put the other way around,” said Kerry.


    “I’ll try Barnaby against you and Rourke any day.”


    “I wouldn’t have the boys laughing at an old man,” said Kerry.


    “And mind you,” said Daniel, “though blood may make you heir to The Kinsale, the name is not yet the money.”


    “Who asks for it?”


    “Let me see you doing a man’s work and not a boy’s


    play,” said Daniel, and walked away.


    Kerry went that evening to Eileen O’Malley.


    Her father sat mending a bridle in the front room where the table was laid for the seven O’Malleys.


    “Hai, Tim!” he called. ‘‘Tell Eileen to put another plate on the table and another potato in the stew.”


    “I’m not staying to eat,” said Kerry.


    “The whisky jug is behind the door,” said Mr. O’Malley, “and I wouldn’t be minding a wee spot of it myself… . D’you mind O’Sullivan’s wall-eyed bay colt with the four good legs under him?”


    “I mind him. Aye,” said Kerry.


    “He’s gone,” said O’Malley.


    “In the feet?” asked Kern”.


    “Spavined,” said O’Malley. “Where are you bound to?”


    “I’ll have a word with Eileen.”


    “Mind, the last word you had with her, the steak was burned black.”


    Kerry went into the kitchen where three hungry young O’Malleys watched Eileen at the stove through the smoke of frying and the steam of boiling. The kitchen fog had set her hair glistening.


    “It’s over between me and the money, Eileen,” he said. “The Kinsale and I cannot see eye to eye.”


    “What would I care about the money?” asked Eileen.


    “Do you mean it?” he said.


    “I do mean it—but let me breathe, Kerry.”


    “One more thing would make me happier than any man in the world,” said Kerry.


    “What would it be, darling?”


    “At the next dance don’t be wasting yourself on The Kinsale so much. It makes people talk.”


    “Does it? Then they have little to do!”


    “Not that I care, myself. For a man of sixty—”


    “He’s only fifty-five,” said Eileen.


    “It’s the same thing.”


    “It is not. He might be the father of four or five, by sixty.”


    “Eileen, what would you be talking about?”


    “A girl with a brain in her head must think about her children, and all.”


    “Is it The Kinsale that you’re thinking about?”


    “Would you be putting my thoughts on a halter?”


    “I won’t have you playing fool with him,” said Kerry.


    “You’ll have what you get, and no more,” said she. “And what right have you to throw away the fortune that God made for you, anyway?”


    “D’you want me to be a slave and kiss the foot that kicks me?”


    “You’d rather have me for your slave, I take it. Moiling and toiling and mopping the floor of a hut, and the life pulled out of me by your brats while you drink whisky by the stove and win the Kentucky Derby with every pipeful you smoke—”


    “No, Eileen!”


    “—and put the savings into a new horse—”


    “Eileen!”


    “—and walk before me all through life, so that others won’t see my rags so well.”


    “Eileen, will you listen once?”


    
      III

    

    So the iron entered the soul of Kerry Kinsale. For if Eileen willed that The Kinsale must be suited, and if only labor could please Uncle Daniel, then labor it had to be, and no more mornings of schooling Rourke. He rose in the morning with the dawn and made the blacksmith shop ring as he sharpened the plowshares. All morning he ran the furrows, and all afternoon, with the cry of the Clonmel hounds weaving in and out of the horizon and sometimes the horns and the shouts of the hunt leaving a sweet sad echo all through his brain. Aunt Anne wondered over him with a troubled eye and The Kinsale studied him from time to time with an increasing approval.


    “I see that you’ve taken my word to your heart, after all,” he said on a day. “I thought it was wasted, but there’s many a good horse will kick at the whip before it gallops.”


    Kerry smiled and tasted the pain to the core of his soul because the words in his throat were unuttered. Yet the worst of all was to have to follow the plow while The Kinsale walked up and down beyond the hedge with his feet on the firm smooth ground.


    So it was on that last morning of mornings. The horses had barely begun to steam and the birds were flying down into the black furrow; blue mist filled the hollows, blown clouds filled the sky, when the cry of the pack came over the hills and down toward the farm like a thought from the mind into utterance.


    He drove the plow straight on, while his heart trembled.


    Automatically, his hands tooled the plowshare around the danger of the rocks; and a cold sweat of desire stood out on the back of his neck, yet he would not look up, for he felt the grim and watchful eye of The Kinsale upon him. “Was the man never young? Did he never follow the hounds?” said Kerry to his heart. But at last the horses turned the corner of the field and there was the hunt just before him, sweeping up the hollow. It was cold enough for the breath of the horses to stain the air, so that they seemed to be breathing out the mist of the Valley.


    He saw Mary O’More on her new colt, and Samus O’Connell with his hat gone, flying the wall, and Dinny O’Hanlon on the bald-faced bay, and sweet Maggie O’Sullivan laughing, and Dick McCarthy shouting, and then five Flahertys driving like five devils all in a flock, and more, and more from the edge of the O’Banion Wood to the wall of Shaughnessey’s meadow where the hounds were streaming over in full cry. Their heads went up. The note changed. Yes, on the rim of the hill the fox ran in view with his tail still up, a true fox of Clonmel!


    The Kinsale, as he walked up and down in a green sweater with green house slippers on his feet, stopped at the kitchen window to speak a word with Aunt Anne. She leaned over the sink to see the hunt streaming through the Valley.


    “There goes the Clonmel, Aunt Anne,” said The Kinsale. “And why have I never even been asked to join the hunt?”


    “Because God loves your bones and wants to keep them whole,” said Aunt Anne. “Will you notice our Kerry walk-


    ing straight and true behind the plow, whatever?”


    “He needed a steadying hand, and he got it in time,” said Daniel Kinsale.


    “I’m proud of the big boy,” said Anne.


    “I’m proud of the work I did on him,” said The Kinsale.


    The plow team at this moment halted, and Kerry, running forward, worked a moment on the straps of Rourke; then he flung the harness to the ground and vaulted onto the bare back.


    The Kinsale shouted: “Kerry, come back! By the eternal, almighty, thundering—”


    “Mind your talk, Danny!” called Anne.


    Kerry, at the call, turned his head for one wild look toward his uncle; then he loosed Rourke after the hunt.


    The Kinsale began to shout, “You blathering—”


    “Mind your tongue! It’s God that’s hearing you, Danny!” cried Anne.


    “I’ll have the worthless, ungrateful fool of a boy hearing me too!” yelled The Kinsale. “He’s thrown down his fortune with that same harness, and he’ll never be able to pick it up again; and that’s what I’ll tell him.”


    “Oh, Danny, darling!” cried Anne Kinsale. “Will you wait a wee bit of a minute? Think twice! The first thought is the pagan, and the second thought is his good Christian brother! Will you—”


    She stopped her outcry, since Daniel Kinsale already had cleared the hedge and was running through the plowed ground toward Barnaby, who had turned his head after the roaring hunt and was sounding a long horn of regret. In the sticky, deep ground, one slipper left the foot of The Kinsale; its fellow tossed in the air immediately after, and he stepped on a sharp stone.


    Being a man of Clonmel, he hopped the rest of the way on one foot and said nothing whatever as he snatched the harness from the back of Barnaby. He gathered the reins in his left hand, with the same fingers clutched the wisp of mane closest to the withers, turned his back to the neck of the gelding, made a step forward and leaped. His right heel caught over the ridge of the back. He stuck there, the left dangling down to the ground.


    “And the infernal woman is seeing me!” said The Kin-sale to his heart. At once strength came to his arms and he pulled himself onto the back of the horse.


    “Be the bright Barnaby for me,” said The Kinsale. “Don’t let me fall at the first jump.”


    The wall came at them, bigger with every stride. He dug in his knees. He clung with leg and heel, putting weight forward on his hands. Big Barnaby rose and winged over that wall like a bird.


    “Half my age minus seven!” said The Kinsale, and laughed.


    The invisible hunt on the other side of Cloyne Hill now was turning to the seat in a drowsy stream of noise, so he followed the chord of the arc over the low flank of the hill. Through a hedge, Barnaby jumped low, trailing his clever heels, and they came out in the rearward of the hunt with the song of the hounds flowing cheerfully down the slope toward Clonmel River. There is a tale of a stranger who referred to the “river” as a “trout stream” and the ending of that story is not a pleasant thing; for, if you’re asking, what is a valley that has no river to it whatever?


    The Kinsale passed through the skirts of the field where old, old men and old, old women cantered their horses, for after seventy or seventy-five the people of Clonmel took their hunting more easily, unless something happened that stirred their blood. They looked at Daniel without a greeting and his heart ached in him. He was a stranger who never could come in Clonmel, but if once he could get near enough to Kerry to give him the rough side of his tongue, he would leave the Valley forever and go back to the city like the roar of a lonely sea.


    Daniel, looking forward, marked in the middle ranks of the field a redhead on a horse without a saddle.


    “The fool has lost his hat already,” said Daniel, and pulled his own hat farther down on his head. He had a feeling in that moment that in a stride or two his horse could devour all the misty beauty of the landscape to the Clonmel River and over Waterford Hill beyond, but for all that, he rode with care, knowing that downhill work is hard on the shoulders of a horse; and Barnaby was no longer a five-year-old; not by the half of it. So they went down the slope without picking up much ground; they waded the shallows of the Clonmel with the gravel bottom golden bright beneath them, and up the easy side of Waterford Hill Barnaby cantered, fighting for his head. When they got to the top, the music of the hounds went dim in the Tuam Woods beyond. In those naked woods he saw a spot of sunshine. That was Eileen O’Malley on her gray.


    “Ah, hai! The Kinsale!” she cried. And a ringing sweet chorus of voices around her called, “The Kinsale!”


    “Half my age minus seven,” said The Kinsale, and rode up beside her to find out.


    “Where’s that blathering boy of a Kerry?” he asked her.


    “How should I know at all?” she asked. “Except that if you follow close to the hounds you’ll usually find him there.”


    “He’s needed home at the plow,” said The Kinsale, looking her deep in the eyes.


    “And what better place is there for him to be?” she answered.


    The Kinsale laughed and went on at a good round gallop as the hunt swept out of Tuam Woods and straight on through the village of Aghadoe, which once was a flourishing town, but gradually all the people left it, and what a pity that was! Through streets of roofless houses the hunt sent roaring echoes, and out into the open again, for it was a Clonmel fox and he thought shame to dodge away among the thousand holes and alleys of that man-made covert. Instead, he chose to bear to the right under the flank of the Ossory Hills and so straight on for the Bog of Ross.


    No horse was ever foaled with a foot light enough to run over the Bog of Ross, so, while the hounds swept into the marshland, the hunt veered left and right far around the margin of the wet ground. The Kinsale watched the water, here and there dash to silver over the Clonmel hounds, and far across he could see Kerry and Rourke, who had taken the wrong way around. Wrong way or not, Kerry passed the bog a good bit in front of his uncle, but at the very next jump he and Rourke went down together and flourished their heels in the air while they rolled their faces in the mud. The Kinsale bore down on them and slowed Barnaby, with all the words of his anger curdling in his heart, but when he came closer to them and saw them get up, sticky-black and dripping, it came to him that there was a better thing to do than to pour his wrath out at that moment. And as he sailed Barnaby over the fence, he laughed as he shouted, “Keep his head straight at the fences!” He shouted it so loudly that he made sure sweet Eileen O’Malley heard the words as she came winging up on her gray; and the whole heart of The Kinsale laughed and laughed inside him. At this moment also the clouds split apart, the sun rushed through, and all the country laughed with beauty far before him to the Lismore Hills; and all the hounds gave tongue with a sweeter music; and all the right Clonmel horses pricked their sharp ears for a little jump of a hedge and a ditch that a five-year-old child could take on its first pony.


    But the black devil lies in wait for our most secure moments. He it was that nudged the left forefoot of Barnaby as that honest horse landed on the other side and caused him to roll over and over with The Kinsale himself rolling over and over before him. When he got up, he had to spit twice and rub his eyes once before he either could breathe or see. He said: “The devil fly off with the man that dug the ditch and the spade he dug it with and the rain that filled it.”


    Then he got on Barnaby with the main body of the hunt roaring past him like a Christmas wind down an empty chimney. He got into the skirts of the crowd and charged furiously through Rathkeal Wood, but a check beyond it, with the hounds casting right and left for the line, let him come up again. He made straight for Kerry. It was in his mind now that the devil had nothing to do with that fall at the ditch and hedge, but it was all the folly of Kerry, who had led his elder away on this mad ride. The words to speak were warming the very cockles of his heart when someone shouted and the whole hunt streaked away like quicksilver for Emily Hill.


    The way was steep and the fiend had lightened the pads of the fox that fled up it. Even Clonmel horses and Clonmel men could not hold to that pace. Back they fell, laboring; and now Clonmel voices were heard blistering the wind, but only the Clonmel hounds could keep in sight of the quarry. It was now that The Kinsale saw a strange thing. For he saw Kerry Kinsale, all black from the bog, turn slantwise down the flank of Emly Hill toward the right. Once he looked and twice he wondered; then he cried out and followed his nephew as fast as Barnaby could leg it.


    He was far around the lower hill when he saw that Kerry had guessed it right. The fox ran on beyond Dunlin Creek, a weary creature with a dragging brush, and the terrible hounds of Clonmel poured up the farther bank of the stream and closed in for the kill. At that moment the field broke over the crest of the hill far behind, and Daniel blessed the wit of a Kinsale before he was aware of what he did. But the gorge of the creek lay in between, a horrible gaping mouth with a sheen of teeth clear down the throat of it.


    The Kinsale cupped a hand to his mouth and yelled: “Kerry! Oh, Kerry! Come back! Don’t try it! Kerry, has the red of your hair burned the brain out of you? You numskull, Kerry, come back!”


    He cried other words, also, that made a screaming down the wind, so that Kerry looked back once, and then leaned again over the neck of Rourke as though he were the hunted instead of the hunter. Down he rushed at the widening mouth of the creek. The Kinsale, watching like a savage eagle, saw the head of Rourke fling up a bit, and the gallop of Rourke changed lead as he faltered, but then Kerry took hold of him and straightened him out with a horseman’s hands and flung him like a stone at the gap. He rose with his heels tucked up as though for a high wall. He struck on the farther side, on the very verge, and began to dig and clamber like a dog on a ledge.


    The Kinsale looked round him and the weight of his years laid a burden on his heart that even Barnaby must feel, he knew. He looked at the green flash of Clonmel Valley under the sun and wished a deep wish that all his days had been spent on its hunting fields. If only five years could be taken away from the legs of Barnaby and twenty-five from himself. But all the Kinsale was rising in him and never once did he dream of drawing rein, for, since the thing must happen, it was well for it to be while he was riding with only one before him in the field, and that one a Kinsale.


    He saw Rourke still fighting over the ledge as he rushed Barnaby down the slope.


    Hoofbeats pounded up from the rear and the gray mare with Eileen O’Malley shot past him. Her frightened cry rang in his ear: “Go back! Go back! Barnaby can’t make it!”


    She had come up under such a head that there was no turning on the brink of the stream. Up went the gray, arching low and swift over the gap, and landed a safe length beyond the farther bank.


    “Go on, Kerry!” yelled Daniel. “For Kinsale! Kinsale! Will you let a scrawny imp of a baby girl outride you? Kinsale!”


    But now he was close to Dunlin Brook. He felt the poor horse shudder under him. He saw the maw of Dunlin Creek opening wider. Then all the world went soundless as he threw his heart into the leap. Water flashed like a sword under them. They were in the heart of the cloudy sky. Then, dropping, Barnaby struck the edge of the gorge and sent The Kinsale slithering before him over the grass like a flat stone over still water.


    Daniel Kinsale, as he felt himself gone, had time for one thought only, swift and deep as the thrust of a knife: Disgrace and a fall at the end of a hunt; a fall where even women and children jumped safely! Then the ground struck him into darkness.


    Consciousness opened before him again like the brittle rays of candlelight in a great black room. He tasted the salt of blood in his mouth and heard Kerry Kinsale groaning: “Will he live, Doctor O’Neill? Will he live, for God’s sake?”


    “You should be asking!” said the weeping voice of Eileen O’Malley. “You that led him on to the murder of that jump!”


    “Peace and be still the pair of you,” said a man, “and everyone else back up to give him air … . Without a saddle … at his years … and an old horse … .”


    A deep voice spoke out of the distance, and the words it uttered opened a blue heaven for Daniel; for it said, “When he talked, I thought it was a bag of money clinking; but now we can see that the true Kinsale has come home to us, with a great heart and all.”


    The words got Daniel to his knees, and then to his feet, with Clonmel Valley reeling about him and such a shout roared into his ears as only the men of Clonmel can voice.


    “Where’s Barnaby?” he asked.


    “Here, Uncle Daniel. Right here before you,” said Kerry, “and he’s hanging his head for the fall he gave you.”


    “Never blame him, for he has a great heart,” said Daniel, rubbing the nose of Barnaby.


    “It’s his horse he asks after and not his own bones. God bless him,” said a woman in the crowd.


    By the light of her words, Daniel saw all the faces that ringed him round, and nothing but a smiling kindness in every one.


    “We’ll rig a litter for you,” said the doctor.


    “Litter is it?” said Daniel. “I’ll ride home the way I came. Scatter about your business and don’t be wasting the time on me.”


    Afterward he sat on a stone to let the ringing die out of his ears, and all were gone except, on the one side of him, Kerry, and on the other, Eileen. He looked at the swollen nose of Kerry.


    He said, “Kerry, is your nose broke entirely?”


    “It’s no matter for my nose,” said Kerry, “but there’s blood on your face, Uncle Daniel.”


    “It’s some of the old fool leaking out of me,” said Daniel.


    “God forgive me for leading you off,” said Kerry. “But how would I know at your years the Kinsale was so hot in you? You would have beat us all if Barnaby had only a pair of hocks under him.”


    “You would have skimmed over like a bird if Rourke wasn’t gone at the knees,” said The Kinsale.


    “God love you, Uncle Daniel, it was a grand jump that you made with the old horse,” said Kerry.


    “It was the years on his back that beat him,” said Daniel.


    “Shall we go back to the stream and wash the mud from your faces?” asked Eileen O’Malley. “I can’t tell one from the other Kinsale just now.”


    “What will you name your first child, Eileen?” asked The Kinsale.


    “I’ll call it Daniel,” said Eileen.


    “The devil and all you will!” shouted Kerry.


    “In honor of his granduncle,” said Eileen.


    “Ah, Eileen, darling!” said Kerry. “I never doubted you once—in my heart!”


    But The Kinsale, being nearer, was the first to blacken her cheek with his kiss.

  

  
    
      Five minutes to twelve

    

    
      “Five minutes to twelve” was originally published in 1936 in Cosmopolitan.

    
  

  
    At eight in the morning. New York streets are empty, and Harry Main went fast all the way uptown to Carrick’s apartment house, the big motor of his car running to a smooth whine. He kept leaning forward over the wheel, grasping the top of it. and it was hard to tell from his face whether he was in a desperate hurry or simply a fast driver by habit, for his expression was eager though his eye was glazed with fat. There had been a time when he was as lean as his old friend Carrick; now Harry Main looked a bit of a pig.


    When he reached the address, he pressed the bell button at Carrick's door three times and listened to the hollow buzzing begin and end inside the place. He had time for one sick moment of doubt before Carrick himself pulled the door open. It was early September and quite warm but Carrick was wearing flannel pajamas. Carrick was a fellow who took care of himself.


    Main walked in, saying, “Dive into your clothes. We’re taking a trip.”


    “How far?” asked Carrick, yawning till his eyes disappeared. He had a thin, rather hard face that kept him looking an invincible thirty for a dozen years; then time had overtaken him in a wave and washed him gray. “Wait a minute. This is the fourth, isn’t it? We’re dining together tonight, aren’t we?”


    “We’re taking a trip,” answered Main. “South, I guess. Till midnight. Get into your things, Steve.”


    “A little thing like a full day and six appointments at the office—a little thing like that doesn’t matter?” asked Carrick. Main stared at him.


    “All right,” said Carrick suddenly. “I’ll just step under the shower”


    “For God's sake, jump into your clothes and come!” shouted Harry Main.


    Carrick looked at him for two long seconds until he saw the little quiver of nerves in his lips and cheeks. Then he began to unbutton his pajama coat. “I'll jump,” he said.


    Main went over to a dark corner and sat down. He gripped his two hands together, bent his head, and waited with a deep hunger to have the road slipping away beneath the wheels of his car at sixty or seventy an hour. Fear crept out around him from the shadowy corners of the room.


    When he looked up, the face of his wife was looking at him from a picture on the wall. He half rose.


    He wanted to ask Carrick how the devil that picture happened to be hanging there. Then, breathing deeply, relaxing, he realized that no one had a greater right to have a picture of Clara Main.


    The memory of the wedding day returned to Harry Main. The cold that had been in his heart then seemed the lineal ancestor of the fear that was within him now. Steve Carrick, his fine, dark,


    Norman face imperturbably calm, had been a rock of strength, arranging everything, checking everything, putting a reassuring grip on Main’s arm just before the ceremony. “You're getting the loveliest girl in the world,”


    Steve had said. In fact, she had not been lovely.


    The photograph on the wall proved that. There was only a certain youth and that sweetness which benumbs the mind of a lad.


    On the wedding day, it had been a relief to surrender all arrangements of details to Carrick; it was an even mightier relief now to be near him. But then it came over Harry Main that he was sitting still—in New 7 York—and New York was a trap!


    “Steve! Steve!” he shouted.


    “Ready, old fellow,” said the quiet voice of Carrick. And they went down to the car at once.


    Ten minutes later they went through the tunnel and out on Route Number One, heading south. They turned onto Route Twenty-five where it diverges and heads towards Camden to avoid the great tangle of Philadelphia. When they were on the Pennsville-Newcastle Ferry. Main said softly. “Have you got a gun?”


    “A gun?” asked Carrick. He laughed.


    “Here; take this one,” said Main. He passed over a blunt chunk of automatic.


    Carrick weighed it, put it away in his clothes. “But w 7 hat the devil. Harry?”


    “I’ve got another,” answered Main. “I’ll tell you later on. I'll show you, I mean. Wait till we get through Baltimore.”


    The road began to soar over the Maryland hills, and Main took the rises so fast that the car lifted to the top of the springs at every summit. They twisted slowly through Baltimore traffic, then opened out on the Washington Pike. Main picked some papers out of his pocket and passed them over.


    “They’re in order,” he said.


    The first one read, “My dear Main, I want to give you a month so you’ll have a chance to think over what a blackguard you are. On September fourth, I’m going to drop around and wipe you out.”


    There was no signature beneath the typewriting. The second message ran, under the date of August twentieth, “My dear Harry, in a couple of weeks I’ll be seeing you. With a gun.”


    And the third slip was simply, “My dear Harry Main, tomorrow is the day.”


    “Ah, but look here!” said Carrick. “You don’t mean to say that a practical joke like this has you on the run?”


    The pink jowls of Harry Main wobbled as he shook his head. He said, “It’s not a practical joke. Jokers have more fun. They don’t cut their letters so short. It’s murder, Steve.”


    “I wonder if you’re not right,” answered Carrick. “What beats me is why? You’ve had your fun, Harry. That’s all. Why should anybody want to blow you down?”


    “It’s Clara. It couldn’t be anything but Clara. People think she’s sweet because she’s so quiet. They don’t know. It takes ten years of living with her to find out what she’s like. You know her a little, though you never came around much after the marriage. Before that I used to think that you wanted Clara.


    “You never could stand her, I suppose. Only you’re so damn polite. Nobody can find out what you really think of things.”


    “I don’t think so much,” said Carrick. “But what was the matter with Clara? Pretty hard on you behind the closed doors?”


    “Bah!” said Harry Main. “You take a woman that always thinks she knows. I mean, a girl that don’t have to ask questions. I mean, that just bows her head to one side and is a little sad—I never could stand church music, Steve—you take after a few years, I couldn’t go to her. I couldn’t trust her. I stuck it out ten years before I gave her the gate.”


    “I wasn’t surprised,” said Carrick.


    “You mean you expected me to run her out?”


    “I wasn’t surprised,” said Carrick.


    “Sure you weren’t. You knew that the damned sad look she carried around with her was driving my friends away. I used to say: ‘For God’s sake, loosen up and try to shake out a smile once in a while. I can get along without any of your face but my friends get fed up with the look of you.’ But I couldn’t change her. She should have been an early Christian martyr. She was nineteen centuries out of date. Suppose I stepped out at night, she’d be waiting up for me … Well, she’s gone now.”


    “Where is she now?” asked Carrick.


    “I don’t know. I don’t give a damn. I wanted to fix her up with alimony. She acted as though my money was green goods, and wouldn’t touch it.”


    “Harry, suppose she still loved you?”


    “Loved me? Hell, Steve, I tell you there’s nothing but cold poison behind that face of hers. And she’s fixed it with this letter writer. She’s sure as hell fixed it with him to do me in today.”


    “You don’t think she’d be behind a thing like this, Harry?”


    “She’d be behind anything. People that don’t talk pile up a head of steam. When it busts open, you never can tell.”


    They reached the edge of Washington and stopped for gas and hot dogs. Carrick said, “Anyway, we’re two hundred and forty miles from Manhattan. Going to put up in Washington?”


    “Here?” said Main. “My God, Steve, Washington isn’t a quarter of a second by wire from New York.”


    “This business has got you,” said Carrick.


    They drove through Washington.


    


    Virginia roads were good; but Harry Main made them smoother with speed. It was seven o’clock and the Richmond lights had begun to shine. Blue silence was sifted over the countryside as they shot onto the Petersburg road.


    The trees along the way jumped into the headlights, whirled past them; the stars followed calmly through the sky for all their speed.


    “I’ll take a nap,” said Carrick, as they reached the good Carolina roads.


    He slumped down and put his head back. Harry Main flashed a glance at him from time to time.


    And after dizzy hours of that speed, Main pushed the fat of his elbow into Carrick’s lean ribs. Carrick sat up with a grunt. There was a moon. It showed a ragged sea of mountains to the west.


    “We’re getting close to Southern Pines,” said Main, “but we don’t want to make it before midnight.”


    “Listen, Harry,” said Carrick. “You’ve got hundreds of miles between you and New York. Put your nerves to bed and let them sleep awhile, will you?”


    Main swerved the car onto a narrow lane and drove into the quiet of the back country, stopping in an open wood of second-growth pine. The moon gilded the tops of the trees and poured black tar under them. Carrick got out and stretched. He rested his left elbow on the edge of the door and dropped his right hand into a pocket.


    “I never knew a day could be so long,” said Carrick. “Have you driven outside of the fourth of September, Harry?”


    “There’s only ten minutes to go to safety,” said Main.


    “You think the fellow who wrote those letters will have to keep to his timetable or give you up?” asked Carrick.


    “The cold-blooded sort of a devil who wrote those letters.” said Harry Main, “would stick to his timetable or die. That’s his game, to be precise. That’s his dirty sport. There’s not seven minutes left, though. Unless he’s taken a plane—unless he’s going to bomb us out of the air, I guess there’s nobody near me but old Steve Carrick. Nobody but—”


    He stopped. A bubbling sound came out of his throat. He gripped the wheel with both hands. And then a whisper came from his lips. “It’s you! Oh, my God, Steve! You’re the man!”


    Carrick laid the barrel of the automatic on the edge of the door. “In the pinch, I knew you’d come running to me,” he said. “But how could I guess that you’d drive six hundred miles or so to find a perfectly secluded spot for me?”


    He lifted the gun with a steady hand and pointed it into the soggy white of Main’s face. “It’s only five minutes to twelve, so I can still be on time,” said Carrick. “Afterwards, she’ll be the only person in the world to mourn for you.”

  

  
    
      Dust storm

    

    
      “Dust storm” was originally published in 1937 in Collier’s The National Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      The dramatic story of a man who look time out from a battle with nature to put to rights the differences between two friends.

    

    For seven days the wind came out of the northeast over the Powder Mountains and blew the skirts of a dust storm between Digger Hill and Bender Hill into the hollow where Lindsay was living in his shack. During that week Lindsay waked and slept with a piece of black coat-lining worn across his mouth and nostrils, but the dust penetrated like cosmic rays through the chinks in the walls of the cabin, through the mask and to the bottom of his lungs, so that every night he roused from sleep gasping for breath with a nightmare of being buried alive. Even lamplight could not drive that bad dream farther away than the misty corners of the room.


    The blow began on a Tuesday morning and by twilight of that day he knew what he was in for, so he went out through the whistling murk and led Jenny and Lind, his two mules, and Mustard, his old cream-colored mustang, from the pasture into the barn. There he had in the mow a good heap of the volunteer hay which he had cut last May on the southeast forty, but the thin silt of the storm soon whitened the hay to such a degree that he had to shake it thoroughly before he fed the stock. Every two hours during that week he roused himself by an alarm-clock instinct and went out to wash the nostrils and mouths of the stock, prying their teeth open and reaching right in to swab the black off their tongues. On Wednesday, Jenny, like the fool and villain that she was, closed on his right forearm and raked off eight inches of skin.


    Monotony of diet was more terrible to Lindsay than the storm. He had been on the point of riding to town and borrowing money from the bank on his growing crop so as to lay in a stock of provisions, but now he was confined with a bushel of potatoes and the heel of a side of bacon.


    


    Only labor like that of the harvest field could make such food palatable and, in confinement as he was, never thoroughly stretching his muscles once a day, Lindsay began to revolt in belly and then in spirit. He even lacked coffee to give savor to the menu; he could not force himself to eat more than once a day potatoes boiled, or fried in bacon fat with the dust gritting continually between his teeth. He had no comfort whatever except Caesar, his mongrel dog, and half a bottle of whisky, from which he gave himself a nip once a day. Then in the night of the seventh day there came to Lindsay a dream of a country where rolling waves of grass washed from horizon to horizon and all the winds of the earth could not blow a single breath of dust into the blue of the sky. He wakened with the dawn visible through the cracks in the shanty walls and a strange expectancy in his mind.


    That singular expectation remained in him when he threw the door open and looked across the black of the hills toward the green light that was opening like a fan in the east; then he realized that it was the silence after the storm that seemed more enormous than all the stretch of landscape between him and the Powder Mountains. Caesar ran out past his legs to leap and bark and sneeze until something overawed him, in turn, and sent him skulking here and there with his nose to the ground as though he were following invisible bird trails. It was true that the face of the land was changed.


    As the light grew, Lindsay saw that the water hole in the hollow was a black wallow of mud and against the woodshed leaned a sloping mass of dust like a drift of snow. The sight of this started him on the run for his eighty acres of winter-sown summer fallow. From a distance he saw the disaster but could not believe it until his feet were wading deep in the dust. Except for a few marginal strips, the whole swale of the plowed land was covered with wind-filtered soil, a yard thick in the deepest places.


    Two thirds of his farm was wiped out; two thirds of it was erased like a mysterious formula for life; and the work of nearly ten years was entombed. He glanced down at the palms of his hands, for he was thinking of the burning, pulpy blisters that had covered them day after day when he was digging holes with the blunt post auger.


    He looked up, then, at the distant ridges of the Powder Mountains. Ten years before in the morning light he had been able almost to count the great pines which walked up the slopes and stood on the mountains’ crests, but the whole range had been cut over in the interim and the thick coat of forest which bound with its roots the accumulated soil of a million years had been mowed down. That was why the teeth of the wind had found substance they could eat into. The entire burden of precious loam that dressed the mountains had been blown adrift in recent years and now the worthless underclay, made friable by a dry season, was laid in a stifling coat of silt across the farmlands of the lower valleys and the upper pastures of the range.


    Lindsay did not think any more for a time. His feet and an automatic impulse that made him turn always to the stock first took him to the barn, where he turned loose the confined animals. Even the mules were glad enough to kick up their heels a few times, and fifteen years of hard living could not keep Mustard from exploding like a bomb all over the pasture, bucking as though a ghost were on his back and knocking up a puff of dust every time he hit the ground. Lindsay, standing with feet spread and folded arms, a huge figure in the door of the barn, watched the antics of his old horse with a vacant smile, for he was trying to rouse himself and failing wretchedly. Instead, he could see himself standing in line with signed application slips in his hand, and then in front of a desk where some hired clerk with an insolent face put sharp questions to him. A month hence, when people asked him how things went, he would have to say: “I’m on relief.”


    


    When he had gone that far in his thinking, his soul at last rose in him but to such a cold, swift altitude that he was filled with fear, and he found his lips repeating words, stiffly, whispering them aloud: “I’ll be damned and dead, first!” The fear of what he would do with his own hands grew stronger and stronger, for he felt that he had made a promise which would be heard and recorded by that living, inmost God of all honest men, his higher self.


    Once more, automatically, his feet took him on to the next step in the day: breakfast. Back in the shanty, his lips twitched with disgust as he started frying potatoes; the rank smell of the bacon grease mounted to his brain and gathered in clouds there, but his unthinking hands finished the cookery and dumped the fried potatoes into a tin plate. A faint chorus came down to him then out of the windless sky. He snatched the loaded pistol from the holster that hung against the wall and ran outside, for sometimes the wild geese, flying north, came very low over the hill as they rose from the marsh south of it, but now he found himself agape like a schoolboy, staring up. He should have known by the dimness of the honking and by the melancholy harmony which distance added to it that the geese were half a mile up in the sky. Thousands of them were streaming north in a great wedge that kept shuffling and reshuffling at the open ends; ten tons of meat on the wing.


    A tin pan crashed inside the shack and Caesar came out on wings with his tail between his legs; Lindsay went inside and found the plate of potatoes overturned on the floor. He called: “Come in here, Caesar, you damned old thief. Come in here and get it, if you want the stuff. I’m better without.”


    The dog came back, skulking. From the doorway, he prospected the face of his master for a moment, slavering with greed, then he sneaked to the food on the floor and began to eat, guiltily, but Lindsay already had forgotten him. All through the hollow which a week before had been a shining tremor of yellow-green wheat stalks the rising wind of the morning was now stirring little airy whirlpools and walking ghosts of dust that made a step or two and vanished. It seemed to Lindsay that he had endured long enough. He was thirty-five. He had twenty years of hard work behind him. And he would not, by God he would not be a government pensioner. The wild geese had called the gun into his hand; he felt, suddenly, that it must be used for one last shot anyway; as for life, there was a stinking savor of bacon that clung inevitably to it. He looked with fearless eyes into the big muzzle of the gun.


    Then Mustard whinnied not far from the house and Lindsay lifted his head with a faint smile, for there was a stallion’s trumpet sound in the neigh of the old gelding, always, just as there was always an active devil in his heels and his teeth. He combined the savage instincts of a wildcat with the intellectual, patient malevolence of a mule, but Lindsay loved the brute because no winter cold was sharp enough to freeze the big heart in him and no dry summer march was long enough to wither it. At fifteen, the old fellow still could put fifty miles of hard country behind him between dawn and dark. For years Lindsay had felt that those long, mulish ears must eventually point the way to some great destiny. He stepped into the doorway now and saw that Mustard was whinnying a challenge to a horseman who jogged up the Gavvigan Trail with a telltale dust cloud boiling up behind. Mechanical instinct, again, made Lindsay drop the gun into the old leather holster that hung on the wall.


    Half a mile off, the approaching rider put his horse into a lope and Lindsay recognized, by his slant in the saddle, that inveterate range tramp and worthless roustabout, Gypsy Renner. He reined in at the door of the shack, lifted his bandanna from nose and mouth, and spat black.


    “Got a drink, Bob?” he asked without other greeting.


    “I’ve got a drink for you,” said Lindsay.


    “I’ll get off a minute, then,” replied Renner, and swung out of the saddle.


    Lindsay poured some whisky into a tin cup and Renner received it without thanks. Dust was still rising like thick smoke from his shoulders.


    “You been far?” asked Lindsay.


    “From Boulder,” said Renner.


    “Much of the range like out yonder?”


    “Mostly,” said Renner.


    


    He finished the whisky and held out the cup. Lindsay poured the rest of the bottle.


    “If much of the range is like this,” said Lindsay, “it’s gunna be hell.”


    “It’s gunna be and it is,” said Renner. “It’s hell already over on the Oliver Range.”


    “Wait a minute. That’s where Andy Barnes and John Street run their cows. What you mean it’s hell up there?”


    “That’s where I’m bound,” said Renner. “They’re hiring men and guns on both sides. Most of the water holes and tanks on Andy Barnes’ place are filled up with mud, right to the ridge of the Oliver Hills, and his cows are choking. And John Street, his land is clean because the wind kind of funneled the dust up over the hills and it landed beyond him. Andy has to water those cows and Street wants to charge ten cents a head-Andy says he’ll be damned if he pays money for the water that God put free on earth. So there’s gunna be a fight.”


    Lindsay looked through the door at that lump-headed mustang of his and saw, between his mind and the world, a moonlight night with five thousand head of cattle, market-fat and full of beans, stampeding into the northeast with a thunder and rattle of split hoofs and a swordlike clashing of horns. He saw riders galloping ahead, vainly shooting into the face of the herd in the vain hope of turning it, until two of those cow-punchers, going it blind, clapped together and went down, head over heels.


    “They used to be friends,” said Lindsay. “They come so close to dying together, one night, that they been living side by side ever since; and they used to be friends.”


    “They got too damn’ rich,” suggested Renner. “A rich man ain’t nobody’s friend… It was you that saved the two hides of them one night in a stampede, ten, twelve years ago, wasn’t it?”


    Lindsay pointed to Mustard.


    “Now, I’m gunna tell you something about that,” he said. “The fact is that those cows would’ve washed right over the whole three of us, but I was riding that Mustard horse, and when I turned him back and pointed him at the herd, he just went off like a Roman candle and scattered sparks right up to the Milky Way. He pitched so damn’ hard that he pretty near snapped my head off and he made himself look so big that those steers doggone near fainted and pushed aside from that spot right now.”


    Renner looked at the mustang with his natural sneer. Then he said: “Anyway, there’s gunna be a fight up there, and it’s gunna be paid for.”


    “There oughtn’t be no fight,” answered big Bob Lindsay, frowning.


    “They’re mean enough to fight,” said Renner. “Didn’t you save their scalps? And ain’t they left you to starve here on a hundred and twenty acres of blow-sand that can’t raise enough to keep a dog fat?”


    “Yeah?” said Lindsay. “Maybe you better be vamoosing along.”


    Renner looked at him, left the shack, and swung into the saddle. When he was safely there he muttered: “Ah, to hell with you!” and jogged away.


    Lindsay, with a troubled mind, watched him out of sight. An hour later he saddled Mustard and took the way toward the Oliver Hills.


    


    The Oliver Hills lie west of the Powder Mountains, their sides fat with grasslands all the way to the ridge, and right over the crest walked the posts of the fence that separated the holdings of Andy Barnes from those of John Street. Lindsay, as he came up the old Mexican Trail, stopped on a hilltop and took a careful view of the picture. He had to strain his eyes a little because dust was blowing like battle smoke off the whitened acres of Andy Barnes and over the ridge, and that dust was stirred up by thousands of cattle which milled close to the fence line, drawn by the smell of water. Down in the eastern hollows some of the beeves were wallowing in the holes where water once had been and where there was only mud now. But west of the ridge the lands of John Street were clean as green velvet under the noonday sun. Scattered down the Street side of the fence, a score of riders wandered up and down with significant lines of light balancing across the pommels of the saddles. Those were the rifles. As many more cowpunchers headed the milling cattle of Andy Barnes with difficulty, for in clear view of the cows, but on Street’s side of the fence, ran a knee-deep stream of silver water that spread out into a quiet blue lake, halfway down the slope.


    He found a gate onto the Street land and went through it. Two or three of the line-riders hailed him with waving hats. One of them sang out: “But where’s your rifle, brother? Men ain’t worth a damn here without they got rifles.”


    He found John Street sitting a spectacular black horse just west of a hilltop, where the rise of land gave him shelter from ambitious sharpshooters. When he saw Lindsay he grabbed him by the shoulders and bellowed like a bull in spring: “I knew you’d be over and I knew you’d be on the right side. By God, it’s been eleven years since I was as glad to see you as I am today,… Boys, I wanta tell you what Bob Lindsay here done for me when—”


    “Shut up, will you?” said Lindsay. “Looks like Andy has got some pretty dry cows, over yonder.”


    “I hope they dry up till there’s nothing but wind in their bellies,” said John Street.


    “I thought you and Andy been pretty good friends,” said Lindsay.


    “If he was my brother—if he was two brothers—if he was my son and daughter and my pa and ma, he’s so damn’ mean that I’d see him in hell-fire before I’d give him a cup of water to wash the hell-fire cinders out of his throat,” said John Street, in part.


    


    So Lindsay rode back to the gate and around to the party of Andy Barnes, passing steers with the caked, dry mud of the choked water holes layered around their muzzles. They were red-eyed with thirst and their bellowing seemed to rise like an unnatural thunder out of the ground instead of booming from the skies. Yearlings, already knock-kneed with weakness, were shouldered to the ground by the heavier stock and lay there, surrendering.


    Andy Barnes sat cross-legged on the ground inside the rock circle of an old Indian camp on a hilltop, picking the grass, chewing it, spitting it out. He had grown much fatter and redder of face and the fat had got into his eyes, leaving them a little dull and staring.


    Lindsay sat down beside him.


    “You know something, Bob?” said Andy.


    “Know what?” asked Lindsay.


    “My wife’s kid sister is over to the house,” said Andy. “She’s just turned twenty-three and she’s got enough sense to cook a man a steak and onions. As tall as your shoulder and the bluest damn’ pair of eyes you ever seen outside a blind horse. Never had bridle or saddle on her and I dunno how she’d go in harness but you got a pair of hands. What you say? She’s heard about Bob Lindsay for ten years and she don’t believe that there’s that much man outside of a fairy story.”


    “Shut up, will you?” said Lindsay. “Seems like ten cents ain’t much to pay for the difference between two thousand dead steers and two thousand dogies, all picking grass and fat and happy.”


    “Look up at that sky,” said Andy,


    “I’m looking,” said Lindsay.


    “Look blue?”


    “Yeah. Kind of.”


    “Who put the blue in it?”


    “God, maybe.”


    “Anybody ever pay him for it? And who put the water in the ground and made it leak out again? And why should I pay for that?”


    “There’s a lot of difference,” said Lindsay, “between a dead steer on the range and a live steer in Chicago.”


    “Maybe,” dreamed Andy, “but I guess they won’t all be dead. You see that yearling over yonder, standing kind of spray-legged, with its nose pretty near on the ground?”


    “I see it,” said Lindsay.


    “When that yearling kneels down,” said Andy, “there’s gunna be something happen—Ain’t that old Mustard?”


    “Yeah, that’s Mustard,” said Lindsay, rising.


    “If you ever get through with him,” said Andy, “I got a lot of pasture land nothing ain’t using where he could just range around and laugh himself to death. I ain’t forgot when he was bucking the saddle off his back and knocking splinters out of the stars, that night. He must’ve looked like a mountain to them steers, eh?”


    Lindsay got on Mustard and rode over the hill. He went straight up to the fence which divided the two estates and dismounted before it with a wire pincers in his hand. He felt scorn and uttermost detestation for the thing he was about to do. Men who cut fences are dirty rustlers and horse thieves and every man jack of them ought to be strung up as high as the top of the Powder Mountains; but the thirsty uproar of the cattle drove him on to what he felt was both a crime and a sin. It had been a far easier thing, eleven years ago, to save Barnes and Street from the stampeding herd than it was to save them now from the petty hatred that had grown up between them without cause, without reason. The posts stood at such a distance apart that the wires were strung with an extra heavy tension. When the steel edges cut through the topmost strand it parted with a twang and leaped back to either side, coiling and tangling like thin, bright snakes around the posts.


    


    Yelling voices of protest came shouting through the dusty wind. Lindsay could see men dropping off their horses and lying prone to level their rifles at him; and all at once it seemed to him that the odor of frying bacon grease was thickening in his nostrils again and that this was the true savor of existence. He saw the Powder Mountains lifting their sides from brown to blue in the distant sky with a promise of better lands beyond that horizon, but the promise was a lie, he knew. No matter what he did, he felt assured that ten years hence he would be as now, a poor unrespected squatter on the range, slaving endlessly not even for a monthly pay check but merely to fill his larder with—bacon and Irish potatoes! Hope, as vital to the soul as breath to the nostrils, had been subtracted from him, and therefore what he did with his life was of no importance whatever. He leaned a little and snapped the pincers through the second wire of the fence.


    He did not hear the sharp twanging sound of the parting strand, for a louder noise struck at his ear, a ringing rifle report full of resonance, like two heavy sledge hammers struck face to face. At his feet a riffle of dust lifted; he heard the bullet hiss like a snake through the grass. Then a whole volley crashed. Bullets went by him on rising notes of inquiry; and just behind him a slug spatted into the flesh of Mustard. Sometimes an ax makes a sound like that when it sinks into green wood.


    He turned and saw Mustard sitting down like a dog, with his long, mulish ears pointing straight ahead and a look of pleased expectancy in his eyes. Out of a hole in his breast blood was pumping in long, thin jets. Lindsay leaned and cut the third and last wire. When he straightened again he heard the body of Mustard slump down against the ground with a squeaking, jouncing noise of liquids inside his belly. He did not lie on his side but with his head outstretched and his legs doubled under him as though he were playing a game and would spring up again in a moment. Lindsay looked toward the guns. They never should have missed him the first time except that something like buck-fever must have shaken the marksmen. He walked right through the open gap in the fence to meet the fire with a feeling that the wire clipper in his hand was marking him down like a cattle thief for the lowest sort of a death.


    Then someone began to scream in a shrill falsetto. He recognized the voice of Big John Street, transformed by hysterical emotion. Street himself broke over the top of the hill with the black horse at a full gallop. He was letting the reins fly loose so that he could hold out a long arm on either side as he yelled for his men to stop firing. The wind of the gallop furled up the wide brim of his sombrero and he made a noble picture, considering the rifles of Andy Barnes which must be sighting curiously at him by this time; then a hammer stroke clipped Lindsay on the side of the head. The Powder Mountains whirled into a mist of brown and blue; the grass spun before him like running water; he dropped to his knees, and down his face ran a soft, warm stream.


    Into his dizzy view came the legs and the sliding hoofs of the black horse, cutting shallow furrows in the grass as it slid to a halt, and he heard the voice of John Street, dismounted beside him, yelling terrible oaths. He was grabbed beneath the armpits and lifted.


    “Are you dead, Bob?” yelled Street.


    “I’m gunna be all right,” said Lindsay. He ran a finger tip through the bullet furrow in his scalp and felt the hard bone of the skull all the way. “I’m gunna be fine,” he stated, and turned toward the uproar that was pouring through the gap he had cut in the fence. For the outburst of rifle-fire had taken the attention of Barnes’ men from their herding and the cattle had surged past them toward water. Nothing now could stop that hungry stampede as they crowded through the gap with rattling hoofs and the steady clashing of horns. Inside the fence, the stream divided right and left and rushed on toward water, some to the noisy, white cataract, some to the wide blue pool. A billowing dust cloud followed the stampede.


    “I’m sorry, John,” said Lindsay, “but those cows looked kind of dry to me.”


    Then a nausea of body and a whirling dimness of mind overtook him and did not clear away again until he found himself lying with a bandaged head on the broad top of a hill. John Street was on one side of him and Andy Barnes on the other. They were holding hands like little children and peering down at him anxiously.


    “How are you, Bob, old son?” asked Andy.


    “Fine,” said Lindsay, sitting up. “Fine as a fiddle,” he added, rising to his feet.


    


    Street supported him hastily by one arm and Barnes by the other. Below him he could see the Barnes cattle thronging into the shallow water of the creek. A scattering of young stock, still shut away to the rear, continued lowing piteously, but their turn would soon come.


    “About that ten cents a head,” said Andy, “it’s all right with me.”


    “Damn the money,” said Street. “I wouldn’t take money from you if you were made of gold… I guess Bob has paid for the water like he paid for our two hides eleven years ago. Bob, don’t you give a hang about nothing? Don’t you care nothing about your life?”


    “The cows seemed kind of dry to me,” said Lindsay, helplessly.


    “You’re comin’ home with me,” said Street.


    “You’re cockeyed, Johnnie,” remarked Barnes. “My place is two miles nearer.”


    “My house is downhill all the way,” answered Street.


    “I got two females in my place to look after him,” pointed out Andy Barnes.


    “I got a nigger cook that’s a doggone sight better than a doctor,” said Street.


    “I don’t need any doctor,” said Lindsay. “You two just shut up and say goodby to me, will you? I’m going home. I got work to do tomorrow.”


    This remark produced a silence out of which Lindsay heard, from the surrounding circle of cowmen, a voice that murmured: “He’s gunna go home!” And another said: “He’s got the chores to do, I guess.”


    Andy looked at John Street.


    “He’s gunna go, John,” he said.


    “There ain’t any changing him,” said John Street, sadly. “Hey, Bob, take this here horse, this here Nigger horse of mine, will you?”


    “Don’cha do it!” shouted Barnes. “Hey, Mickie, bring up that gray, will you?… Look at that piece of gray sky and wind, Bob, will you? He’ll take you all the way over the Powder Mountains and only hit the ground three times on the way.”


    “They’re a mighty slick pair,” said Lindsay. “I never seen a more upstanding pair of hellcats in my life. It would take a lot of barley and oats to keep them sleeked up so’s they shine like this… But if you wanta wish a horse onto me, how about that down headed, wise-lookin’ cayuse over there? He’s got some bottom to him and the hell-fire is kind of worked out of his eyes.”


    He pointed to a brown gelding which seemed to have fallen half asleep as it stood.


    


    Another silence was spread by this remark. Then someone said: “He’s picked out Slim’s cuttin’ horse… He’s gone and picked out old Dick… I guess he ain’t got more’n two eyes in his head when it comes to picking a horse.”


    “Give them reins to Bob, Slim!” commanded Andy Barnes, “and leave the horse tied right onto the reins, too.”


    Lindsay said: “Am I parting you from something, Slim?”


    Slim screwed up his face and looked at the sky.


    “Why, I’ve heard about you, Lindsay,” he said, “and today I’ve seen you. I guess when a horse goes to you, he’s just going home; and this Dick horse of mine, I had the making of him and he sure rates a home… If you just ease him along the first half hour, he’ll be ready to die for you all the rest of the day… He takes mighty kind to corn on the cob and apples is his main hold.”


    “Thanks,” said Lindsay, shaking hands. “I’m gunna value him, brother.”


    He swung into the saddle and waved his adieu. John Street followed him a few steps, holding to one stirrup leather; in a similar manner Andy Barnes followed him on the other side.


    “Are you gunna be comin’ over? Are you gunna be comin’ back, Bob?” they asked him.


    “Are you two gonna stop being damn’ fools?” he replied.


    They laughed and waved a cheerful agreement and they were still waving as he jogged Dick down the hill. The pain in his head burned him to the brain with every pulse of his blood but a strange triumph rising in his heart let him almost forget the torment.


    After a time, as the sun dropped toward the west, his knees began to weaken and his legs were flopping, but Dick knew him by this time and went along as steadily as the ticking of a watch. He was calm. He felt that he never would be impatient again, for he could see that he was enriched forever.


    The twilight found him close to home and planning the work of the next days. If he put a drag behind the two mules he could sweep back the dust where it thinned out at the margin and so redeem from total loss a few more acres. With any luck, he would get seed for the next year; and as for food, he could do what he had scorned all his days—he could make a kitchen garden and irrigate it from the windmill.


    It was dark when he came up the last slope and the stars rose like fireflies over the edge of the hill. Against them he made out Jenny and Lind waiting for him beside the door of the shack. He paused to stare at the vague silhouettes and remembered poor Mustard with a great stroke in his heart.


    Caesar came with a shrill howl of delight to leap about his master and bark at the new horse, but Dick merely pricked his ears with patient understanding as though he knew he had come home indeed.


    Inside the shanty, the hand of Lindsay found the lantern on its nail. The chimney squeaked up under the pressure of his fingers; from the match a narrow lip of flame ran over the wick. He lowered the chimney and turned up the wick until a yellow, steady triangle was rising. It brought a suffocating odor of kerosene fumes but even through this Lindsay could detect the smell of fried bacon and potatoes in the air. He took a deep breath of it, for it seemed to him the most delicious savor in the world.

  

  
    
      Pringle's luck

    

    
      “Pringle's luck” was originally published in 1937 in Cosmopolitan.

    
  

  
    Pringle fell in the mud and lay still. Everybody else had fallen in the same way, for the sound of the shell as it dropped passed from a roar to a shrill staccato, a long bright needle of sound that drove through the brain. Pringle did not hear the explosion but he felt the earth tremble and knew the mud was being bucketed up in tons. A few drops of it struck him. They were warm, which put a horrible thought into his head.


    Then everyone was getting up and going forward again, but Pringle remained in the mud; because, when he looked up, he saw through the mist by the flare of the Very light the bomb thrown by a trench mortar coming down like a little whale, sharp-nosed, with steering flanges at the tail. When one of those things burst, it did not dig a proper hole for itself and then chuck ruin up into the air. Instead, it squattered down against the earth, smashing flat and blowing out straight to the side chunks of steel as big as your arm.


    On his first day in the trenches Second Lieutenant Walter Pringle saw a man cut in two by one of those flying fragments. This was his second day, and now fear cut his throat and let the courage out of him like hot blood. Nothing but a cold ichor remained stagnating in his arteries. He kept his lips fast shut, but a rapid pulse was beating against them from the inside and the pulse consisted of words, saying: “Walter Pringle is a coward; Pringle is a coward; Pringle of the Class of ‘eighteen, shot for cowardice on the field of battle; Second Lieutenant Pringle, for conduct not becoming an officer and a gentleman…”


    He got himself up on his elbow. Legs were going by him, sagging at the knees with labor in the mud. The feet were soundless in the uproar. Soundlessly they were going to their death—thousands, tens of thousands, millions to die in the war as insects die in hosts with the first frost.


    A queer sound began to saw into his brain. It came from all around him like the song of bullfrogs in a marsh, but he knew that bullfrogs were not making the music.


    He tried to keep remembering that when you hear the noise of a shell you are safe; it already is past you, traveling faster than sound. The big shells overhead left pulsations in the torn air behind them, strange rhythms like the self-starters of motors beginning, ending.


    That was almost a comfort to Pringle compared with the rifle bullets singing high and thin, little flashes of wasp-like sound flickering past the ears and always close, close, close, whispering intimately. A kiss from one of them, anywhere between the shoulders and the hips, and you’re gone.


    The hole a bullet goes in by is small; it tears hell out of you when it comes through, however. Remember when you’ve pricked your finger with a pin or jammed a splinter under a fingernail, and then consider what the pain must be. Pringle kept considering. Most men after they first hear the whine of the bullets lose the panic ecstasy of their terror, but he knew that his own agony never would abate. Yet he had to get up; he had to go on because his father was the colonel of his regiment.


    Perhaps that was where the roots of the trouble ran. A strange surgeon is better than a friend when a vital operation must be performed, and the cold eye of discipline with a stranger behind it might have cut through to the fear that was in him and let it out, like a chilly poison. Instead, the near presence of his father sustained him in a mental gesture of reaching out for comfort, for help. Cannot we learn courage like other lessons? But he had not studied long enough. He was not sufficiently prepared when he was rushed into this examination on the battlefield.


    A hand caught him under the armpit and lifted. He got to his knees, to his feet. It was Lieutenant Jim Gaffney, so thin that it was no wonder he felt at ease in the midst of battle. As well shoot at the edge of a knife as at Gaffney.


    “It’s Big Pringle,” said Gaffney. “Have they got you, Walter? Where?”


    It seemed to Pringle that he was being held up by the scruff of the neck for the world to see by Very light, a poor dangling scarecrow, a shameful mud-dripping rag of humanity.


    “I’m all right,” said Pringle. “I just—”


    “You’re all right!” shouted Gaffney. Then scorn twisted his face. “Ah, hell!” he said, and went suddenly on with that wave of the attack.


    Pringle tried to go after him but his feet would not stir. He made out the nature of that noise which had been sawing into his brain like the croaking of bullfrogs. Now he realized that it came from the wounded. They were all around, and some of them were screaming. Something dragged itself toward him on two arms. It had no legs.


    Pringle ran forward, bogging his feet, sagging his knees at every step. He wanted to overtake Gaffney and explain; yet he knew that he never would be able to confront that face of scorn again.


    Where it wasn’t mud, it was up and down of trenches. The place was crazy with trenches. The ground was a junk heap, a garbage pile. There were cans everywhere, most of them untrampled. Barbed wire grew up out of the mud like horrible, thorny weeds.


    There were old shoes underfoot, heels or toes sticking up, or else stamped flat on the side. All the old shoes in the world were there; and all the torn-up letters and tattered newspapers were soaking into the wet earth. In the spring a harvest of words ought to grow, loving words, and songs of international hate.


    The fog was in his face, in his soul; he breathed of it, and it was like breathing smoke; and through the dreadful confusion the rifle bullets kept kissing the air close to his ear. If he could see death coming—if it would only come at him like a straight left in the boxing ring—if it were a clean, visible thing, he could stand it, but to smother in the dark of a garbage heap, a junk pile…


    They had gone on forever. There were no Germans to shoot at. There was no Company K. A counter-flood of noise flowed toward them, split to both sides, washed back toward the river. It was that barrier of water to their rear, he felt, which killed his heart in him. To cross a river and then plunge right ahead into German trenches, with that little river like a knife cutting off retreat—that wasn’t generalship. It was madness. He listened with dread to the pouring sounds of battle that moved past them on both sides.


    “It’s the counterattack, isn’t it?” he yelled at a face.


    “We’ve caught hell,” yelled back Lieutenant Mays. “They’ve got us blocked off on both sides and in the rear.”


    At least there was no more marching through the mud. The men sank down into the bog. They dropped on their backs. They were all mud, anyway, so it didn’t matter. Rifle bullets flickered in the air all around them, but they didn’t care for that, either.


    Pringle lay a little flatter than the rest, trying not to think. If every man of them were killed, still the rumor would be alive in the world to tell people at home that Walter Pringle was yellow; that Jim Gaffney had seen him turn yellow right on the battlefield. A yellow dog who lay down in the mud and let the charge go past him. Perhaps a bullet had reached the colonel. It could not kill him more surely than this news about his son.


    Then the men began to drag themselves out of the mud. There was a German dugout right under them, and they were crawling down into it.


    By the time Pringle got into it, the dugout seemed already full, but more men were still streaming into the long tunnel with its bunks on each side. It was all concrete. The Germans knew how to make things permanent, and safe, safe, safe. He began to breathe again; his heart commenced to beat.


    The air turned incredibly foul with the steam from wet, dirty bodies, but that didn’t matter because there was warmth, and Pringle realized that he had been horribly cold for hours, for eternities. He began to do what others were doing, raking off mud, but all the while he was waiting, waiting, waiting for the news of his cowardice to spread until faces should turn toward him, sick with disgust. An American, but yellow; a big American, but yellow; and his father was the colonel of the regiment.


    He lay down on a bunk. The autumn cold still kept touching him with fingers of ice, but by degrees the heat of his body warmed his wet clothes, and the clothes then warmed his body.


    In the dugout, the fuming cigarettes had thickened the air to a whiter smoke than the land mist which hung over Mézigny. Some were heating cans of bully beef over smokeless fires; some passed round a stock of Rhine-wine bottles that had been uncovered; a phonograph played German songs. Some worked over the wounded, particularly the German wounded. Some wandered about gaping at the pictures of girls over the bunks and reading aloud the strange German words of endearment that went with the signatures.


    Ah, God, how kind and comfortable the Germans could be, with their beer and their music and their family devotions; and what an honest, hard-working people they were; and how could they want to turn butchery loose upon the world? Pringle would not hate them for it. Hatred was immoral. Shorty Waters was holding up the head of a wounded German, tilting a bottle of wine at his lips. The wine spilled over the fellow’s throat. Waters took the bottle away. He laughed, and the German laughed.


    They made a nice picture together; Pringle wanted the whole world to be filled with brothers and brotherhood. Was there not one Bach for all the world? Was there not one Shakespeare? Had not the Germans put up a statue to “Unser Shakespeare”? These tokens of a common humanity of mind and spirit deepened the ache in Pringle’s sick heart, as he waited and waited.


    Then, suddenly, the colonel was upon him. He was there with Major Carlton and Captain Reeves. Pringle got up. His father laid a hand on his shoulder and bristled his short gray mustache with a smile. The major and the captain moved away from this family scene.


    “Muddy business, Walter, wasn’t it?” asked the colonel. Then: “What’s the matter? Have you been nicked somewhere? Are you sick?”


    The lieutenant smiled a little. He could feel the smile crinkle the drying mud on his face. “I’m sick,” he said, and waited again. The whole thing had to come out, one time or another. Then he saw truth strike like a shadow across the eyes of the colonel.


    It was not until then that he saw his father’s left arm was tied up in a sling. The colonel’s eyes tried to hold to the face of his son, but they slipped and dodged away, staring into far corners of this wretched world.


    “I’ll try to see you later,” he said. “I’ll try…” Then he was off through the stifling mist.


    Pringle’s knees gave way beneath him, and he had to lie down on the bunk again. Without looking about him, he could learn from random words the history of their attack and their present situation. The attack had proceeded so swiftly because the colonel had seized on the best possible moment. But by a devil of bad luck under the fog the Germans had an unreported reserve close the point of attack. It was that reserve which had smashed both wings of the attack.


    The whole ground on both sides and behind what was left of the regiment was occupied by German troops. Now, in the thick of the land mist, for the moment contact was lost with the enemy. Colonel Pringle had some four hundred men lodged in the throat of the salient, and when they were found, the Germans would swallow them. It was time to surrender; but to those stupid brutes canned beef seemed more important than the sweetness of life. They went on cooking, eating, endlessly.


    Pringle tried to keep them out of his mind but one sound continually tore open his heart. It came from a man who had been shot through the hand. Sometimes he endured for whole minutes, with grinding teeth; then the groans came, and last the horrible noise of sobbing.


    The colonel’s voice brought Pringle to his feet again. His father said: “I’ve found a way out for you—you’re going to go back to our lines. You can find the beginning of the communication trench just outside. You follow the general line of it, zigzags and all, and never leave it, because it winds up right at the edge of the Mézigny—and once in the water you’re as good as home. You can swim.”


    “But if they see me on the way down the trench?”


    “You’ll have a German uniform on. We’ll take one out of the dugout.”


    “So that I’ll be shot as a spy if they catch—”


    “Don’t you see that they won’t catch you?” said the colonel. “You can speak a little German. You know how to swear in it, at least. If you’re challenged, start cursing and swagger your way through. Only one of all these men can live; I choose that it should be my son.”


    Pringle felt himself choking.


    “You’ll go back to our lines,” said the colonel. “The river twists back into them. You’ll report to General Bailey that we’re established here in the throat of the salient and that if he counterattacks, we’ll take them with our fire from behind. Tell him that I am rigging whole lines of machine guns. As a matter of fact, I’m starting to entrench now. Tell him that, if he attacks, he’s to send up a cluster of five Very lights; if I don’t see the signal, at dawn I attack the Germans anyway. You understand?”


    “Can you pick me out like this?” asked Pringle, trembling with hope. “Can you give me my life like this? Won’t it be held against you?”


    The colonel paused. Then he said: “I’m going to put the proposition to the regiment in very stark terms. When I ask for a volunteer to carry the message, you can be sure there’ll be no sudden answer. I want you to shout at once. Do you see, Walter? I’ll put it in such a way that you’ll seem a hero.”


    Pringle discovered suddenly that he was alone, for two steps through the mist had turned the colonel into a distant, wavering figure of black through the white, foul smother of the dugout. Now some loudly shouted orders brought the soldiers to attention. The colonel’s deep voice seemed to Pringle as big as drum and bugle combined.


    “We are stuck here like a fish bone in the throat of the Germans. If our friends across the Mézigny knew we were here, they’d make the Germans try to swallow—and choke in the process. Our job, now, is to let General Bailey know where we’re located. If we get one man across the trenches and over the river, I think another attack would be launched, to help us and to use us. Otherwise, when the day comes, we’ll be found and stamped out by the heavy artillery.


    “The only way to get a messenger through the lines and across the river is to put a German uniform on him. He ought to be able to speak a little German, to help him through a pinch. We don’t want a man who’s depressed by the knowledge that he’s carrying the lives of four hundred men with him; we want a fellow who’ll be inspired by the thought.”


    It seemed to Pringle that all the days of his American life had been spent in sunshine, with green grass underfoot and drowsy summer hummings of contentment in the air. It seemed to him that all the rest must be thinking of their country in the same way, and that every man in the dugout must realize that the colonel was opening a door to safety out of this hell of mud and fog.


    Then he heard the colonel saying: “Of course a man caught in a German uniform will be shot out of hand as a spy. I don’t want to minimize the other dangers, but I’m asking for volunteers.”


    He stopped. And Pringle’s heart stopped at the same time. He wanted to shout out, but his own eagerness filled his throat like a gag. A second or two went by.


    Then Pringle’s voice came to him and he sang out. Many heads turned. A space opened before him. He heard voices saying, “Who is it?” and then the unmistakable nasal whine of Jim Gaffney exclaiming, “It’s Pringle! Pringle, by God!”


    They were making a hero of him. They didn’t understand—because the colonel had not explained to them how easily the thing could be done. Shame roused up suddenly in Pringle as he confronted his father. Major Burnet was saying: “We can’t allow this. You can’t let your boy go, sir.”


    He heard that, but he was hardly aware of words or of anything about him as he was helped out of his uniform and into German clothes. The dying life which fear had been gnawing at the roots was returning to him. A mighty river of hope was beginning, a current which seemed already to be bearing him home.


    Then he was shaking hands. He saw eyes widened with admiration and fear of what lay before him. Then his father was holding both his hands, and now he was at the entrance of the dugout.


    And then there was the mist, the fluttering nightmare battle lights, and the uncertain footing where he began to stumble the moment he took a step. He was remembering his father’s face and eyes which in the moment of parting had seemed to shine with pity, with grief, and in farewell.


    He found the zigzag communication trench and followed it. The voices of the battle came and went in great flooding pulses, with moments when the uproar of the great guns trampled all thought from his mind, and again pauses of emptiness during which he was aware of the smaller noises. In those pauses he heard the thin whining of airplanes as they drew little patterns of complaint in the air.


    It seemed strange that those tribes of the air should be divided against one another instead of combining in a splendid fury against all the earth dwellers. He knew the song of the three-inch shells and the handstroke of air when they passed. But always the incredibly swift, short whistlings of the rifle bullets ran through his consciousness like the dots and dashes of a telegraphic code, spelling in a thousand ways a single word. But behind and around all these sounds he was conscious of one constant utterance, like the mournful lowing of cattle far off. He refused to put his mind on that sound, because he knew it was the lament of the wounded.


    Something flowed through the mist along the ground. It poured like water. He made out the helmets of a thick column of Germans pouring up the communication trench toward the front. Their feet made no sound. They were a column of ghosts already walking to death.


    The full sickness of fear returned upon Pringle. He sank into the mud and remained there, hardly breathing. Rain came down with a crash. It washed the manhood out of him. It beat him like a sodden rag into the mud.


    When he pulled himself to his feet again, his brain was spinning. He had forgotten in what direction he should be going. Along the communication trench—but which way?


    The horizon all around offered a circle of smoky glares. There is no up or down, no north or south in hell.


    He almost lurched against a tree trunk. It turned into a solid figure with a rifle at the ready, nearly touching his breast. A German voice was saying something angrily, blurred in the rain.


    The prepared words came yelling out of the throat of Pringle. “Verdammter Schwarzkopf!” he shouted, and knocked the rifle aside. (Verdammter Schwarzkopf: damned Hun. Literally “damned black-head.” Schwarzkopf alludes to the black steel helmet worn by German soldiers during the First World War.)


    He strode on. Fear pierced his side like a thrusting bayonet, but at the edge of his consciousness, he seemed to be aware of the German standing at attention by way of apology. Then he was alone again except for what he was stumbling over. Sometimes the earth grew teeth that tore and cut at his boots. Sometimes it was sloshing mud. Sometimes it was lumped with soft forms.


    The battle noise, all at once, drew far away and became dim, so that Pringle felt he must be fainting. But it was only one of those pauses in the racing heartbeats of a fight.


    Out of the fog he heard a voice scream: “Put me out of it! I can’t stand it any more! Kill me, will you? Put me out of the pain—oh, my God!”


    And a deep German voice full of a father’s gentleness said, “Sei ruhig, sei ruhig, mein Kind!” (Be still, be still, my child.)


    Pringle fled from the voices.


    Here the mud underfoot turned into something knee-deep and cold. He found that he was standing in running water and knew that he had reached the Mézigny. He was on the verge of safety.


    He pulled off clothes and shoes, lunged forward, and the water received him with dark, cold arms. He needed only to float. The current was floating him toward his country. Thereafter, he never would look at a stream, he never would hear the music of running water without a sense of gigantic deliverance.


    Then a white eye opened in the sky above him. A magnesium light was dropping slowly down under its parachute. Its glare turned the river and its bank to silver, obscurely marked by tangles of ink-black shadows.


    Pringle saw this as he dived. Under the water he kept swimming slowly, holding his breath until his lungs burned and were bursting. When he rose to the surface, the brightness of the magnesium light was intensified. Then something pierced his leg; a needle-thrust, a hammer-blow, and after that numbness from the hip down.


    He swam on, the left leg a senseless weight to drag.


    The glaring face of the river was cut with dark whip-strokes. Little wasp sounds flocked about his head. That was a machine gun feeling its way to find him.


    He dived again, endowed with extra strength, for the ghost which had haunted him now dissolved into a silly little man-made scarecrow. This was the whole terror of the battlefield, and the bullet-stroke was hardly more, actually, than the ache of a bad tooth.


    The thought was like fresh air in his lungs. It had been, after all, mere excess of expectation, like that brief moment of coldheartedness which comes just before a boxing bout commences; and as the first blow dissolves that nervous apprehension, so the bullet had killed the fear in Pringle.


    Darkness came over the river like a mercy. He swam confidently on. He wanted to shout his good news. He wanted to print it in great red letters across the sky—to tell everyone that fear is only a fake giant.


    The current was swinging him toward the left bank, so that he realized he was rounding the bend of the Mézigny. He was, in fact, already at the verge of the American lines when his reaching hand found sharp teeth submerged just under the surface of the water. He had struck a barbed-wire obstacle in the stream.


    Well, it would cost him merely another kind of pain to cross it. He laid out his body with the left side down and so turned himself slowly across the uppermost edge of the wire. Twenty of its teeth entered him, cut, tore, and then he was across on the far side with his whole body on fire with the new pain.


    But what was the pain of the body compared with the wounding of a man’s pride? Now he knew that his spirit would be complete to the end of his days.


    He had not even thought of the loss of blood until he tried to drag himself from the water with arms that refused to bear his weight. Then sudden hands were on him.


    “Look at his damned Boche tryin’ to sneak through,” said a voice.


    “Get me to an officer,” said Pringle. “Get me to him fast before I faint.”


    For life, now, narrowed to a single bright thread to which he had to cling with desperate craft. Too strong an effort would break the thread, and the message that might save his father never would be spoken. He understood perfectly, now, the pity, the grief and the farewell in the eyes of Colonel Pringle. He had lied with a good, manly roundness to his son, sending him out to be shot down, certainly, but in such a way that his memory would live for his family and his friends like that of a hero.


    But heroism isn’t a question of brute courage. It’s merely a matter of knowledge. What we know, we don’t fear, and Pringle had looked into the whole mystery, face to face.


    He was lying on a board in a trench, now. Consciousness widened and showed him the face, the shoulder-markings of the young captain who leaned over him.


    “Get word to General Bailey.” Pringle struggled to make each word firm and clear. “Lieutenant Pringle reporting from Colonel Pringle—the colonel has four hundred men entrenched, over there. If the general hits out and starts the Germans backing up, they’ll back into a wall of fire. They’ll be cleaned up. If the general doesn’t attack, Colonel Pringle reports that he’ll attack on his own, at dawn. If the general attacks, will he please fire five Very lights in a cluster…”


    He could not remember, afterward, whether he had spoken those last words or only thought them.


    Out of a hazy dream, burning pain brought him back to consciousness, and he heard a voice yelling: “Look out how you handle him. Can’t you see he’s shot to hell?”


    But the pain of the body merely warmed his inner soul.


    “Five Very lights in a cluster, if there is to be an attack,” he said emphatically.


    Something shouted in Pringle’s ear, afterward. Something of “Very lights” touched the inward nerve of his being and opened his eyes, and he saw, high above him in the night, lights opening like phosphorescent flowers in a sea of black. He counted one, two, three, four, five in that shining cluster.


    “Ah, that’s good!”


    He fought to cling to consciousness. It came and went, however, like cloud shadows across lovely daylight hills.


    He was in a dressing station. The uproar of a thundering sea had withdrawn to a distance; no, it was battle, not the crashing of breakers. Two men in blood-splashed white were doing things to him, and every touch of their hands burned him with agony.


    “What do you think?” he asked them.


    “You’re going to have your chance. What in hell did the bastards do to you?”


    “They’re not bastards,” said Pringle. He spoke softly, saving his breath, for one great exhalation would sweep away his soul and make it a part of that dark wind which blows between the stars. “They’re like us—just the same. The way I see it, war is a game. It’s a sport. We shouldn’t fight Germans because we hate them, but because in the game we’re on the other side. Germans. Music, singing, black radishes and beer—you can’t hate all that.” Then he said, “Can I give a message?”


    The doctor was leaving him. “Garner!” he called. “Come here, Garner!”


    A little man stood by the cot with a pencil ready above a notebook.


    “To Colonel Pringle, if he lives through the attack, from Lieutenant Pringle. Walter Pringle. Tell him, if I die, that I understood.”


    “Understood what?”


    “He’ll know what I mean.”


    “All right. Good luck, Lieutenant,” said Garner, turning away.


    “I’ve had my luck,” said Pringle, as the shadow poured over him again.


    When he came to consciousness again, breathing was hard.


    A voice was saying: “Nobody knows how. Left leg useless. Body cut to hell. But he got through. How? Nobody knows how a hero does his stuff. Anyway, he’s the reason that salient was smashed flat this morning. They got to Colonel Pringle in the throat of it. He still had two hundred men with him; they’ll get decorations. One of the damnedest things in the whole war.”


    “Is this poor devil going to die?” asked a second voice.


    “I don’t know. He’s got the blue in his face.”


    It doesn’t matter thought Pringle.


    The cloud came over him again, with the softness of perfect sleep.

  

  
    
      The champion

    

    
      “The champion” was originally published in 1937 in All-American Fiction.

    
  

  
    Nearly thirty years ago, when beer was only five cents a schooner in the saloons near the Stockton Slough, Jumbo Cafferty looked with apparent suspicion on the change he received after buying a round of drinks. Like a champion prize-fighter, Jumbo usually did most of the buying because he was known through the length of the San Joaquin-Sacramento Valley as the greatest hay-press feeder in the land. There was even room in his huge body for an odd sense of humor. He picked up a quarter, shook his head over it, and bent it double between his thumbs and forefingers. He did the same to a solid fifty-cent piece and threw them back on the bar. “Why d’you pass out counterfeit in here?” he roared. “Whyn’t you have honest money?”


    The bartender, abashed, picked up the fallen coins and bit into the fifty-cent piece. Then his eyes screwed up in his head, for instead of sinking into lead, he had almost broken his teeth on the hard metal. Jumbo’s followers bellowed laughter as though at a signal.


    Then someone by the door yelled: “Hi, Jumbo! Here comes your girl!”


    The many beers had rolled a mist over Jumbo’s brain but the thought of the widow, like a sea-wind, cleared his mind again and he went to the door with great strides. He pushed the swing-doors open and stepped out into the heat and dazzle of the California sun. It was true that Mrs. Rosa Pinzone was coming up the street with her span of bright sorrels drawing the rubber-tired buggy. The silver mountings of the harness flashed like jewels in Jumbo’s eyes but they were not half so brilliant as the thought of Rosa. If she inclined a little toward plumpness she made up for it by plenty of bounce. She was a dark beauty with brown eyes full of conversation and her skin was as golden as the dust of poppies. A month before, Jumbo had decided to marry her and settle down at last on her two hundred acres of unmortgaged land. For four successive Saturdays he had given up his evening beer and driven with her to dances to Ripon, to Lodi, and to points between; he had two-stepped and waltzed and schottisched with her until six in the morning and gone contentedly back to work with a feeling like that of money in the pocket. And for all that, behold her now shining under the wide brim of a Merry Widow hat and at her side his enemy, his rival, that handsome devil Frenchie who was almost as famous as Jumbo among the hay-press fans of the state. It was he who handled the reins.


    Now she saw Jumbo. She waved carelessly. She spoke with laughter to Frenchie, who looked back over his shoulder and laughed loudly in turn.


    Jumbo’s big hands doubled gradually into fists. “I don’t make it out,” he said.


    A voice answered him. “Frenchie and the Moffett crew broke the hay-press record a couple of days ago. He fed in close to forty-eight tons.”


    


    The tidings pierced the soul of Jumbo Cafferty. And then a stupor came upon him and remained in spite of all the beers he drank. It was late that night before he muttered: “Yeah, women are like that!” and roused from his coma. “Where’s the boss? Where’s McCann?” he asked.


    “He’s over at Shanley’s Place,” said someone.


    Cafferty went to Shanley’s and found the owner of the hay-press playing cards in a back room, dressed up for Sunday in a white shirt without a collar.


    “Who taught Frenchie how to handle a fork? Who taught him how to build a feed and then feed it?” asked Cafferty.


    “You did,” said McCann.


    “Who taught Frenchie everything he knows?” asked Cafferty.


    “You did,” said McCann. “And what of it?”


    “I’ll tell you what of it,” answered Cafferty. “The dirty rat has gone and broke the record that him and me set three years ago. He’s gone and broke it behind my back. Tomorrow we’ll take that record and—”


    “Not tomorrow,” said McCann, checking a bet. “Not on Monday. The boys gotta get the Sunday beer out of them.”


    “We’re in the Minnehan hay right now,” said Cafferty, “and there ain’t enough of it for two days’ work. We’re in the Minnehan hay, and it’s the cleanest stack of wheat and barley that I ever seen.”


    “The boys’ll be cooked,” said McCann. “They’ll all be weak in the knees. Anyway, it ain’t a championship crew. Harry Lucas, he ain’t no first-rate feeder. And that bale-roller, Sammy Pleasant, he’s too young and soft.”


    “I’ll make him big and strong!” exclaimed Cafferty. He thumped a fist against the great arch of his chest. “I’ll make ’em all big and strong. I’ll scare hell out of ’em. Go get the wagon. We’re gunna pick up the crew and start home now.”


    “It ain’t closing time for another hour,” protested McCann.


    “We’re gunna start now.”


    “All right.”


    “Hey, you can’t quit,” said one of the players.


    “Argue with this bohunk. Don’t argue with me,” answered McCann, and got up with a grin and his winnings.


    He and Cafferty went the rounds of the Stockton saloons until they had picked up the entire crew. Old Steve, the derrick-driver, came weeping and promising to kill Jumbo when he could find a knife to cut the blackness out of his heart. Whelan, the power-driver, and Harry Lucas, the second feeder, were both in the same place and they fought Jumbo savagely to save their last hour for more beer until he bumped their heads together and lugged them out, one under each arm. Chicago, the wire-puncher, was a drunken, senseless log, and so was Sammy Pleasant, the young bale-roller. Jumbo put them in the bottom of the wagon where their heads rattled against the iron-bound floorboards all the eleven miles over the dusty, rutted highway until they came to the Minnehan hayfield. It was smoothed by silver moonshine, and the high-shouldered haystack, and the derrick rising above the adjoining hay-press was like a black gibbet among the stars.


    “Monday is no good to try for a record,” repeated McCann, when he pulled up the rig beside the cook-wagon.


    “Any day is good if I wanta make it good,” shouted Cafferty in high anger. “Any day is a Jumbo day, if I wanta make it!”


    Jumbo Cafferty sat up in the black of the morning, put a knuckle in each eye to get the sleep out, and swept the straws out of his hair. The rest were struggling their feet into socks wet with dew and grunting as they pulled on their shoes. A half moon dazzled them from the west and only in the east the stars were bright above the gray-green mist of the dawn. Bessie McCann stood at the door of the cook-wagon beating on a tin pan and shouting: “Turn out! Turn out! Breakfast! Breakfast!”


    Jumbo stretched himself luxuriously, swaying a little from side to side and twisting until he had flexed every pound of the muscle that draped his big bones with elastic ropes and rubbery sheets of strength; then he turned to the east and the pale beginning of what he intended to make the greatest day in his life.


    He went to the cook-wagon and from a full bucket sloshed some cold water into a wash-basin.


    It was young Sammy Pleasant, the bale-roller, about whom he was worrying, for Sammy, he was sure, would prove the weak link in the chain. He was too handsome to be strong, thought Jumbo.


    It was Sammy who said, as they sat at breakfast: “There’s no use trying. This is Monday, isn’t it? And we’re all sick with stale beer. We have to put off that try for the record, Jumbo.”


    There was a deep-throated, sudden assent from all the rest.


    Jumbo looked up from his mush and milk, slowly. He saw the eyes of Mrs. McCann, frightened and curious, fixed upon him. Then he rose to his feet. Three other men sat on the same bench but the back-thrust of his great legs shoved it away shuddering inches.


    “Whatta you mean?” thundered Jumbo. He paused, and a slight tingling of tinware on the stove followed his roar. “Lying down? Quitting? Yellow? … I’m gunna watch for the man that shows yellow today and when I see it I’m gunna break him wide open so’s the rest of the world can know what’s inside him.”


    He sat down. He could feel the beat of his pulse in the great artery that ran up the left side of his throat. There was no clatter of spoons or forks. The crew waited, silently, for someone to answer, but there was only a faint sighing sound as Jimmy McCann blew out a long breath of cigarette smoke.


    


    It was still a murky gray-green dawn-twilight when the derrick pulleys began to screech and the first hay dumped on the feeding-table. Cafferty weighted the forkful. It was from the sun-bleached top of the stack but the dew which soaked it made ample compensation. They would be baling heavy hay from the start. Then he built the first feed, swiftly, putting on the layers until they were stacked high. He looked over the battlefield with a calm eye. The men were all in place. Jumbo leaned around the edge of the press and looked down at Whelan. “What you say, Dick?” Whelan was knotting the bandana which he would pull up over his nose and mouth when the dust-cloud became too dense for clean breathing. “I’m gunna ride ’em all the way, Jumbo!”


    “All-l-l right!” Jumbo yelled, and jumped back as Whelan tripped the beater and let it fall. It came down gradually, the apron lifting at the same time to force the feed of hay into the press, but such a morsel as Jumbo had prepared no Little Giant press in the country could swallow unassisted. Cafferty first jammed down the pyramided top of the load so that it commenced to spill into the box; then he pulled out the lower layer a bit, gave the whole mass of the feed an assisting thrust, and helped the apron to close with the push of his left hand. As the door clicked, the weighted, iron-bound beater descended with a rush that made the press shudder and set all the guy-cables trembling. Jumbo heard the hay crunch in the bottom of the box and stepped back as the apron fell. He built the second feed, then a third, a fourth, a fifth, each a diminishing mouthful, so that the bale would come compact and square out of the box.


    “Bale!” yelled Dick Whelan, as the last feed rammed home.


    Jumbo, building the first feed of the next bale with instinctive hands, listened hungrily and heard the clank of the iron as Sammy Pleasant knocked away the locking-bar. Then came an instant of silence. No, not utter silence, for Jumbo could hear the hiss of the steel needles as Chicago punched the wires through. He would have two of them through and be picking up the third before Sammy had the door wide and was at the tying with his gloved hands. Yet so quick was Sammy that a moment later his impatient voice, with a thrill of triumph in it, was piping: “Wire! Wire! Wire!” to prove that he had had to wait for the final strand. It was the old duel between roller and wire-puncher.


    And now Jumbo heard the bale bump on the dusty floor of the doghouse beneath, and the soft slam of the door. He began to push down the top of the feed. He saw Sammy roll the bale onto the scales, weigh it, write the poundage on the red-wood tag. As he slipped the tag under the central wire, Sammy shouted over his shoulder: “Two hundred forty. Jumbo!”


    Two hundred and forty pounds? And out of the lightest part of the hay? Jumbo laughed with joy.


    A dust cloud was rising. Out of that cloud Jumbo shouted encouragement to the crew while his heart swelled with love for them. Even Chicago, with his beautiful face and his crippled body and the malicious devil inside him, seemed to Jumbo a glorious spirit.


    


    They put out Jumbo’s tally of twenty-five bales in under fifty minutes. Sammy Pleasant shouted the news as Jumbo climbed from the feeders’-table into the soft limbo of the stack and picked up the massive Jackson-fork lightly, with one hand.


    “We’re going to kill that record!” cried Sammy, shaking a fist above his head, laughing up at the giant on the stack.


    But Jumbo felt the first cold touch of doubt, for the rolling of twenty-five bales had crimsoned the face of Sammy Pleasant; and where the dust whitened his cheeks, the rolling sweat inscribed lines of an undecipherable writing.


    “… but he’s proud! Book-learning makes a man proud.”


    Sammy, in fact, had gone halfway through high school.


    The sun was already hot but Jumbo, who never had known fatigue, could sweat a gallon and feel no difference. However, what would happen to the rest when flesh began to melt away?


    Now his soul was pinched when he heard Sammy’s voice calling out the lighter weights of Lucas’ tally: “Two thirty-five; two twenty-five; two thirty-two …”


    Yet after all he could not expect Harry Lucas to jam the press as he did and build the bales up like the solid grain of wood from top to bottom. Lucas was no Frenchie, swift-handed, dexterous, with the strength of a bull behind a cat’s-paw. Jumbo’s heart softened, remembering Frenchie whom he had taken to his heart like a brother, confiding to him all the intricate little devices of the feeder’s art. They had built the old record together and broken it over and over until it stood above forty-seven tons. He had given, always, a full share of the glory to Frenchie, but it was true that people looked up to him rather than to the foreigner for an explanation of the great runs the press had made in those days.


    So Frenchie had gone off by himself and now, with his natural strength and with his purloined craft, he had helped to put the high mark within eight pounds of forty-eight tons! The loss of Frenchie had been like the loss of a hand.


    An audience began to gather before the middle of the morning for the news had spread through the district that the McCann press was trying for the record. Before the morning-lunch period Sammy Pleasant shouted up at Jumbo: “Frenchie! Frenchie’s here! He’s got your gal!”


    Jumbo saw the big fellow at once, in a blue silk shirt with a red necktie. His overalls fitted him as closely as a sailor’s trousers around the narrow of the hips. He wore a hat of clean gray felt pushed back from his face, and, as usual, he was smiling, for Frenchie seemed to find the world around him a little ridiculous.


    There was the widow sitting beside him in her rubber-tired buggy, in her fluffy yellow dress with a red something at her throat, paying no more attention to Jumbo than to a man in a picture but adoring Frenchie with upward eyes. And yet for the moment Jumbo could forget the two hundred acres and Rosa as well, he was so stirred by the sight of his old partner. Out of the hot days of struggle in the past he remembered only the singing voice of Frenchie calling through the dust-cloud:


    “Courage! Le diable est mort!”


    Jumbo delayed a first feed for a moment as he danced on the platform and waved his great arms. “Oh, Frenchie! Hi, Frenchie!” he shouted. “How y’are, boy?”


    Frenchie turned at Jumbo’s cry, lifted the hand which held a cigarette in a slight salute, and once more was laughing with Rosa.


    Jumbo did not feel anger but only a sorrow for the old days when he had been to Frenchie a great and faultless god; and he knew that no one ever had been to him what Frenchie was in the other years: a tower of strength, a wall to lean on.


    


    A moment later Mrs. McCann came out with the mid-morning lunch of bread, butter, stewed plums, and a pail of steaming black coffee. Jumbo swung down from the table and went up to Frenchie. “Well, you come over to see how we can do it, eh? Wait! We’re gunna stick that record where you’ll never touch it!”


    Having spoken, he waited with a childish eagerness for a flash of the old warm friendship.


    “You won’t do it with Sammy Pleasant,” Frenchie said. He pointed. “He’s sick. He’s going to crash on you in an hour or so.”


    “Don’t kill yourself trying, Jumbo,” said Rosa. “You’re not young like Frenchie, you know.”


    Disappointment, in Jumbo, turned into anger that made him clench his fists, but since his boyhood he had walked in fear of what his big hands might do, so he swallowed his first wrath.


    Then he turned and regarded Sammy Pleasant. The big lad reclined with head and shoulders against the bottom of the bale-stack, holding a cup of coffee which the shudder of his hand kept spilling.


    Jumbo went toward his bale-roller and heard Frenchie’s laughter behind him. He dropped to one knee beside Sammy Pleasant. “How you feel?”


    “Fine.”


    Jumbo pushed his fingers into Sammy’s hair and tilted back his head. Against the heel of his palm he felt the rapid blood in the temple beating.


    “I’m all right, Jumbo,” said Sammy Pleasant. “Don’t you worry. I’ve got a lot left in me and I’m going to pour it all in.”


    Jumbo stood up. “Stop piling them three high. Leave the tops till noon and I’ll throw ’em up.”


    From that point on, Sammy Pleasant rolled the top bales to the side and left them on the ground.


    Jumbo looked down on the greatness of his own body and laughed. “The kid ain’t like me. He’s made big but he ain’t made same as me. God was taking His time when He made me.”


    He remembered what Rosa had said about youth and laughed again. He was thirty-five but he never had thought about time. Time to Jumbo was a child unworthy of consideration. But then the thought of Rosa’s smile and her two hundred acres stabbed him again. He saw that he could win both Rosa and the record by this day’s work.


    When twelve o’clock was announced by the banging of the tin pan at the cookhouse, the bale-roller’s tally showed two hundred and twenty-one bales tied and weighed, at an average of two hundred and thirty-five pounds to the bale. That gave them within a few pounds of twenty-six tons for the eight hours of work and Jumbo, as he went into the cookhouse, was jubilant.


    But it was a cheerful, noisy crew that sat around the table in the cookhouse until Sammy Pleasant, with half of his steak uneaten, got up from the bench and went out of the wagon, steadying himself with his hands against the wall. The other men stopped eating for a moment and looked at one another with empty, staring eyes, and nothing moved except the streams of sweat that ran down their faces, for in the cookhouse the heat of the stove was added to the hundred and ten degrees of that blistering day.


    “He’s big, but he’s a bum,” exploded Dick Whelan, at last.


    


    But Jumbo got up and left the cook-wagon, carrying Sammy’s unfinished plate with him. His own stomach was clamoring for more food but he turned his back on thoughts of himself and went down to where Sammy Pleasant lay under the wagon with his face in his hat, groaning a little with every breath he drew.


    Jumbo turned him on his back. The two hundred pounds of him was as loose as water.


    “I’m fine. I wasn’t hungry. I’m fine,” said Sammy.


    Jumbo fanned his face with his hat. “Take it easy … I ain’t gunna see you killed. Take it easy … . Let the record go. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”


    “I’m going to last it out,” said Sammy. “Did you see Frenchie laughing? … . I’m going to last it out, all right.”


    “Not unless’n you eat,” said Jumbo. “Leave your head rest on my knee, like that. …”


    “I won’t be a baby. I’m not sick.”


    “You just leave go all holts and take it easy,” ordered Jumbo. “There’s nobody can see us.”


    “I’m no man. I haven’t any guts,” Sammy said, when the steak was finished, “like you got, Jumbo. There’s nobody like you.”


    “I guess there ain’t anybody like me, at that. I’ll tell you what. I never was tired in my life. You lay there and rest while I go and throw up those bales.”


    He went off and spent the rest of the lunch hour completing the stack, throwing the bales up lightly, not with the craft of a bale-roller but with sheer, clumsy excess of power.


    The whole audience from beneath the oak-tree, except Frenchie, came out to watch him. Frenchie, of course, had gone back to spend the heat of the day lolling on the Pinzone porch.


    Jim Coffey’s boy touched his leg and said: “Jumbo, is it true? Are you the strongest man in the world?” And nobody laughed.


    But just at the end of the lunch hour, as he hoisted the last third-rank bale into place, old Tom Walters came and confronted him. “You’re going to make yourself sick, Jumbo Cafferty,” he said. “The bigger you are, the more there is for the sun to fry. A man isn’t meant to work straight through a day as hot as this. A man is meant to take an hour off for lunch. God means him to!”


    Heat was raging through Cafferty’s brain so that the trees in the distance seemed to lift and fall on the waves of it. Those bales had turned to lead.


    And then he was back on the platform with the sun focused as with a burning glass on the back of his head, and the dust cloud suspiring upward around the press. Straight up the dust lifted for there was not a breath of wind, not a touch of mercy in that terrible afternoon.


    Yet Sammy Pleasant was carrying on very well. He looked sicker than ever but he was rolling and piling the bales steadily.


    “How you making it?”


    “That steak’s working,” yelled Sammy, white-faced but laughing.


    Cafferty’s heart opened. He and Rosa would have a son like Sammy, able to laugh, beautiful to behold, but harder in substance.


    Then disaster struck suddenly, from an unexpected direction.


    A Jackson-fork is the gift of a genius to men who have to handle hay swiftly, in large masses, but it has four tines as sharp as needles and the curve necessary to the steel prongs makes them clumsy and dangerous. Jumbo was on the twentieth bale after lunch when a voice screamed, and he saw the derrick was bringing in not only a forkload of hay but Harry Lucas writhing on top of it.


    A tine had gone through the fleshy part of Harry’s left forearm. Jumbo got him to the ground, and Bessie McCann bandaged the wound.


    “There goes our record, and God help it,” said Jimmy McCann.


    “Jumbo, I’m sorry,” said Harry Lucas, his long face twisting with pain. “I wanted to do it for you. We all wanta do it for you. But the fork just sort of flipped around and snagged me.”


    “Steve!” Jumbo shouted. “Steve, you could handle a Jackson-fork for half a day, couldn’t you?”


    “I handled a Jackson-fork before you were more’n born, son.”


    “Listen, Harry,” said Jumbo, “you got hands enough to work the derrick horse. And we can go right on!”


    “How can we go on?” asked Jimmy McCann. “With only one man to do the feeding … There ain’t no man that can feed a press, without being spelled, for a whole half-day!”


    “Can’t nobody do it?” said Jumbo. He laughed. “Take a look and see. I can! Harry, get out there to the derrick-horse. Steve, let me see how good you are with that fork.”


    


    The spectators had crowded in around the press crew and they began cheering when Lucas with his bandaged arm went out to take control of the derrick-horse. Jumbo looked and saw that only Frenchie, sitting beside Rosa Pinzone under the shadow of a great striped umbrella over her buggy, was silent, smiling with an inward, contemptuous knowledge. It was the only thing that could make Jumbo’s heart sink.


    He never had known fatigue before, but he knew it by the time he had pushed another ten tons through the jaws of that Little Giant press. A hay-press feeder works like a sprinter, at full capacity all the time. Some track athletes can sprint almost an entire quarter mile, but no one, no matter what his powers, can sprint a half mile or a mile. That, in a sense, was what Jumbo was trying to do.


    He called to Jimmy McCann. “Hey, Jimmy, fetch the flask over.”


    McCann brought the whiskey flask and handed it up.


    “That stuff’s no good on a day like this,” he said. “It’ll boil in you.”


    Jumbo said nothing, but when the power horses were changed he used the spare moment to pour a long draught down his throat. Afterward, he had false power for half an hour. Then the fatigue grew greater, in a sudden wave, and he felt choked.


    It was the dust that did it, he kept telling himself. No wind would come to slant the white smother away from the press. It boiled up, thick and heavy, thicker and whiter than a fog with the sun sparkling through its outer layers. One could feel it about the waist, like thin water. When it reached the nose, it poured into the lungs like a liquid and set the men gasping. It often made of Sammy Pleasant, seen from the feeders’-table above, a mere shadowy silhouette as he bobbed up and down, rolling his bale toward the stack. He was slow even in lifting the bales two high. Jumbo thought Sammy would faint.


    The mid-afternoon lunch came at half past four and Jumbo felt his knees give way under him.


    When he got to the lunch pails, the men stopped eating and looked at him. Young Sammy Pleasant pushed to his feet and came to him, wavering as though he were walking into a fierce wind.


    “Jumbo,” he said, “if it wasn’t you, I’d say you were fagged out.”


    “Fagged?” shouted Jumbo. “I never was tired in my life.”


    Jimmy McCann brought matters back to a practical basis. He had the bale-roller’s book in his hand as he said: “Boys, I want you to listen to something. We’ve bailed and piled thirty-eight tons of hay already. A hay-press day is from dawn to sunset. Keep on at this rate, and you’re gunna turn out fifty tons of hay and break every record that ever was on the books.”


    He had his answer not from the panting crew of the press but from the crowd of spectators. There were two hundred of them, now shouting applause. Only Frenchie was silent and aloof, when it seemed to Jumbo that one word from his old partner would give him vital strength. But Rosa—bless her?—was clapping her hands vigorously. The very soul of Jumbo was comforted.


    He munched a bit of bread, took a long swallow of whiskey, and began to pitch the bales, three high, to make the top row of the stack.


    But the lifting of every bale sent a wave of hot blood bursting against his brain. A mist formed across his eyes; through it he could see Frenchie, standing somewhat apart.


    Then the brief lunch-period ended as he put up the last bale, and turned back toward the press.


    


    There came a time, about twenty bales later, when Jumbo began to forget the record and pray for the sun to go down. But it was plastered against one place in the sky and there it remained hour after hour, burning its rays through the welter of dust.


    Now a voice called softly to Jumbo and frightened him a little. For it placed him back in the old, happy days when to his own exhaustless strength was added the river of power that flowed in Frenchie. He saw it was not a ghost but Frenchie himself, who had climbed up to the platform and crouched in a corner, calling:


    “Jumbo, you can’t do it. You’ll kill yourself. You’re dying on your feet now. Take a slip and fall and pretend you’ve knocked out your shoulder. Nobody’ll know… . You’re dying on your feet.”


    “Get off or I’ll run the fork through you!” Jumbo yelled.


    Frenchie disappeared, but his voice remained at Jumbo’s ear saying:


    “You’re dying … you’re dying … you’re dying on your feet!”


    When Frenchie said something it was apt to be true, but of course it was impossible that Jumbo should die like this. That wise God who had made him with such affectionate care would not throw away His handiwork in such a manner. This thought came to Jumbo rather dimly. All things were dim in the darkness of his eyes, the shadow from within that veiled everything. Through that impalpable curtain he saw Sammy Pleasant, all a-stagger with exhaustion, now piling the bales three high. He could not make the straight lift but he laid the lower rows in two steps, giving each of the top bales two lifts. That was slow work, but the ground would be clean when the sun set and the work ended.


    And Jumbo knew this work was done for his sake. It was just after this that he heard the voice of Frenchie suddenly rising:


    “Come on, Jumbo! Le diable est mort! Ten bales more, Jumbo, and you smash the record to hell… .”


    Cafferty knew that cheerful battle cry. He had learned its meaning in the gay old days. The devil is dead. The voice was a fountain of brightness that cleared his brain. Once more the pitchfork was light in his hands, building the feeds high and heavy, ramming them down the throat of the press. If only the descending sun had not been a streak of blood-red, staining his consciousness! If only a little time remained!


    He heard Frenchie’s ringing voice like quicksilver running through his blood, and flicking the others also, touching the whole crew, taking the stagger out of young Sammy Pleasant with a word of praise.


    “I gotta win,” said Cafferty, to his soul. “Even Frenchie wants me to. Frenchie would be up here helping, if it wouldn’t spoil the record. Frenchie —he’s with me … and God wouldn’t hold me back. Even Rosa is helping me now!”


    For she had taken her stand near the dog-house in spite of the dust that boiled out around her and whitened her dress; and from a pail of water she sprayed Sammy with her wet fingertips, continual little showers of cool drops.


    “For me!” said Jumbo to his bursting heart, and envisioned the pleasant future, the two hundred acres, the well-matched mule team, the heavy wagons with red-painted, shining wheels, until his thoughts settled upon the bigness, the black beauty, of Rosa’s kitchen range and remained there.


    


    He discovered that for half of eternity he had been worrying about a certain sound, which was the noise his feet made as he lunged to thrust the feed down the throat of the press. Formerly, it had always been a steady, rhythmic beat but now there was a stutter in it, and he found that he was staggering each time that he stepped forward.


    The hay grew heavy again.- It seemed to have turned to sticks of molasses, heavy, clinging to the tines, and his legs had no sense in them whatever.


    As he worked, he saw Sammy Pleasant falling from the second tier of bales as he tried to lift a third-row bale into place. He thought that was the end, but a moment later Sammy was pushing the bale into place.


    He saw the crowd that stood on the top of the bale stack, yelling itself hoarse every time a bale came out of the press. Hundreds of people had come for miles to see the end of that day.


    The voice of Frenchie from beside the scales, where he was adding up the tally of the bales, sang out to him: “Jumbo, one more bale and you win; Jumbo, Jumbo, le diable est mort!”


    “The devil is dead!” said Jumbo.


    He laughed like a drunken, defiant Viking god. Then stilled.


    Darkness like a hot, black night had gathered over Jumbo, but he found the hay through the instinctive swing and reach of the hay-fork, built the feed by instinct, and helped the closing apron home. One red glint out of the west told him that the sun still watched him as the beater carried down the fifth feed and the bale was made.


    After that he felt himself falling. He heard the separate noises as his knees, his hips, his shoulder and elbows, and then his head struck the floor of the feeders’-table.


    


    He lived by fits and snatches, after that, for hours. First he was aware of Frenchie, kneeling by him and holding up a hand that stopped the cheering voices. Then they were lowering him from the table.


    The next thing he knew was Jimmy McCann’s voice saying: “My God, he’s bleeding from the mouth; he’s gunna die!” and then Frenchie silencing McCann with a ripple of cursing.


    “How’s Sammy?” asked Cafferty.


    “Sammy, he is all right.”


    “He’s game, ain’t he?”


    “Maybe,” said Frenchie.


    “Send everybody away except you,” said Jumbo. Frenchie sent them all away. “Make me stop trembling,” said Jumbo. “It’s like I was afraid. If they see me, they’ll think I’m afraid.”


    Frenchie took his hand and the trembling ceased. The doctor came. He spoke in a quiet, precise voice after he had listened with a stethoscope, and taken the temperature. “Can you hear me, Jumbo?”


    Something locked Jumbo’s jaws and he could not speak, but he heard Frenchie say: “He’s gone again. It’s like that. Comes and goes. Doctor, tell me what’s gunna happen?”


    Jumbo lost the doctor’s words but he heard the slow, falling voice.


    When clear consciousness came back to him again, his body was so cold that he felt he was afloat on a black sea, with the waters about to lap over his mouth. Above him the Milky Way was a dust cloud blowing through the sky and the stars were drawing down closer and closer to the earth. Some of the stars were blotted out by Frenchie’s shoulders.


    “Frenchie, there’s a lot to think about that I never thought.”


    “Ah, my old!”


    “Yeah, you never’ll speak English very good,” said Jumbo. He added: “But I like you the way you are; I like you fine.”


    “Mon vieux!” said Frenchie.


    “What does that mean?” said Jumbo. “Don’t be a fool like you was a woman or something.”


    But he knew by Frenchie’s weeping voice that his life was feared for, and this made him want to laugh. Instead of laughing he fell asleep.


    When he wakened again, a cold wind was blowing breath into his body. The stars were dim in the east and a gray light shone faintly on the dew which covered the head of Frenchie.


    “Frenchie!” he said.


    At the vigor in his voice, Frenchie leaned forward with a start. “Tiens!” said Frenchie. “The strength comes back to you! May all the doctors be—Ah hi, Jumbo, but I have been sitting here with some thoughts.”


    “Where is Rosa?” asked Jumbo.


    “Tomorrow,” said Frenchie, “I tell you tomorrow.”


    Jumbo lifted his head. “Now what are you talking about?”


    “Listen, mon vieux,” said Frenchie, bending to peer into the eyes of his friend. “When Sammy dropped, Rosa comes to him running and takes his head in her lap. Bah!… and calls him her darling!”


    “Yeah?” said Jumbo, watching two hundred well-fenced acres fade from his vision.


    “…and her sweetheart,” continued Frenchie, “and helps him into her buggy. I spit upon it! … and takes his head on her shoulder and drives away… .”


    “Yeah?” said Jumbo. “That kind of leaves the world to the two of us, don’t it?” Jumbo held out his hand.


    Frenchie took it in both of his. “My old!” said he.


    “You gotta learn English right,” said Jumbo, disturbed. “I’m gunna take some time off and teach you.”


    He looked beyond Frenchie into the green east, with a curious joy for his eye seemed to travel across the horizon and through an opening gate of amber light. Then from the trees near the slough some crows got up and flew in single file across the brilliance, slowly laboring their wings up and down, as though they were drawing the day after them across the great world.

  

  
    
      The hill of Gasquet

    

    
      “The hill of Gasquet” was originally published in 1937 in Collier’s The National Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      What Fatty Earle’s toothache did to some fighting Yanks in France

    

    Down there on the front between Mézigny and Gasquet everything was quiet except the right upper canine tooth of Private James (Fatty) Earle, which was aching so hard that it sometimes made him lift his right foot knee-high and set him hopping in a circle.


    Except for Private Fatty Earle nothing had happened in this sector since the first murder days of 1914. After that the Germans dug in on one side and the French on the other and neither stirred for years. Generals and battalions in need of rest were slipped into this dull backwater for relaxation. A ticket to Gasquet was almost like home leave; and it certainly was a mistake that set the whole French army sighing when this halcyon spot was assigned to the Americans. Generally the Yankees took over with a savage enthusiasm to do or die and a naïve belief that the Old World, like its pugilists, knew how to start a fight but not how to finish one; but down there in Gasquet even Americans could see that it was a place where enthusiasm should be bated. Everyone who glanced at those entrenchments could understand why. For the French lines, now occupied by Americans, lay across a marsh, the little concrete walls standing up and fairly asking to be knocked over by shellfire onto the heads of unfortunate soldiers. But the Germans opposite them were in just as bad a case, for their entrenchments were dug around the shoulders of the steep hill of Gasquet, with the bright village standing at the top, a little rat-eaten at the corners by the bombardments of 1914 but gradually healing its wounds with time. This to a layman’s eye would seem an ideal position from which to pour forth a plunging fire, but as a matter of fact Gasquet stood up like the apple on the head of young Tell and any William with six-inch guns could not fail to knock it to smithereens. As for the trenches across the round of the slope, they were in even worse case, for the Hill of Gasquet is composed of loose rock and shale, and a small shell, exploding in this material, sent bursting, ruinous landslides down the pitch. A single explosion launched a thousand deadly flying rocks, a sort of natural shrapnel with gravity taking the place of gunpowder.


    


    For these double reasons the Germans in Gasquet treated the hostile lines with the utmost consideration, and the Americans were to the Germans as second cousins, at least. A friendly traffic sprang up in wine and beer, cigarettes. coffee, bread, sausages, phonograph records, newspapers, and other odds and ends. The atmosphere of Gasquet was such that a regiment of shock troops in a single day lost its war rage and settled down to the smoking of pipes.


    In Gasquet such strange things were to be seen as laundry drying on barbed-wire entanglements, and in No Man’s Land a little wilderness of shrubbery was growing up around the edges of the shell-holes of 1914. Rabbits, which grow up almost like grass everywhere, yearning to be stewed in France or pickled in Germany, appeared in this miniature wilderness and both sides set snares fur them. These mild combatants gave certain face to the state of war by not walking insolently forth in the middle of the day. Instead, they would set their traps in the dimness of twilight and make the rounds of their snares in the dawn.


    And it was just at dawn that Private Fatty Earle, his eyes sharpened by the torment of his toothache, saw a figure in the field-gray of Germany plundering a trap which he, Fatty Earle, had set with his own hands the evening before. He stared, incredulous for a moment, but gradually it swept over his spirit—a savage anger, a blood-lust, which made him lift the rifle to his shoulder and follow the retreat of the German to the mound of the first trench. There Fatty observed two things. In the first place he saw that the rabbit was in fact a huge, fat, sleek beast, a real Santa Claus among rabbits; in the second place he was aware that the German had turned and was thumbing his nose at the entire Western World. At that moment also the tooth gave to Fatty a pain that thrust deeper than a plunging bayonet, and his soft forefinger closed on the trigger of the rifle.


    


    The German, at the report, jumped a foot into the air. He landed with his left hand clasping his right shoulder, then slipped down into the trench, from which a long, pealing yell of rage and astonishment rang across the lowlands and over the trenches of the Americans. An instant later a machine gun began to stammer like a drunken mistress; and the whole American camp roused from a dream of peace to find itself in a nightmare of war with the three-inch shells already singing soprano notes at their ears and the five-inch guns knocking the tar out of those silly, upstanding concrete entrenchments as though they were the walls of so many sheepcotes.


    The Brigadier said: “Who the blankety-blank has started this blankety-blank business? These blankety-blank trenches are going to be blankety-blank slaughter pens. Who started it?”


    When a general speaks there is always an aide-de-camp capable of giving an answer. It was an aide of the Brigadier who now said: “Company K, sir. Commanding officer, Captain Ellis.”


    “I hope that blankety-blank Ellis has his blankety-blank head knocked off,” said the Brigadier. “But if we both live through it I’m going to make him think that hell is cooler than Coney Island. What are we going to do in these blankety-blank trenches now?”


    One of his aides saluted and said: “We must leave them, sir.”


    “We must,” said the Brigadier. “Give me that blankety-blank telephone.”


    But before he could issue orders effectively the battle was taking its own course. Rifle bullets were whistling like sharp little bird notes everywhere; machine guns were sweeping the trenches with invisible scythes; and the big guns commenced to bark like hungry, roaring dogs in the distance.


    In fact, it was obvious to every private, every noncom, every officer in the American lines, that the trenches were not tenable for a moment. They had to leave the crumbling concrete walls which were tumbling in upon them, and leave them they did, with a rush. Being Americans, not yet taught sufficient caution by bashing their heads against four years of trench warfare, they followed their impertinent Yankee natures and went forward. And as they crossed No Man’s Land they caught hell.


    In some places they carried the trenches immediately before them. But in many other places they were stopped, and the reason they stopped was that they were dead. They were dead in scatterings, where big shells tossed them; they were dead in heaps where rifle fire snagged them at converging angles; they were dead in beautiful, even lines where the invisible scythes caught them and mowed them down in regular swaths.


    


    The Brigadier saw part of this, heard part of it, and got the rest over the telephone wires before they were cut to bits. The General was a large man who played a strong hand at poker and who knew how to add up the values of chance; but just at that moment he was thinking of his battalions as he last had seen them on a parade ground, the companies marching in long lines in review, the men dressing anxiously to the right, the little fellows lengthening their legs, the big men bending their knees to make shorter steps, and every chin drawn in until neck and shoulders were numb with rigidity. The Brigadier thought of that picture and a great stroke of sorrow fell upon his heart and rang a booming bell in his mind, and it seemed to that profane old man, for the moment, that all these lanky boys were older brothers of his boy Sammy, back there at home reading baseball dope and sneaking cigarettes and learning how to box, and in general brightening the whole blankety-blank world with his smile. When the Brigadier thought of these things, all in that thunderstroke of grief, he completely lost his head and threw in all his reserves at a single wallop.


    That was not the way to play the game. It was crazy. Suppose the attack failed—and it was failing now—he would be all used up and the Germans would march through him as fast as their boots could trudge across the marsh. And then the High Command would sit in a stiff-necked inquiry, and the Brigadier would be washed up for life. His resignation might be accepted, or worse things than this might happen. And the Brigadier, as a matter of fact, even had time to think about this, also; but being a poker player he felt that this might be the moment to bluff. So he threw in everything and smashed the rules of the game to a thousand bits by doing so. And as long as he was smashing precedent, he went ahead and did a complete job of it. For he not only threw in the reserves in one solid lump, but he threw himself in with them.


    


    The truth is that the Brigadier, if this stroke failed, did not care a blankety-blank about living. So many of those beautiful battalions already were being chewed up into forcemeat that he hardly cared to live anyway, to review some day the skimped ranks and the broken companies.


    Of course he should have remained in the rear, because everybody knows that in modern war the general must fight with his brains and keep to the rear of the action; but the Brigadier started forward on a run, with a big service automatic in his fist and terrible language on his lips.


    The truth is that the Brigadier was a good deal of a joke. He had no real talent for battle. All his aides-de-camp laughed at his various follies. His colonels looked at one another behind his back, and their lips often twitched with amusement. And the majors simply had no time for him. But when it came down to the captains and lieutenants, who always are great geniuses of war, they seriously felt that such a silly old fool ought to be left behind in Washington but not sent out where he could ruin the name and honor of a great nation with his blankety-blank foolishness.


    But now, in spite of the smashed telephone lines, in spite of the hell-brew of noise that was rocketing out of the marshes and up the slope toward Gasquet, which a battery of big American guns had hold of and was knocking the frosting off of… in spite of all the sweating and straining and confusion, in spite of the wounded men who sat down and stared at their own blood, and those who ran forward faster than ever, driven by pain; in spite of the dead men they stumbled over and the wounded who kicked and screamed on the ground; in spite of the whole ruction of the battle, a murmur strangely lived in the air and reached those fighting men, and the murmur said: “The damned old fool of a general is leading us… there he is, now… no, that’s not him… that’s not fast enough… why the hell don’t he stay back where he belongs? What kind of a man’s war is this, anyway?… There he is, the damned old fool!… He’s down!… No, he’s up!… He’s up and still going!… Oh my God, he’s gunna go and get himself done in… Hey, Bill, Jim, Mike!… Come on and get going before the dirty Boches do in that damned old fat-faced fool.”


    In the books they say, “The cheering troops, inspired by the example of their beloved commander…” but the Yankees of those battalions spat white as they cursed and toiled up the slope to Gasquet with the barrage eating the hill before them the way a stream of water eats a sand-pile.


    The Germans, playing the game with scientific care, waited until the last moment, wisely sacrificing the advance trenches and their occupants and preparing the counterstroke which would roll the silly Yankees back down the hill. And when the exactly proper moment came, that reserve streamed out of the ruins of Gasquet and moved in a solid mass over the brow of the hill.


    It was a beautiful maneuver, beautifully timed, beautifully executed, theoretically correct and admirable in every imaginable way. But just as that solid wave started moving the heavy artillery spotted it, and the three-inch guns joined in, and together they stamped on the top of Gasquet Hill, and when the dust settled the German reserve was no more.


    The Brigadier, in the meantime, went down once on his knees with a bullet through his left shoulder; but when they tried to take him away he knocked their blankety-blank hands away and staggered on, saying: “There’s fifty pounds too much of me, anyway. This’ll thin me down. I’ve got to take up that blankety-blank golf. I’ve got to cut out the starches… O’Leary, I don’t need your help. I can carry my own blankety-blank fat belly.”


    


    Then he went down again, flat on his face, and hundreds of gasping, sweating, spent doughboys saw that fall and halted as though they had run against a wall.


    But it was only a bit of a fragment of a shell that had scraped the Brigadier’s head and he got up to his feet again and said: “Blankety-blank good shots, those German blankety-blanks; but they can’t ring this old bell!”


    The running blood blinded him in one eye so that he hardly knew where he was until he found himself stumbling over the ruins of a village, the wind still blowing the powdered stone away.


    Then the Brigadier stopped. He said: “Well, boys, here we are. I guess this is a blankety-blank victory!”


    When they got some bandages on. Him, and after he had knocked the spots out of the counterattack, he said: “Get Company K’s commander. Get that blankety-blank Ellis up here.”


    Captain Ellis said: “A certain Private Earle fired the shot which…”


    “Get Private Earle.” said the Brigadier. “He’s got to be decorated on the field of battle… but I hope he’s dead when you find him… What’s left of your company. Ellis?”


    “About half, sir,” said Ellis.


    “Company K was the best blankety-blank company in your battalion,” said the Brigadier,


    Captain Ellis was not able to speak. The dust of the battle, perhaps, had choked him.


    The Brigadier thundered: “It’s the best blankety-blank company in the whole blankety-blank army.”


    “Yes, sir,” whispered the captain.


    “Get Earle and bring him here,” said the General.


    They led Captain Ellis away.


    When Ellis got back to his men, as they lay on their backs with their arms thrown out crosswise, he said to his remaining lieutenant: “What happened to Private Earle?”


    “The blankety-blank-blank-blank sprained an ankle, and couldn’t keep up. He’s back there,” said the lieutenant. “But how’s old Fat-face? How’s the Brigadier?”


    “He’s going to take up golf and give up starches.” said the captain, and tried to laugh: so did the lieutenant, but neither of them succeeded. “Get Earle. The General is going to decorate him on the spot,” said the captain.


    The lieutenant said to a sergeant: “Get Earle. The General is going to decorate him on the spot.”


    The sergeant said to a corporal: “Get Earle. The General wants to decorate him on the spot.”


    “The blankety-blank old fool!” said the corporal.


    He took his squad and they went back and found Private Fatty Earle.


    “Get up,” said the corporal. “The General wants to decorate you on the spot.”


    Fatty Earle stood up. He did not limp very badly on his sprained ankle. The corporal looked at him and at the lame foot for a long time.


    “It seems to me, boys,” said the corporal, “that Fatty don’t look dressed up enough to be showed to the General. It seems to me that if I was to leave you alone with him here, down in this hollow, you might be able to do something about it. You might improve his looks, a lot. I leave it to you. You’ve got five minutes to work in.”


    Fatty Earle was saying: “I’ll tell you how it was. I saw him grab that rabbit right out of a trap I’d set myself, and then I said to myself. ‘No German blankety-blank is gunna put one over on me like that,’ so I took and drew a bead on him, and I got him right in the sights, and I held him there, and then…”


    The corporal had turned his back and taken three steps. He heard the sound of a blow. The voice of Private Earle stopped bragging. A loud yell started, and was knocked back down the throat of the screamer. There were confused sounds. For five minutes the corporal stood and looked at his wrist watch. For five minutes the confused sounds continued.


    Then the corporal turned and saw what had been Fatty Earle dripping from the hands of the sweating squad members. But in spite of their labors, they seemed refreshed.


    “That’s better.” said the corporal. “He looks a lot more like a hero, now. Anybody would know that he’s been through a battle. Anybody could guess that he’s a hero… It’s a fact that he can’t walk now. So carry him up the hill to the General and let him get his blankety-blank medal.”


    


    The Brigadier recuperated in Paris, drinking the wine of the country and reading newspaper clippings and excerpts from speeches made by sagacious senators and revered representatives in Washington about the battle of Gasquet Hill.


    One day he got his official commendation and his step-up in rank. He read the thing aloud to O’Leary until he came to the part which said: “The profound care with which the stroke was planned was equalled and surpassed by the manner in which you delivered the attack, and the perfect timing of the secondary attack with the reserve, to say nothing of the personal heroism with which you executed…”


    The General dropped the letter to his knee. It slid off his knee to the floor and lay there unregarded.


    “Profound plan—perfect timing…” said the Brigadier, dreamily.


    “Yes, sir,” said O’Leary.


    “O’Leary don’t be that way,” said the Brigadier.


    “No, sir,” said O’Leary.


    “Anyway, let’s have another drink,” said the Brigadier.


    They had another drink.


    “What are you now, anyway?” said the Brigadier. “A captain or what?”


    “A major, sir,” said O’Leary.


    “The hell you are!” said the Brigadier.


    “You laid it on rather thick in your report, you know,” said O’Leary.


    “Did I?” said the Brigadier. “Well, I want to tell you something.”


    “What is it?” asked O’Leary.


    “That was a blankety-blank steep hill,” said the General.

  

  
    
      Virginia creeper

    

    
      “Virginia creeper” was originally published in 1937 in The Elks Magagine.

    
  

  
    Steve Tucker pitched on; old Champ, the hired man, did the loading. Tucker’s back was too narrow and his legs were too long for the neat handling of sacked wheat or baled hay, but his very length gave him a greater leverage on a pitchfork. They were getting in the last of the hay crop on the land John Tucker had rented from the Mullihans. It had been planted for wheat but the crop had suffered for the lack of spring rains. The growth had been cut for hay which ran about a ton and a half to the acre. Now the sun was still high, but Steve Tucker hurried his work because there was a three-mile haul to the home barn and all the chores to do before dark. He leaned well over the shocks of hay and drove his fork straight down until the tines grated on the hard dobe soil; then he swayed back, got the end of the fork under his leg, and made a final heave. Sometimes, though he almost sat down to his work, the shock would only be staggered by the first effort; but the second one would bring it up, though his left arm shook like a wire in the wind and his knees turned sick with weakness.


    The great forkful, rising high above him, crushed down on top of the wagon load where Champ walked back and forth, building the sides as straight and true as though he were constructing a stack to stand out all winter. He had a knack for doing this.


    They got the last shock aboard and the tines of the fork shivered and sang as Tucker raked together the last wisps of the hay and tossed it up.


    “I seen Dago Joe when he was good, and Jump Watterson, too, but all I gotta say is you sure can pitch hay,” said Champ.


    “Go on,” protested Tucker. “Anybody with two hands and a back can pitch hay, but a stacker is born, not made. You’ve got three tons and a half on top of that old rack.”


    He looked with admiration up the straight, shimmering sides of the load; then he climbed up to the driver’s seat, stepping on the tongue of the wagon, then on the croup of the near wheeler, and so to the high seat. Champ, with a pitchfork on each side of him, already had sunk down on the crest of the load. That was why Champ had not got on in the world. His brain stopped as soon as his hands had finished working.


    The four horses looked absurdly inadequate for starting such a mountain of hay. The forward thrust of the load hid half the length of the wheelers.


    “Hey boys. Gittup!” called Steve. “Hey, Charlie, Prince! Hey—Queen!”


    He always saved her name for the last. The old bay mare on the off wheel needed a moment for digging her hoofs into the ground and stretching her long, low body. The other three already had their traces taut and their hipstraps lifting, but the wagon was not budged until Queen came into her collar. As she made her lift, the near wheeler came back a little, fairly pulled out of place by her surge; then the wagon lurched ahead.


    It was a stiff pull because the wheels were cutting well down through the surface of the dobe. The horses leaned forward, stamping to get firmer foothold. Tucker could hear the breathing of the off leader, Charlie, who was a bit touched in the wind; he could hear the crinkling of the sun-whitened hay stubble under the wheels. The hay load jounced over the bumps, throwing up a sweet breath.


    They passed the shack, the staggered corral, the broken-backed barn of the old Stimson place where that family had lived until the last generation, when the banks got them. The banks got everything, sooner or later. Two bad crops in a row would make the most provident farmer go borrowing and after that life was poisoned. The Stimson place, like a gloomy prophecy, was soon out of sight, but never out of mind. But now they came from the field toward the road. From the height of the field there was a big dip and a sharp rise to the top of the grade. Tucker sang out loudly, cracked the long lash of his whip, and got the team into a trot on the downslope. The wagon rolled easily almost to the crest, but there was a need for Queen’s sturdy pulling to get them safely out on the top. It was always an exciting moment, that descent from the field and rise to the road, with the running gear crackling, and the load atwist and asway. Once on the broad back of the highway, the horses could rest, for though the surface was rutted and the ruts poured full of the white dust, the wheels bit through easily and found a hard undersurface. One ton in the soft of a field was as hard on a horse as two and a half tons on the road.


    They were barely out on the Mariposa Road when Mildred Vincent came by on her bay mare and a fellow beside her in real riding togs. His boots shone through the layer of dobe dust with an aristocratic glimmer, it seemed to Tucker.


    “Steve!” called the girl, waving. “Oh, I’m glad to see you. Jerome, it’s Steve Tucker. Jerome Bartlett, Steve. Can you come over after supper?”


    “Yeah. I’d like to come. Thanks,” said Tucker.


    He had taken off his hat and the hot sweat rolled down over his face and turned cool in the stir of the wind. He never was asked out for meals because he had to stay home to look after his bedridden father. Now the two galloped ahead, the stranger sitting well down into his saddle. He looked strong and straight and his tan had been built up on athletic fields and beaches; it was not the dark mahogany which comes out of work in hay and harvest fields. He rode not like a Californian, but holding the reins in both hands with his elbows close to his ribs.


    “That feller if he had some gold lace on him would look like a general,” said Champ, from amidst the rustling of the hay. “Wonder if Millie is gunna take him? Maybe he’s a millionaire from San Francisco. She’s come to the marryin’ age, all right. There was a time when I thought you was gunna have her, Steve, but what with all that college education under her belt, I guess she’ll look pretty high.”


    Five years ago Steve Tucker had given up his entrance into college in order to spend one year on the ranch. His father had pointed out that one good year would make everything easier and, besides, he had gone so far in higher mathematics that he could do the four-year engineering course in three, without trouble. So Tucker had remained on the ranch, while one year lengthened to five and loss matched profit with every crop. Mildred, who had been with him in the country school and who had been two years behind him at Stockton High School, would be a college senior that fall. She was the symbol and indicator of the distance he had been left behind by life which flows so softly and travels so far.


    He roused himself from that thought to find that the team was picking up speed; in fact, they were nearing the home corral and the roof of the little house showed beyond the top of the fig tree. Now they swept from the crest of the road into the corral; the side of the hayload made a rushing sound against the barn and he jammed on the long, iron-handled brake when the center of the wagon was just beneath the door of the mow.


    The sun was growing large in the west, now. “We’ll pitch off the hay in the morning,” he said to Champ. “You take care of the team and I’ll get the cows milked. Put some salve on the shoulder of Queen. Dig out the padding so the collar won’t press on the sore tomorrow.”


    “She oughta be laid up till that shoulder heals,” said Champ. He was always solicitous of Queen’s well-being.


    “I know she should, but what can we do?”


    The cows were already waiting at the pasture gate. Old Red was lowing with impatience, and Whitey was dripping milk into the dust. She must lose two or three quarts a day. Steve pulled the creaking gate open and watched the five cows, the three heifers, the four knock-kneed calves come hurrying for water. The youngsters galloped, the cows went with a long wallowing shamble.


    Tucker walked to the house, scrubbed his hands with yellow soap, got the milking stool and two three-gallon buckets. They rattled together as he went back down the boardwalk to the corral.


    “Stevie!” called his father’s voice from the upstairs window.


    “Hey, Dad,” he called.


    But his face did not light until he noticed the green pattern of the Virginia creeper which was opening a beautiful green fan along the unpainted side of the shack.


    “Hurry it up!” called John Tucker.


    “Yeah—hurrying,” said Steve, and went on in a gloom.


    The weighted rope slammed the gate to the corral behind him and sent a long, mournful echo through his heart. Over at the Vincent place Millie and that neat young fellow, Jerome Bartlett, would be sitting out on the green of the lawn, laughing and talking.


    It seemed to Tucker five years at least since he had laughed.


    The cows had finished drinking. They stood about switching their tails at flies or streaking their sides with saliva as they reached back to lick away the itch.


    “So-o-o, Boss!” called Tucker. “So-o-o, Red! Old Red! Come, girl! Come on, damn you! So-o-o, Red!”


    The old cow waddled out of the mud near the watering trough and ambled towards him. She looked like the model of some fat-bellied merchant tub with a queer figurehead carved at one end and the hafts of four slender oars at work out of all time with one another. After her drifted the other cows, stopping to kick at flies and then forgetting what they had been about. But at last they were all gathered in a lower corner of the corral. He milked old Whitey first because she was losing in a steady trickle. Under the big grip of his hands, it gushed out of her. It ran as if from two faucets. He held the pail between his feet and he could feel the vibration of the tin as the heavy streams thumped against it. They made loud, chiming sounds. Even when the pail was almost full, the milk plumped through the inches of froth with a resonant pulsation. And a steaming sweetness rose into the face of Tucker.


    The roan-colored two-year-old heifer was the hardest and the most fidgety to handle. She held up her milk. He had to squeeze so hard that it hurt her and she kept lifting a hind foot and kicking out behind her. Steve’s hands and forearms were aching when he finished with her and carried the two brimming buckets back toward the house. The sun was a great red face over the blue of the Coast Range; in the eastern sky the twilight color was gathering before the sunset.


    He strained the milk into wide-mouthed gallon tins which he placed in the cooler outside the house. It was a tall frame of shelves with burlap nailed about it and water siphoning over it day and night from a big pan on top. The evaporation kept butter fairly firm even when the temperature was a hundred degrees in the shade.


    He started the fire in the kitchen stove, put on the kettle of water, and heard his father calling, “Steve! Oh, Steve!”


    He went upstairs and entered the room. It was the best in the house but that was not saying a great deal. Rain seepage had stained the roses of the wallpaper and the ceiling had never been plastered. One looked through the crisscross of the laths up to the slanting rafters of the roof. The window, which faced west, was filled with the brilliance of the sunset and one little branch of a green translucence had crawled a foot or so across the screen.


    “Look at this. It just came this afternoon,” said John Tucker, heaving himself up in the bed. Sometimes he seemed to Steve stronger than ever above the hips but below them his legs were dead, whitened shanks with the feet like great deformities at the ends of them. He held out a letter in a hand that had grown so white that the veins across the back of it showed as blue as ink.


    Steve read:


    
      Mr. John Tucker,
R. F. D. No. 4,
Box 188.


      Dear Sir:


      We beg to confirm our letter dated 18 May and regret that we have had no reply to our request.


      While we beg to remit you herewith enclosed your bill up to the end of May, we again ask you the favor to remit us cheque in settlement of same, as we cannot at all, wait no longer for this payment on account of great difficulties we are crossing in trade.


      Trusting to be favored and to save us further correspondence on this matter, we beg to remain


      Yours obedient.


      The Five Mile Store
Baccigalupi and Baccigalupi.


      
        (Signed)


        Joseph Baccigalupi.

      
    


    As Steve lifted his eyes, his father growled through his beard, “There’s no Dago as bad as a damned Portuguese Dago.” He smoothed the sleek of his bald head with one hand and added, “They want to be saved further correspondence in this matter, eh? They can all be damned!”


    “They’re better to deal with than a bank,” answered the son. “The interest is no higher and they don’t stick a gun under your nose when the money comes due. The Baccigalupis are all right.”


    “Don’t tell me what’s right!” exclaimed John Tucker. “I can remember back when there were business people to deal with in California. I can remember when I could go into Stockton and have any bank in the damned town glad to give me five thousand dollars. Why? Because my name was good. That’s why. They loaned money to men, in those days. Now they lend it to machines and dirt.”


    “I’ll go down tomorrow and see Joe Baccigalupi, but—” said Steve. He clipped his teeth together.


    “What were you going to say?”


    “Nothing,” said Steve.


    “No, you’d rather go down in the kitchen and snarl behind my back, wouldn’t you? Why don’t you come out with what you’ve got to say?”


    “I haven’t anything to say,” said Steve, swallowing hard.


    “That’s a lie,” said his father. “But before you go, pull the screen open and tear the vine off. What is it, anyway?”


    Steve went to the window and looked down at the tender shoot.


    “It’s a Virginia creeper,” he said. “I planted it the autumn before last—and look where it is already!”


    “You planted a creeper? Want to fill the house with dampness and bugs? Want to give us all malaria and rheumatism? Haven’t I told you that I’d never have vines growing on my house?” shouted John Tucker.


    He banged his hand on the table beside his bed so that the lamp jingled and his pile of books shook over aslant.


    “Yes, I’ve heard you say that,” admitted Steve.


    “Then what in hell do you mean? Do I have to drag myself out of the house and go around spying on you? Tear that damned vine off the screen now; and dig it up by the roots tomorrow.”


    Steve tapped his fingers against the screen. It gave back a dull chiming, a flat note without resonance.


    “I’d as soon—” he murmured.


    “You’d what?” barked his father.


    “I’d as soon,” said Steve, “tear out a handful of hair.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Steve walked to the door.


    “Come back here and tell me what the devil you mean!” roared John Tucker.


    “I’d better not talk,” said Steve. “I’m worn out, like the ground. Barley and wheat, wheat and barley for sixty years. Now nothing but tar weed and wild oats—I’d better not talk.”


    “Speak up what you mean. You talk like you’re drunk!”


    “I’ll go down and cook dinner.”


    “Dinner can wait and be damned. What are you driving at? Worn out like the ground?”


    “Worn out,” said Steve. “That’s what I mean. Tired out like the soil. All it gives us is trouble, now. And if I talk, all I’ll give you will be trouble, tonight.”


    “You will, will you? Let me hear what kind of trouble you can give me. But the first thing is—tear that damned vine off my window!”


    Steve walked through the doorway and down the hall.


    “Come back here—by God!” cried John Tucker. The bed creaked. There was a thumping and trailing sound across the floor, but it did not issue into the hallway as Steve went down the stairs.


    He fried thin beefsteak and boiled potatoes with their jackets on. Some corn pone he had made that morning he broke into roughly triangular shapes and piled on a platter. There were mustard greens which he had picked in the field though the season of their tenderness had passed, and he had some clabber cheese. Part of this food he put on the table for Champ and himself; the rest he arranged on a tray and carried up the stairs as he had done every night for four years.


    When he came into the room, the lamp was lighted. It was not as bright as the glare in the eyes of John Tucker. He cleared the table and put the tray on it.


    “Now I’m going to hear you apologize.”


    “For what?” said Steve, and looked straight into the electric gray of John Tucker’s eyes.


    It was the first time in his life, he realized, that he had dared to face that glance; but there was a hard wall of anger in him that shielded him from fear.


    “The time has come,” said his father, “when there’s got to be a showdown. There can’t be two captains on one ship. You’ll be the boss or I’ll be the boss, and as long as I own this ranch, by God, I’ll do the running of it.”


    Steve said nothing. He could not have unlocked his jaws for speech.


    “If you don’t like my way, get out!” shouted John Tucker.


    “Aunt Sarah,” said Steve, slowly, “has always wanted to come over and take care of you, and Champ will do the work on the place pretty well.”


    “I’d rather have vinegar poured into milk than Sarah’s face poured into my days!”


    “You’ll have to have somebody to look out for you.”


    “You’re going, are you?”


    “I’m going,” said Steve.


    “Sell the place tomorrow and take your share and get out, then!”


    “I own Queen and Bess and the Jackson buck,” said Steve. “That’s what I’ll take. I don’t want a share of this place. I want to forget it.”


    “Forget me, too, then! Get out of my sight and out of my life!”


    Steve went down to the table and found Champ halfway through his meal.


    “Old man kind of mad?” asked Champ.


    “Kind of,” said Steve.


    “When he gets to raring, he sure can go,” said Champ. “I ever tell you about that time up at Angel’s Camp when a couple of Dutchmen jumped him in Wilson’s Bar?”


    “Yeah, you told me about that,” said Steve.


    “Aw, did I?” murmured Champ.


    He became depressed and silent, while Steve finished eating and started the dishes. Steve went upstairs into his father’s room and found that the supper tray had not been touched. John Tucker lay in bed with his big fists gripped, his eyes glaring at some terrible nothingness.


    “Done?” asked Steve.


    John Tucker said nothing, so Steve left the tray and went out again. He finished the dishes. Champ, who would have despised such woman’s work, remained in the dining room smoking. It was his big time of the day.


    “You stay on and take charge of things, Champ,” said Steve. “Father will tell you whatever you want to know. I’m leaving in the morning.”


    He put some hot water into a laundry tub on the back porch, undressed, scrubbed himself down, and went up to his room. He put on a blue serge suit, a high, hard collar that hurt his throat, and a pair of seven-dollar shoes that made his feet feel light. The softness and the snugness of them comforted his soul. Then he walked up the road to the Vincent place. A great grove surrounded that big, square, white house and there was a lawn under the trees. In the distance a pair of windmills were clanking musically; and sprinklers whirred on the lawn, filling the air with a noise like a spring wind through trees.


    A piano was rousing up a tune in the front room; a lot of young voices took up the air. There was always music in the Vincent house because there was always money in the Vincent bank account.


    The front door jerked open.


    “Left it out here. Be back in a moment!” cried the voice of Mildred Vincent.


    She left the door a bit ajar and a shaft of light followed her, bobbing on the gold of her hair.


    “Hello,” said Steve.


    “Hai—Steve! You gave me a start. Come on in—Just a minute while I find—”


    “I can’t come in,” said Steve.


    “What’s the matter? Is your father ill tonight?”


    “No, he’s the same. But I have some things to do tonight. I’m leaving in the morning.”


    “Are you taking a trip? You ought to, Steve. You ought to have more fun.”


    “I’m going for good.”


    “Not leaving your father! Not that! But I’ve always said it was the most wonderful—I’ve always thought—”


    “I’m taking a team and a Jackson buck down to the Islands. They always need men and teams down there in the haying. I can make enough to see me through most of a college year, between now and August.”


    “But your father, Steve?”


    “We’ve agreed to it. Aunt Sarah will come over and take care of him.”


    “But your Aunt Sarah—”


    “So I came over to say goodbye and to tell you—”


    A sudden stroke of emotion stopped his voice.


    “Well, goodbye,” said the girl.


    She held out her hand in a certain way that stopped all talk. He barely touched it and went quickly.


    It was three miles across to Aunt Sarah’s place but he was glad of the chance to stretch his legs and start breathing again. By leaving home, it was plain that he was leaving Mildred Vincent farther than he had thought. Since those old days when she had been his girl, he had thought that a world of difference had opened between them, but now he could see that they had been almost hand in hand compared with the cold distance that had come between them now. Did she expect that he was to lay down all the years of his life in the service of John Tucker?


    He reached the old house of Aunt Sarah and talked to her in the bareness of the front hall with the gleam of the hatrack mirror beside him and the sheen of the balusters climbing dimly up the stairs into darkness. The house was as empty as Aunt Sarah’s life.


    He said, “Father and I have disagreed. If you’ll come over to take care of him, I’ll be glad.”


    She looked at him for a long moment before she began to nod her gray head. She had something of the look of her brother, the same grimness on a smaller scale.


    “He’s drove everybody else out of his life; and now he’s drove you, eh?” she said. “I’ll come right over.”


    The parting was brief, the next morning. Steve held out his hand and said goodbye.


    His father looked at the hand and then at him.


    “Get out of my sight!” he said.


    Down on the Islands, where the alluvial soil is deeper than wells are dug, where the drinking water is yellow and has a sweetish taste, where the ground is so rich that sometimes a fire will start it burning, where twenty sack crops of wheat are known and where triennial floods wash away the profits of the farmers, Steve Tucker found it easy to get work with his Jackson buck. He got two dollars a day for his own share, two for the machine, and a dollar a head for the horses, with keep thrown in, of course. That made a monthly net profit of a hundred and eighty dollars, minus what he spent for cigarette tobacco and brown wheat-straw paper.


    The hours were long and the work was hard. The dust that flew in the Islands stained the skin and hurt the eyes. The most cheerful men began to grow silent after a few days in that country, but Steve was silent by nature and he had set himself to a long and hard purpose.


    The haypress which hired him was run by a big Scotchman with a bush of red hair on his head.


    “You a Tucker that’s any relation of John Tucker?” said this giant.


    “I’m his son,” said Steve, and stuck out his jaw a little. No man in the world had so many enemies as his father.


    The Scotchman turned to his partner.


    “This here John Tucker, the kid’s father,” he said, “I seen him on Main Street in Stockton, four years back, run out and snatch a kid off the tracks from in front of a streetcar. And the car ran on and smashed him against the rear end of a dray. Your father ever get well. Tucker?”


    “He’s still laid up,” said Steve.


    “He is, eh? Well, we’ll hire you.” Then he added to his partner, “John Tucker was as big a man as me. And he got his hips all smashed in.”


    When work begins at five in the morning and ends with the coming of twilight, men are too tired to think. All that Steve recalled out of the past, during a month, was the bobbing, golden head of the girl as she had run down the steps that night, and the clenched fists and the glaring gray eyes of his father. If the work of the others was hard, his task was still more bitter, because long after they were in bed, he was shaping two by fours to take the place of the long, wooden teeth which he had broken on the Jackson buck during the day. He was thin and hollow-eyed that evening at dinner in the cookhouse when a telegram was brought to him by the owner of the farm.


    It said: your father very ill. please come back. mildred


    Steve returned the next day.


    A southeast wind had darkened the sky with a continual march of clouds and he told himself that John Tucker must be about to die. When he reached the house, the windmill was whirling furiously in the storm, the wheel veering from side to side, and he could hear the rapid plumping of the stream into a half-empty tank. That was a sad music fit for death scenes, he thought.


    The picture of the veteran lying with gripped fists, silent in his bed, was filling his mind as a mountain fills the sky. When he pulled open the kitchen door, it was not Aunt Sarah that he saw, but Mildred Vincent in a calico apron. He stood there with the door propped open against his rigid arm and the wind entering behind him. The room had been changed and the cookery was not stale and sour but a light fragrance through the house. He knew these things as he took in a great breath of astonishment.


    “Steve!” she cried out. “You have come!”


    “How is he?” asked Tucker, pushing the door shut at last.


    “He’s changed, and thin, and he’s set his will like iron. It’s going to be a shock when you see him.”


    “I’ll go on up.”


    “Just a moment. Champ is up there now, getting orders about the place.”


    “Does the doctor say anything?”


    “I can’t get him to see a doctor. He wouldn’t have your Aunt Sarah in the house. He won’t let Champ come nearer than the door of his room. We got a nurse but he wouldn’t let her come near him. He doesn’t seem to mind having me around, so I come over every day.”


    “Why?” asked Tucker.


    “You know why, Steve—because every drop of blood in every Vincent should be willing to die for John Tucker.”


    “They should?” he repeated, staring.


    “You don’t know? Do you mean to say that your father never told you the story?”


    “Never.”


    She drew in a great breath. “He wouldn’t!” she murmured. “That’s how great his soul is! But when my father was alive—long ago when he was a wild-headed youngster—he and another man got into trouble with a single miner—and the miner beat them, guns and all. Nearly killed father—but then the miner spent a month nursing him back to life—it was John Tucker who did that!”


    A thousand moments out of his own life came back to Steve.


    “Yes,” he said at last, “he could do that. And that was why you were nice to a great gawk like me?”


    “No, I liked you for your own sake. Steve, is it possible he never told you—and we such close neighbors all these years?”


    Steve shook his head. An ache that had begun in his heart the day before began to stifle him.


    “Has he a fever?” he asked.


    “Yes. Not a high one. He won’t eat—hardly anything—”


    A heavy, slow step on the stairs. Steve, moving into the hall, saw Champ come down. The hired man, turning his hat between his hands, glanced up once and then walked on, blinded by his thoughts.


    “I haven’t told your father you were coming. I didn’t dare confess I’d sent the telegram.”


    “Has he mentioned me?”


    “No, Steve, not once.”


    She came halfway up the stairs with him.


    “God bless you for coming so quickly. He’s terribly changed. Be gentle with him, please.”


    When Steve Tucker entered his father’s room it was strangely dim as though a shade had been drawn down. Then he saw that the Virginia creeper had grown clear across the screen, the one tendril reinforced by many. From the clouded sky, only a green gloom entered through the leaves.


    “What in hell are you doing here?” asked John Tucker.


    “I’ve come back,” said Steve.


    “Who asked you back?”


    “Nobody,” said Steve.


    “Then get out of my sight.”


    Steve said, “I’ll stay out of your sight as long as you please, but I’m keeping on the place.”


    “I’ll be damned before I’ll have you on my land!” shouted John Tucker.


    “All right, then. You’ll have to be damned.”


    The gray glare of the eyes fascinated him. He turned from them and went to the window. He opened the screen and ripped the little clinging feet of the ampelopsis away from the wire.


    “Let that be!” cried John Tucker. “What you mean?”


    “It shuts out the light and the air,” said Steve. “Why did you let it grow?”


    “Because it damn well pleased me to let it grow. What d’you mean by—by God, I’m going to—”


    He had heaved himself up on his elbows. Now that more light entered the room Steve saw how great the wastage had been. The square, jowled face was covered with lank furrows.


    “What did you mean by it?” demanded Steve, pointing his finger. “What did you mean by letting that vine cover the window and spoil your reading light?”


    His father started to speak; his lips remained parted but made no utterance.


    Steve sat down in the chair beside the bed.


    “I’ve been mighty unhappy while I was away,” he said. “It was lonely never hearing you growl.”


    “There can’t be two captains on one ship!” declared John Tucker.


    “You’re the captain,” said Steve.


    “And what I say has got to go!”


    *‘It goes with me,” said Steve.


    “Does it?” said John Tucker. He let himself sink suddenly back into the pillows. He was breathing hard.


    “I’m going to have a change of air,” he said.


    “All right,” said Steve. “I’ll take good care of the place.”


    “You’ll come with me!”


    “All right,” said Steve, “I’ll come with you, then.”


    The eyes of John Tucker opened; they were the mildest blue in the world.


    “Where do we go?” asked Steve.


    “Down to the Bay,” said John Tucker. “Air’s brisker, down there. Down to Berkeley—get a house up there in the hills—up there near the University—”


    Realization poured over Steve in floods of cold happiness.


    John Tucker said, “I waited five years for you to grow up. I waited so long that when you did grow up the other day, I didn’t understand. But you’re only a young brat still. Five years is nothing, now that you’re a man. You can make up the time.”


    “We both can,” said Steve.


    When he left the room, a flash of something across the floor made him turn at the door. The tendrils of the ampelopsis, waving like ragged, green flags, framed a sky in which a changing wind had piled the clouds into white heaps that began to blow away like dust. The brightness on the floor had been one sudden pouring from the sun.


    He found Mildred Vincent still halfway up the stairs, crying. She made a hushing sign and tiptoed down before him.


    Only when she had closed the kitchen door behind them, and then in a stifled voice, did she dare to say, “I heard everything, and it was beautiful, Steve. I know he’ll get well, now. But what did you do to the vines on the window? I tried to clear them away every day, and he never would let me.”


    “Well, I did it,” said Steve.


    “No wonder he was in a fury! Why did you do it?”


    “I needed to let in some light,” said Steve. “It’s an odd thing. I can’t explain it. But he and I understand. We both gave in.”


    “It makes me feel like an outsider,” she told him.


    “After you’ve brought all this about?”


    He made a gesture of wonder which she seemed to understand, for she put her hand in his, and then she was in his arms, his lips on hers, his arms crushing her, never to let go.

  

  
    
      They stand so tall

    

    
      “They stand so tall” was originally published in 1937 under the pen name George Owen Baxter in The American Magazine.

    
  

  
    The whole crest of the road was greased with ice and Bill Kenney took the curve just a little too fast. It was not that he liked fast driving but because the open spaces of the country oppressed Windy Bill, and when he neared Manhattan he could not help increasing his pace, like a horse going toward the home barn. The car slithered over the edge of the concrete, in a generous sideswipe. The frost of the autumn morning had frozen only the outer skin of the ground and Kenney’s automobile bit through to the soft mud beneath. The engine stalled at once.


    He knew by the sense in his own nervous system that the machine was deeply embedded, and, putting the gears in second, he tried only one soft acceleration. With the turn of the wheels they started to dig themselves in like a pair of badgers and Kenney gave up at once.


    He relaxed behind the wheel in a luxury of savage anger. In half an hour the crowd would begin to gather at the bar for that moment of happy good-fellowship which would ripen, after lunch, into the crap game that furnished half his living. He was drawing a red line through thirty or forty dollars of profits when a one-ton truck pulled up beside him. The twenty-gallon milk cans kept on rattling for a moment after the halt.


    “Want a hand?” said the young countryman who leaned out from the driver’s cab. A girl with a brown, pretty face looked out also.


    “I want a horse,” Kenney could not help saying. “But can you give me a push?”


    “You’ve got no rear bumper, sir,” said the lad.


    "Damn!” said Kenney, remembering the sideswipe in Danbury, The farmer climbed down from his truck and with Kenney looked at the embedded rear wheels.


    “It’s only the right wheel,” said the youth. “I guess I could lift it.”


    “You guess you could what?” asked Kenney.


    The farmer was already picking up a length of broken fence-board, which he handed to Kenney. “You shove this under,” he said, and, reaching far down, he laid hold of the wheels.


    Kenney, standing by with a grin of amusement, saw the knees of the lad sag and his back flatten in as he lifted. The car had not stirred, and Kenney discovered that the feet of the youngster had bitten through the frozen top skin of the ground and were lodged deep in the mud. Still he kept lifting, as though there were an engine in him which could be geared still lower. Then the wheel lifted suddenly from its rut, and Kenney shbved the board beneath it. A minute later his car was back on the clean surface of the road.


    He turned to watch the lad pitch the fence-board back beyond the ditch, then kick the larger clots of mud from his shoes. He would strip something over 160 pounds and the strength was layered on him so smoothly that he looked fat with it. Now he sprang over a puddle of water, and Kenney sat upright with a sudden strain behind his eyes and a cold stroke of lightning through that central nerve which we call “the soul.” He held out a one-dollar bill and said “Thanks,” but all the while his glance was stripping away the overalls and trying to get at the ringside truth about this lad.


    The boy politely but firmly refused the money. “We’re always glad to help out somebody in trouble, sir,” he said.


    “What’s your name?” asked Kenney.


    “Dick Rowan, sir.”


    “Ever do any boxing, Dick?”


    “Yes, sir."


    “How much?"


    “All my life, sir. My father believes in it.”


    “Ever in the ring, amateur or anything?”


    “No, sir. Just in our barn.”


    “Ever read the sporting pages?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Maybe you know me, then. I’m Bill Kenney, that hand-raised Shifty Jim Parker and managed him into two championships.”


    “Yes, Mr. Kenney?” said Dick Rowan vaguely.


    “Would you work six months for twenty a week and found?” asked Kenney.


    “I don’t know,” said Rowan.


    “I do,” said the girl, speaking for the first time. “You grab that, Dick.”


    “Yes, Martha,” said Rowan obediently.


    "Married?” asked Kenney, with a grin.


    “Not yet,” answered the sharp, clear voice of the girl.


    “Here’s my card,” said Kenney. “Come in any day … and stop calling people ‘sir.’”


    “Yes, sir,” said Rowan, and tipped his hat … .


    He showed up on Saturday afternoon, with a fresh haircut showing the pink nape of his neck and a hat on his head two years too small for him.


    “How old are you?” asked Kenney.


    “Twenty, sir,” said Rowan.


    "You’re gunna get older,” said Kenney, and took him straight over to the gymnasium.


    In the locker-room he found an outfit for young Dick, together with gym shoes that fitted him; in the meantime, he looked up the great Gypsy Donovan, who ran the place. Gypsy had been so great that the battle light still shone in his eyes, but all except his tongue had been broken down by the years.


    “I got a green middleweight and I want to see has he got anything,” said Kenney. “What's in the shop to try him out?”


    “How green and what sort of a try?” asked the Gypsy.


    “Try him right out. Fry the marrow right out of his bones,” said Kenney.


    “You mean you think maybe you have something?” asked Donovan.


    “Yeah. That’s what I mean I think I’ve got. Try him high.”


    “There's a hundred-and-eighty-pounder over there on the exercisers that’s just out of the amateurs and coming along fast. I guess he’s too hot for your kid,” suggested Donovan.


    “Tell him to go in and knock my boy’s head off, if he can,” said Kenney. “If the kid’s a mug, I wanta know. I’ve sunk too much money in dry wells. Let me talk to him.”


    Biff Casey kept his chin down even when he was talking. He kept his elbows out from his sides, although there was not quite that much muscle under his armpits.


    “This kid you’re going to try out,” said Kenney, “he looks soft, but he ain’t. He’s strong as an ox. He can lift a thousand pounds like nobody’s business. … You go right in after him. You knock him cold, and I’ve got ten bucks in my pocket for you.”


    “Ten bucks,” said Casey, and laughed. “O. K.”


    Rowan came from the locker-room looking cold and frightened.


    “Meet Biff Casey, Dick,” said Kenney. “Hop right into the ring and shake hands and then let’s see how you go.”


    He pushed the gloves onto Dick’s hands and tied them, looking into eyes which baffled him. For, in fact, there was no fear in them, but only a dull sheen of ox-blue and a vagueness like the shadowy emptiness of a bam. Then the two lads were sizing up together in the ring.


    “Your boy ain’t got much below the waist,” said the Gypsy.


    “He’s not a stand-around fighter. He’s a sprinter,” said Kenney, grinning. “We’ll just see which way he runs. Nice kind of back and shoulders, though.”


    “He’s got the old-fashioned stance,” said Gypsy, “and the straight left that went with it … . Was there anything behind that left, that time?”


    There seemed to have been nothing behind it, except enough to rouse Biff Casey. He went in with rapid jabs and then whacked Dick Rowan with a short right that rocked him off balance. A shower of spanking blows drove Rowan across the ring.


    “He don’t cut easy, and that’s one advantage,” said Kenney. “But I guess he’s a mug, unless I could get him leaning into the forward stance, nice and natural … . Bam! … This boy Casey is a natural body-puncher, ain’t he?”


    “He’s a honey. I taught him myself,” said the Gypsy.


    Biff Casey, perhaps to keep from injuring his hands, had changed his shooting to the mid-section and the blows went home like handclasps.


    “Rubber,” said the Gypsy. “Your kid is kind of rubbery. The punches don’t seem to sink in. But if … Wha-at? …”


    For Biff Casey had suddenly stumbled to his knees and remained there, embracing his stomach with both arms. “Low!” gasped Casey. “It was low!”


    The Gypsy waded through the ropes and kicked Biff powerfully in the most convenient place. “Get out of the ring, you bum!” he said.


    He turned to Rowan, who was blinking a little and feeling his face with the tips of his gloves. “Where you find that left?” asked the Gypsy.


    “I don’t know,” said Dick Rowan.


    “You see that?” asked the Gypsy.


    “All I seen was Casey saying his prayers,” answered Kenney truthfully. “What was it?”


    “Why, he tries for the belly with a left that glances off, and he just steps back a little and hits again with the same hand — with his arm bent stiff, like this — and he rips it right through the floating ribs of Casey and dislocates his kidney, is all he does. … Is that a wow or am I sucker? … Keep this kid in the bottle for six months, and when we uncork him lie's gunna make a lot of fast middleweights hold their noses with the stink he raises.”


    The cigar of Windy Bill Kenney was drawing nicely but he bit off a whole inch of it while his jaws closed slowly down on the great idea. ‘‘Six months is just what he gets,” said Kenney. …


    That, to the day, was exactly what Rowan got before he stepped into the professional ring. In a sense, Dick Rowan was the most tractable pupil old Gypsy Donovan ever took in hand. He labored patiently at road work, spent hours at the exercisers to build body muscles, hammered the sandbags to develop lifting punch-power, and tapped the punching bags for rhythm, and coordinated speed. The sliding steps which Donovan taught him for footwork, he mastered as though he were born for dancing.


    “He’s got the tune inside him. All we gotta do is give him the words,” said Donovan. “And we gotta get some of the country out and put some of the city in.”


    Rowan was a silent, gentle-mannered boy. He never complained about the food or the lack of diversion; he seemed not to notice the nakedness of his little box of a room which was brightened by nothing except a picture of Martha. Once a week she came in from the country to see her man work. A moving-picture show was not her idea of amusement. “They don’t last long enough in your head,” she told Windy Bill, looking at him with her clear, practical eyes.


    “What don’t last?” he answered.


    “The pictures,” she said. “They cost money and they don’t last.”


    Instead, she preferred to sit in the gymnasium and gravely follow the motions of Rowan as he went through his routine. After that he took her to the railroad station, and she returned to the farm. These were Dick’s only diversions.


    At the end of six months of this labor, Donovan pronounced Rowan ready to be tried, and tried high.


    Kenney went to McElroy, the promoter, and said, “Listen, Mac, I got a kid that's never been in the ring, amateur or professional; and I want him to get a good shot.”


    “Yeah?” said McElroy. “Take him out in the bushes.”


    “I could,” said Kenney, “but I’ve sunk twelve hundred bucks in that kid, getting him on edge, and I want to give you a chance to show you're a real promoter that discovers the good ones. I wanta help you make a reputation, Mac. This kid’s good.”


    “Thanks,” said McElroy. “How edgy is the kid?”


    “He splits a hair in two,” said Kenney.


    “Listen, Windy,” said McElroy. “What hair you want him to split?”


    “Twister Jones,” said Kenney.


    McElroy opened his mouth, but left his original answer rolling on his wide, red tongue. “Well, I’m just gunna give you w at you want!” he said. “I’m gunna let Twister chase your kid right out of the ring.”


    So ten days later the world discovered Dick Rowan and thanked hawk-eyed McElroy for the introduction; for that sturdy veteran, Twister Jones, lost the decision to the unknown.


    Afterward McElroy and Kenney sat with Rowan in his dressing-room and admired his unmarred face.


    “But why didn’t you kill him?” asked McElroy. “Back there in the third round you ripped him wide open like a knife. Why didn’t you finish him then?”


    “Or after that knockdown in the fifth?” said Kenney.


    “Or in the last round,” said McElroy, “when his knees were rubbing together?"


    Rowan was thinner now, and the boyish softness had been rubbed out of his cheeks, but the ox-blue of his eyes still gave him a gentle look.


    “He seemed a little old — and slow,” said Dick Rowan.


    McElroy spat on the floor. “There’s no killer in him. … He’ll never be any real good. … He don’t want to kill!” exclaimed the promoter.


    “He’ll be taught,” said Kenney.


    “You can’t teach ’em,” said McElroy. “Either they want raw meat or they live on grass. They gotta kill and like it!”


    “I’m gunna teach him or damn him!” shouted Kenney. “You wait.”


    But Dick Rowan could not be taught. He fought Pullen eight rounds for a decision that should have been a first-round knockout; he had Bump Harlan on the ropes with his hands down in the second and carried him through to a draw.


    “Look!” said Kenney. “You got the world in your hands. You can tear it in two and have what’s inside it. But you gotta use the strength that God gave you.”


    “You see,” explained Rowan, “none of them have ever done me any harm.”


    “That’s the trouble!” shouted Kenney. “Nobody’s ever done you any harm. Nobody’s hardly mussed up your hair … and that’s why the crowd begins to boo you. They think you’re scared to take a chance. The reporters are passing you up.”


    “I’ll tell you how it is,” said Rowan. “When you see the other fellow’s eyes go empty and his guard drop, it’s like hitting somebody smaller than yourself.”


    Kenney looked at the ox-blue, the shadowy, soft space in those eyes, and went mad. He yelled, “All right! I’m gunna try you once for all. I’m gunna feed you to Blackie Durlin. You’re gunna have Durlin or he’s gunna have you.”


    The darkness of his passion lasted, in fact, until he found that he had signed up his protege with the hardest man in the whole middleweight field. Durlin was not champion, but the experts declared it was only a question of his getting the champ into the ring for a few rounds. Realization of what he had done came over Kenney even as he finished putting his signature on the contract.


    He said, “Mac, I’m a damn’ fool. Tear that contract up and leave the kid ripen for a while longer. He needs another year before he takes on a hellcat like Durlin.”


    But McElroy folded the contract with a grim smile. “I’ll tell you something, Windy,” he said. “I hate the heart of that kid of yours. I’ve dropped five thousand smacks betting on him to win by knock-outs, and I hope the dirty rat has all his teeth knocked down his throat by Blackie. I’m going to let the whole world see that he’s yellow!”


    Kenney went out and got himself drunk. He was heartbroken, because, even if Rowan was not a champion, he was a comfortable meal ticket. On the morning-after he had an idea and sent for Edith Burns.


    “Listen, Edie,” he said as they sat over cocktails, “you gotta do something for me.”


    “Once I almost married you,” said Edith. “That was before I knew my New York.”


    “Yeah — yeah —” said Kenney. “You know this kid of mine, this Rowan?”


    “Of course I know him,” said Edie. “He looks like a fighter; he’s got that kind of a flat face; but when he starts he don’t get home fast enough to suit me.”


    “He’s got nothing to fight for except money, and that ain’t enough for the poor, dumb tweezer,” said Kenney. “He’s going to have a better reason, now. He’s going to have you.”


    “I knew you’d try to get me into the dirt sooner or later,” she said. “Why do I keep wasting time on you?”


    “Oh, Edie, you’re my friend; you know you’re my friend,” said Windy.


    “As for this Dick Rowan, I don’t want any part of him,” said Edie.


    “Stay right like that, Edie,” said Kenney. “Hollywood. That’s where you’ve got to go. When a real producer gets a slant at that profile he’s going crazy. … Now, what I mean about Rowan is, just let the guy fall for you. Let him fall, and maybe tell him that you hate Blackie Durlin, because Blackie is mean to his step-mother, or something like that.”


    “Durlin? Were you dumb enough to pick Durlin for that poor little cluck of yours?” asked Edie.


    “I’ve picked him,” said Kenney, “and you’ve got to help me get him off the tree. The kid may be able to do it if you give me a hand with him. Maybe you can wake him up. The kid’s tied to a country gal called Martha that takes all his winnings and puts them away in her stocking. She’s hypnotized him, and you’ve gotta bring him out of the trance. The thing you always take me with is the way you back up a man, Edie. The way you’re always a partner to me. Not that I ever meant anything to you, but just for old times’ sake. That’s why I don’t mind coming to you with a job like this. It’s just like bringing it to a brother … .”


    “Why, damn you, Kenney!” said the girl … .


    Kenney went to see Edith Burns the next morning and found her on the davenport blowing smoke at the ceiling. He had been off the whisky for twenty-four hours and therefore he was able to see her in one of the rare, clear moments when her beauty was the one pure and lovely thing in the existence of Windy Bill. In two or three moments of his life awe had come dimly upon the brain of Windy, and always through this girl.


    She talked without looking at him: “It was no good, Windy. Why, he’s just a boy. Why, he doesn’t know anything. It made me feel far away and homesick and sad and happy to watch those blue eyes of his that were afraid to smile straight at me, but just around a corner. Windy, am I around the corner from people like that?”


    “He wouldn’t tumble?” asked Kenney.


    “Not a fall,” she said. “I worked till I was in a sweat. Then he shook hands and hoped he would see me again … some time! I’ll tell you what I’ve done. I’ve given up swearing. Dick doesn’t like it.”


    “Here — take this paper — and here’s my pen,” said Kenney.


    “What for?” she asked, frowning.


    “Write something that’ll knock him for a loop; knock him right into the dust.”


    “Will it?” said the girl. “All right, you say what.”


    “You’ve just said it yourself. Begin like this: ‘Dear Dickie.’”


    “Oh, don’t be such a mug,” said the girl.


    “All right. Carve the meat your own way, so long as you pile on the slices … . ‘ Dear Dick, I came away from you feeling far away and homesick and sad. I was happy just to sit there and watch those blue eyes of yours that seemed afraid to smile at me except around a corner. Oh, Dick, am I really around a corner from you, forever?’ Now, just sign that and we’ll get it off by special messenger.”


    “Shall I sign it?” asked the girl.


    “Sure. It’s your own words. And ain’t it a knockout?” asked Kenney. “Why, you know what that sounds like to me? It sounds like a real love letter!”


    “Well … .” said the girl, and signed.


    She had a different report for Kenney the next day.


    “He blushed like a girl, when I met him,” said Edie. “He could hardly talk. He laughed a little, and then he looked scared. And when I left him, he asked me. … I’m telling it straight … he asked me if he could … .”


    “Well, why the big laugh?” asked Kenney. “What did he ask you?”


    “He asked me if he could kiss me good night! But first he had to tell me about the other girl. It makes him sad not to love her any more.”


    “Have you got him groggy?” asked Kenney.


    “He’s cooked,” she said. “I can serve that dish any way I want, from now on.”


    “Serve it hot,” said Kenney. “What did you say about boxing?”


    “I said it was wonderful to see them stand so tall and drop so far,” she answered.


    “The brains you got is why I’m so crazy about you,” said Kenney. “I’m going to see those sparring partners loop the loop this afternoon!”


    But he did not see them loop the loop. Dick Rowan put on the gloves with a mystic smile that never left his face during the sparring session. That deadly left to the body, the gift of chance and heavy shoulder muscles, he seemed to forget; all the blasting powder had disappeared from the short right to the head; he pushed instead of snapping them home. Kenney said nothing, because he saw that what had happened was beyond his powers of speech. He want to Edith at the cocktail hour in an acute state of jitters.


    “What’s the matter?” she asked him.


    “He’s in the soup,” said Kenney. “He damn’ near said ‘Thank you’ every time Dutch Walters landed his one-two. What right has Dutch got to put a glove on that piece of grease and lightning? But Dick was slowed up to a walk. He’s in a dream. He’s up in the clouds, and you gotta drop him on the hard pavement.”


    “He’s kind of sweet,” said Edith.


    “Sweet hell!” said Kenney. “He’s gunna be the champion of the world. He’s five hundred thousand bucks right in my pocketbook if we can bring him to life.”


    “You say how and when,” said Edith. “I want to help.”


    “He’s cuckoo,” said Kenney. “I been to his room and he’s taken the picture of his country girl off the chest of drawers. You’ve given him a new stage-set and he’s going to the cleaners with it. Wait till I think!” … .


    It was a short week before the date of the fight when Kenney had his thought. It was such a burning one that he could not wait to get to Edith. Instead, he called her on the phone.


    “I’m giving birth to an idea about Rowan, Edie … . By the way, his country girl was in the other day. She didn’t see him. She saw me. She wanted to let me know that he hadn’t been writing his weekly letter, lately, and she wanted me to know that in a pinch she knew all about breach of promise suits. She’s a sweet little girl.”


    “She sounds nice,” said Edith Burns. “What about your idea?”


    “Sweetheart, you remember back there in the beginning? How hard did Blackie Durlin fall for you?”


    “He wanted a church and everything,” said Edith.


    “Could you pick him up again?” he asked.


    “Are you a dirty little rat or what are you?” she asked.


    “I’m gnawing a way into the U. S. Treasury so’s I can take care of my Edie the way she ought to be taken care of,” answered Kenney. “How’s things with you and Dick?”


    “We hold hands and all that,” she answered, yawning. “He wants to raise cows and chickens.”


    “He won’t make you tired any more,” said Kenney. “You pick up Blackie Dunlin, and make him take you to the running of the Dwyer Stakes over in Aqueduct tomorrow.”


    “He won’t break training for me,” said Edith.


    “He’s on edge already and needs a layoff.”


    “All right,” sighed Edith. “I’ll try to trot my stuff. I’ll give you a buzz this evening.”


    The “buzz” said to Kenney that night, “O. K. I’ve got him. We do the Dwyer Stakes tomorrow.”


    “The way I love you is just the way I love you,” said Kenney; “it’s not like anything else … . When you get Blackie out to the track, keep your eye peeled. I’m going to take Dick Rowan out there, too. And when I steer him close, you hand it to him. Hard. Just passing him up ain’t enough. Laugh in his face. Make Blackie feel good.”


    “Do I follow you?” asked Edith.


    “You do,” said Kenney. “If I can’t make him fight for love, I’m going to make him fight for hate. I’m going to make him so mad that he’d kill Durlin. Get me?”


    “I get you, but I don’t want you,” said Edith.


    “Listen, darling …” said the softened voice of Kenney.


    “Yeah. I know. You think this gag might wake Dick up and make him fight?” she inquired.


    “I don’t think — I know. If that doesn’t make him fight, nothing will. Listen, Edie; it’s not just for me. it’s for Dick’s whole future … .”


    “Oh, all right, all right,” said Edie.


    She had Durlin at the race track the next day according to orders. It was after the fourth race when the big money started betting that Kenney steered Dick Rowan toward her and the thick-shouldered figure of Blackie. They were very close before Rowan saw the other half of the picture and stopped short.


    “Hey! It’s the kid,” said Blackie, laughing a little. “How are you, Dick? Taking a look around while you can still see with both eyes?”


    Rowan said nothing. He stared agape at the girl. It seemed to Windy Bill that it was rather hard for her to meet the prize fighter’s eye.


    Blackie Durlin began to laugh more heartily. “The kid’s giving you the eye, Edie,” he said. “Don’t he know you belong to me?” And he whirled her away, still laughing, into the crowd.


    Rowan had pulled off his hat to greet her. He remained staring at the place where she had been.


    “What did she mean,” he asked Kenney. “What did she mean?”


    “She’s not passing you up, is she?” asked Kenney with an apparent anxiety.


    “Was she laughing, or only Durlin?” asked Rowan helplessly.


    “She was. Right in your face,” said Kenney. “One of these tough skirts. I guess that’s what she is.”


    He went to place a bet, and discovered that Rowan had disappeared in the crowd. His boxer did not appear again, and when Kenney got back to Manhattan after the races, he found Rowan in his room with his coat off, seated at a table on which there were various sheets of paper containing the opening phrases of uncompleted letters. In response to his manager’s greeting he lifted his eyes in silence. And the ox-blue was gone from them. It was a new face into which Windy Bill looked curiously.


    “What’s the matter, Dick?” asked Kenney affectionately.


    Still Rowan said nothing. He looked to Kenney like a round-faced young tomcat, and Kenney retreated from that silence. When he reached a telephone he called the girl.


    “How’s things?” asked Kenney.


    “I’m tired out,” said Edith. “I’ve been listening to Blackie Durlin. He’s full of hooey. He tells me he’s going to flatten Dick in the third round. The great oaf! How did I do? And was Dick badly hurt?”


    “You were great, kid,” declared Kenney. “Dick is chewing his hind teeth and not talking. He’s got the baby-look out of his eyes, at last. There’s going to be business at the training quarters today. He’s torn your picture in two and thrown it in the wastebasket.”


    It was a pleasant evening that Kenney spent. His expectations were so exceedingly cheerful that he was wakened by them two or three times during the night; that was why he slept late the following morning and arrived two hours behind time at the gymnasium. There was no Rowan, though his girl from the country was waiting for him with a cold patience.


    “Where’s Dick?” asked Kenney.


    Joe Peters yawned. “That kid’s so damned sleepy,” he said, “that he didn’t know where Blackie Durlin was training.”


    “What’s he wanta know where Blackie is training for?” demanded Kenney.


    “How would I know?” asked Joe.


    “Where is he now?” said Kenney.


    “Over in the dressing-room, I guess.”


    “Tell him I’m here,” commanded Kenney.


    Joe came back, shaking his head. “Not here,” he said. “He must have slipped out down the back stairs. Whatta you think about that?”


    “I think your brains have leaked out through your ears!” shouted Kenney, and bolted for a telephone.


    He rang the gymnasium where Blackie was training. Pop Jerney answered the call. “My boy Dick Rowan been over there?” asked Kenney.


    “Yeah. Funny thing,” said Pop. “He kind of wanted to see Blackie, if you know what I mean.”


    “And then what?” cried Kenney.


    “Why, Blackie isn’t here. He went over to Dooley’s Gymnasium. He was hoping that he could pick up Slip Welch, over there.”


    “Did you tell Rowan were Blackie was?” yelled Kenney.


    “Yeah, and why not?” Pop wanted to know.


    Kenney groaned, and dropped the telephone without bothering to hang up. “Dooley’s Gym!” he shouted to Joe. “Pick up a couple of slung shots and foller me!”


    The speed of his going made Kenney’s eyes burn before he reached Dooley’s Gymnasium. When their taxi was stopped by a red light at Fifty-seventh Street, he threw a dollar at the driver and dived among rushing fenders with Joe high-hurdling behind him. Martha, a silent figure of speed, followed in the near distance. They bolted through the narrow entrance of Dooley’s and sped down the narrow hallway. Their feet knocked dust from the stairs beyond.


    Then, as he entered the main room, Kenney stopped short, with a great breath of relief. In the ring on the right five men were shadow-boxing. In the ring on the left, Blackie Durlin was boxing with that fast young heavyweight, Slip Welch.


    Kenney leaned on Joe’s shoulder. “I kind of thought … for a minute I was afraid he mumbled.


    A fat man came puffing into the room. It was Pop Jerney, exclaiming, “What was you all burned up about on the phone, Windy?”


    “I dunno,” said Kenney. “I just had an idea.”


    “To hell with your ideas!” growled Pop. “I thought maybe that something was happening, over there … . Look at Blackie slip that right and pay him off in the belly, will you? When Dick Rowan gets a taste of that he’s gunna go right back to the farm.”


    “I guess it’s all right. I guess it’s all right,” murmured Kenney, relaxing utterly. “I was only afraid.”


    He ran his eyes over the conditioning tables, where fighters in training were going through back exercises and twisting about in other body-builders. But Dick Rowan was not among them. He glanced at the seated audience, composed of everything from ambitious truck drivers to gambling sharps on the watch for rising young talent.


    “No, it’s all right. It’s all right,” sighed Kenney. “I’m gunna need a coupla shots, though. Let’s get a coupla shots, Joe.”


    “Wait a minute!” said Joe. “Hey! Will you look at that?”


    Kenney looked, with a jaw that was instantly unhinged. Tall young Slip Welch was ducking through the ropes of the boxing ring; Blackie Durlin was getting ready to follow him, when a chunky figure jumped up through the ropes. He went to Durlin and slapped him back and forth across the face with a gloved hand.


    “Put up your fists before I break your jaw!” shouted a voice strange but familiar in the ear of Kenney.


    “It’s not the kid!” groaned Kenney. “I wasn’t right after all, was I? … It is! It’s Dick Rowan … .” He lunged toward the ring.


    A voice whose excitement came roaring through the loud-speaker announced ; “The new man in the ring is Dick Rowan, who fights Blackie Durlin next Friday.”


    There was an answering squeaking of many chairs against the floor as surprised men jumped to their feet to stare. And then Kenney saw Durlin backing up, defending himself desperately, while Dick Rowan drove in furiously for the kill!


    In an instant of silence which was inexplicable, considering the uproar in which it was framed, Kenney heard Blackie Durlin shout, “Are you crazy? We’re gunna be paid for this, next week. Back up, you fool! … . You will, will you? Take it, then, you sucker!”


    And with that beautiful right, that educated and scientific piston stroke, he clipped Dick Rowan on the button and sat him down heavily on the canvas.


    Blackie did not stay to gloat. He started through the ropes at once, but was delayed by a gloved hand that caught him by the ankle, then by the knee, as Rowan pulled himself to his feet. The crowd had closed in around the ring in one frantic, joyous rush. “It’s a fight! It’s real! It’s a grouch!” they were shouting.


    Kenney, sick with desperation, clove a way through the mob until he reached the ropes. “Stop it!” he shouted. “Get the cops! Stop it! … . Dick, are you trying to ruin me?”


    But even as he spoke he saw the terrible right of Durlin find Rowan’s mouth and knock out a crimson spray. Rowan went backward on stuttering heels, and Blackie Durlin, with the taste of slaughter deep in his throat, followed savagely.


    Kenney tried to dive through the ropes but a dozen hands caught him and wrenched him back. “Leave ’em have their fun!” said a voice at his ear, and an arm slid under his chin in a strangle hold. Looking across the ring, he saw Pop Jerney, with a red, apoplectic face, shouting a protest. The flat of a heavy hand struck Pop across the mouth and silenced him, leaving him agape to look at the disaster which was developing in the ring.


    “You wanted to make a killer of him, didn’t you?” demanded the sardonic voice of Joe at Kenney’s ear. “Well, you got what you want. He’s trying to kill, now … and look what he’s getting!”


    Kenney turned and plunged through the crowd like a diver through water. He had remembered his last resort, the mind which had saved him in emergencies before, and at the telephone he was shouting, presently “Edie, you gotta come! … Dooley’s Gym! … . Our gag worked too well That damn’ fool Rowan is over here picking a fight with Durlin … in the ring now … fighting for nothing … throwing fifty thousand dollars through the window … my money … my future … I’m going crazy! Crazy! … Maybe you can stop him!”


    He left the phone and rushed back through the crowd. He did not need to lift his eyes above the floor of the ring to see the story of what was happening.


    A sharply penetrating voice from somewhere near him, a woman’s voice, was saying coldly, “I hope the fool has his head knocked off. Why should he be fighting for nothing?” That was Martha, the brown-faced country girl.


    He could watch the slender, tapering legs of Rowan moving in, using the footwork which he and the great Donovan had taught him so carefully. It was beautiful footwork. Lovely footwork that presently broke down to an aimless stuttering. The crowd screamed, and Kenney heard the terrible blows of Blackie Durlin whacking home. Then the whole body of his fighter came into the ken of Windy Bill as Rowan hit the floor again.


    He pushed himself to his feet. Blood was dripping from his face now, but his eyes shone with an undimmed fire. His brain was alive, though his body was half senseless. As he stood erect, Durlin charged again. The reeling feet of Rowan carried him backward into a corner and did a crazy jig-dance there as the fists of Blackie beat home.


    “They was gunna pull down fifty thousand bucks for this!” yelled a joyous, laughing voice beside Kenney. “Oh, baby! Kill him, Blackie! Kill the bum!”


    Kenney looked up at last and saw the faces. Blackie, grinning like an ape, was trying for the knockout that the crowd desired. He kept himself well planted on both feet and heaved his weight behind every punch he threw. But his blows were no longer finding the button. Perhaps he had punched himself a little arm-weary. Perhaps a trifle of boxing skill had come back into the battered brain of Rowan as he glided in and out around Durlin. His face was a red mask with rents torn in it. He smiled a lopsided smile of disdain. In spite of the sickening beating he had taken, there was no sag in his knees, now. And, staring again into that smashed face, Kenney saw the reason. The ox-blue, the contentment, was gone from Rowan’s eyes forever. His own wounds mattered nothing to him, as he stepped in for the kill.


    Then the voice of Pop Jerney shrilled through the uproar: “Watch yourself, Blackie! He’s got himself together!”


    On the heel of that warning, Rowan flipped the short right jab into the face of Durlin’s rush, a beautiful little snapping punch with the weight of a slung shot behind it. Blackie stopped as though he had banged against a stone wall. And, as he stood still, Rowan drove the left to the body, stepped back a half-step, and hit again with a bent, stiffened arm. Durlin doubled over and tried to clinch.


    The noise ceased. Kenney saw Rowan’s feet lift to their toes. He could feel the left and right uppercuts with which Dick straightened his man.


    And there was Blackie Durlin standing with his guard down, and on his face a stupid, blurred smile. Yonder stood Rowan, measuring his man with the calm of an executioner.


    The short right-hander flicked out again. The spat of wet leather on Blackie’s chin rocked the brain of Kenney. He had asked for a killer, and now he was seeing the kill. A strange sickness of fear made Kenney roll his eyes, and he saw the same dreadful fascination on every face.


    Blackie was sinking toward the floor, but his knees would not give way completely. All the honest miles of road work were stiffening them now and holding him up to receive more punishment. Into that defenseless body Rowan sank the famous left hook. It doubled Blackie up and stuck out his chin as a perfect target. The trip-hammer right smacked that chin, and Blackie fell at last on his face.


    There was no count over him, because no count was needed, but it seemed to Kenney that a shadowy arm swayed up and down before his eyes, tolling out the seconds. It was Windy Bill Kenney who was knocked out of time and who would never come back to the glories of the whisky-flavored session of the crap game.


    Then he saw Rowan picking up the inert body of Durlin and carrying it with dragging heels toward a corner. He saw Rowan laughing, and a red spray blown from his lips.


    The brain of Windy Bill functioned only in intervals. In the first of these he found himself saying, “There’ll only be a postponement … . No, nobody’ll pay to see ’em fight in the ring when Dick’s already killed him in the gym.”


    Then somebody was saying, “Durlin won’t fight for a year. His jaw’s cracked. Bone broken clean across. That short right did it. Is that a honey or am I a sucker? … . Boxing Commission’ll disqualify Rowan … for fighting!”


    Then laughter.


    But the brain of Windy Bill was a spinning red madness as he made for his fighter.


    It was not altogether simple to reach Dick Rowan, at that moment, for a laughing, whooping crowd, drunken with unexpected pleasure, surrounded the hero. Windy Bill, standing on tiptoes, had only indistinct glimpses of a face still dripping red, as he shouted, “You’re ruled off for life! The Boxing Commission is gunna disqualify you for life! I tear up my contract … you’re on the streets!”


    This outbreak Dick Rowan listened to without the slightest sign of interest. He was waiting, patiently, for the encircling masses of the crowd to clear away so that he could get to the showers.


    Slim little brown-faced Martha was close by. Rowan heard her say, “I’ve warned you before, Dickie, if you’re on the street I’m not going to be there with you … . Poor Dick, has this woman done it to you? She can have you, as far as I’m concerned!”


    “This woman” turned out to be Edith Burns. Her hat had been knocked askew and half the Broadway jauntiness was gone from her as she stood in front of Rowan. And he, looking down at her, was saying, “Why were you with Durlin?”


    “It was only a chance, Dick. It didn’t mean anything,” she was telling him. “You’re the only thing that has any meaning.”


    “I’m finished having any meaning,” said Rowan. “I’m through, they say. I’m on the street.”


    “I’ll go there with you, then,” said Edie, and with the hundred to see she took Dick Rowan in her arms.


    After that, the pressure of the crowd was unresisted by Windy Bill. He allowed the movements of the throng to jostle him far back into a corner. “Has he got Edie?” gasped Windy Bill. "Has he got her? Hell, look what I gone and done!”


    “I’m Janssen, of the Morning Messenger,” said a voice beside him. “I’ve got the whole town scooped on this story, Kenney, but I’d like to have your statement, as manager … .”


    “I’m not the manager!” shouted Kenney. “I — I wash my hands of him!”


    “You poor damn’ fool! He’ll be champion in another six months,” said the reporter.


    “Him?” yelled Kenney. “The Boxing Commission will disqualify him for life!”


    “Not a chance,” said Mr. Janssen. “This mix-up in the gym will bring boxing back to life all over the country. It shows that the boys mean something when they get into the ring. It shows.


    Windy Bill lost the meaning of the words which followed. For he began to see, by horrible, dim degrees, that he had turned from the door of the golden treasure when the key was already in his hand. And then he mumbled, “Edie’s a good scout … she’ll fix things up for me.”

  

  
    
      Partners

    

    
      “Partners” was originally published in 1938 under the pen name Frederick Faust in The American Magazine.

    
  

  
    After September, no one takes Caldwell Pass because, although it is the shortest way west from Bisby, it is so high, so threatened with avalanches of snow and rubble. It has a bad name, also, for the northwest wind which, once it sights its way down the ravine, can blow frost even into the heart of a mountain sheep.


    This was a December day, but Tucker was spending the early afternoon in Caldwell Pass, sitting behind a stone with his rifle across his knees. Once a bird shadow slid over him. As it moved beside the rock it touched Tucker with a finger of ice and forced him to shift his position. But he waited with the patience of a good hunter until he heard the footfall come down the pass toward him. Then he slid the rifle out into the crevice of the rock. He waited till he could hear the man’s breathing. Then he said, “Hands up, Jack!”


    Huntingdon turned his back sharply. Seen from behind there was no trace of middle age about him. He looked as trim and powerful as a young athlete.


    The echo in the ravine had fooled him. “Well, Harry?” he was saying.


    “Keep your hands up. You’ll get it straight through the back of the head if you don’t,” said Tucker to the big man.


    He went out and laid the muzzle of the rifle against the base of Huntingdon’s skull. He held the gun under his right arm and patted the clothes of his partner with his left hand. He found the fat lump which the wallet made, and drew it out. There was no weapon.


    “All right, Jack. Turn around,” he said.


    Huntingdon turned. He was a bit white on each cheek, below the cheekbone. He kept on smiling.


    “How much did you take?” asked Tucker, with his gun still threatening.


    “I cleaned out the safe.”


    “You left me flat?”


    “I left you the house, the office, and the good will,” said Huntingdon.


    “I had the house and the office and the good will before you came,” said Tucker.


    “You had a mortgage on the house; nobody ever came to your office; and where was the good will?” asked Huntingdon.


    Tucker frowned. He had been telling himself that he was the mere executor of justice; but he might have known that the tongue of Huntingdon would turn this execution into murder.


    “Kind of surprised to find me here, aren’t you?” asked Tucker.


    “I’m surprised… a little.”


    “Why, I’ve always seen through you,” said Tucker. “I knew about you and Molly right from the first.”


    He laughed, without letting the laughter shake his body or the gun in his hands.


    “You never knew a wrong thing between us,” said Huntingdon.


    “Maybe there wasn’t anything wrong enough to get a divorce for,” said Tucker.


    “Molly’s dead,” said Huntingdon. “For God’s sake, Harry… she’s dead!”


    Tucker licked his lips. It pleased him to see the pain in Huntingdon’s eyes.


    “There’s more things than bedtime stories in the world,” he persisted. “There’s a sneaking into a man’s life and taking his wife away from him. There’s a holding together of eyes, when the hands don’t touch. There’s a way of just silently enduring the poor damned fool of a husband. There’s…! Oh, damn you! You rotten…!” He got out of breath and took a deep inhalation through his teeth. “I wish she could see you here, with the stolen money!” said Tucker.


    Huntingdon smiled. “I think you’re going to kill me.”


    Tucker looked at that handsome face with a dreadful amazement; for he saw that his partner was not afraid.


    “Before you put the bullet into me, though,” said Huntingdon, “I want to speak about the money. I’ve worked for ten years for you. Slaved. You called me a junior partner. But I was only a slave. At the end of that time, I had nothing.”


    “You know the kind of expenses…” began Tucker.


    “At the end of ten years,” said Huntingdon, “I find eighteen hundred dollars in the safe, and I take it. It’s the only way I’ll ever get a share. I take the money and get out. I thought I was going ten thousand miles to have elbow-room between us… But this way is about as good. It will put the greatest possible distance between us.”


    “Now, what in hell d’you mean by that?” asked Tucker.


    “You couldn’t understand.”


    “It’s too high for me to understand? It’s above me, maybe?” All at once Tucker screamed, “Take this, then! And this!”


    He fired as he was shouting. And the rifle went crazy in his hands. It missed twice. The third bullet hit Huntingdon between the knee and the hip. He sank slowly to the ground. The blood came up in a welter of dark red. It soaked his trouser leg at once and began to trickle down over the rock.


    “You’re too high for me, are you?” yelled Tucker. “Well, what you think now…? Another thing, damn you, and you listen hard to it. What you ever do with your life before you hooked up with me in the partnership? Just a bum. Just a rambling bum. Never did a thing. Isn’t that true? Speak out!”


    “It’s true,” said Huntingdon.


    “Never a damn’ bit of good to yourself or anybody else till you hooked up with me,” said Tucker.


    “That’s true, also,” said Huntingdon. He looked away from Tucker and smiled at the sky. “In a sense, I suppose, we needed each other; in a sense, perhaps we were ideal partners,” he said.


    Tucker began to laugh, and then a chill gust of wind stopped his breath, quickly, like a handstroke. It was not a mere breath of wind. It was the true northwester which had found the ravine and was sighting down it as down a gun barrel.


    He withdrew himself from his passion and, looking about him, saw that the sun was about to set. It was more than time for him to start back home. In spite of his fleece-lined coat, his teeth would be chattering long before he got out of the pass. He turned with the rifle toward big Huntingdon. His face was blue with cold. Tucker had lifted the gun butt to his shoulder, but now he lowered it again.


    “I’ve got to leave you, Jack,” he said. “But it’ll be thirty below in half an hour, with plenty of wind to drive the cold through you. You’re going to have a few minutes to think things over, and then… you’ll get sleepy!”


    He saw Huntingdon’s eyes widen; and then he was calm again.


    “Good bye, then,” said Huntingdon.


    “Ah, to hell with you!” snarled Tucker.


    He whirled, determined to run the entire distance down the pass in order to keep from freezing, but with his first springing step his feet shot from beneath him, because he had stepped in the blood that ran from Huntingdon. He came down heavily on his right knee, and heard the bone crunch like old wood.


    For an instant the pain leaped out of the broken bone and ached behind his eyes; then he forgot all about it because he realized that he was about to die. The northwest wind pitched its song an octave higher, and right through the heavy, fleece-lined coat it laid its invisible hand on the naked flesh of Tucker.


    Huntingdon’s voice said, cheerfully, “If you finish me off now, and take my clothes, the warmth of them will do you less good than the warmth of my body … . But if we haul to the windward of that rock and lie down close together … Sam Hillier comes through the pass tomorrow morning with his pack mules. We might last it out.”


    “Lie close together? You and me?” said Tucker, in a sort of horror. And then he saw that it was the only way.


    Moving was bitterest agony, but both he and Huntingdon got to the shelter of the big rock, and the salvation from the wind was like a promise of heaven that they still might live. Tucker lay flat on his back, his teeth set with a scream working up higher and higher in his throat. The cut of the wind grew less and less. He opened his eyes and saw that Huntingdon was piling smaller rocks on each side of the boulder so that the icy eddyings of the gale might not get at them.


    Afterward, Huntingdon lay down beside him, gathered him close.


    “What chance is there?” asked Tucker. “What chance, Jack?”


    “One in fifty,” said Huntingdon. And then, as he felt the shudder pass through Tucker’s body, he added, “Yes, or one in five. The thing to do is to keep on hoping, and talking.”


    “Ay, and we’ve things to talk about,” said Tucker.


    “We have,” answered Huntingdon.


    The warmth of Huntingdon’s body began to strike through Tucker’s clothes. He blessed God for it.


    “But man, man,” said Tucker, “what a fool you were to come up into Caldwell’s Pass on a December day without a heavy coat! Take the fleece-lined thing off me and put it over us both. And hope, Jack. It’s hope that keeps the heart warm!”

  

  
    
      The silent witness

    

    
      “The silent witness” was originally published in 1938 in Black Mask Detective Stories.

    
  

  
    Riddle pressed the Bentley bell and then held the doorknob while he stared through the glass into the downstairs hallway. It had the nakedly expectant look of all entrances to push-button apartment houses. The lock began to click rapidly; it kept on clicking after he had entered the hall and pressed the elevator button.


    Everything happened very slowly. He heard the elevator door slam shut above him, a deep-voiced humming began in the throat of the shaft and descended gradually toward him. The lighted elevator slid past the diamond-shaped peephole. It halted. The inner door was pushed clanging back by the ghostly fingers of the machine.


    He entered, pressed the button of Number 6, and watched the door slowly roll shut, obeying the electric mind. With a soft lurch the elevator started up the shaft.


    At the sixth floor the automatic brake stopped the car softly and the inner door rolled gradually back. This mechanized precision, this mindless deliberation, screwed up Riddle’s nerves to a breaking tension. He had to set his lips and his lean jaw and make ready to endure what he knew was ahead of him.


    Then the outer door of the elevator was snatched open by Gay Bentley. She leaned against the edge of it with her eyes so big and dark that she looked like a white-faced child. Riddle put his arm around her and closed the door while she clung to him, saying: “Dick … Dick … Dick …”


    He took her through the open door into the living-room of her apartment. It was exactly in order, disappointing the horrible expectation with which he had entered. The floor lamps cast two amber circles on the ceiling and two white pools on the floor. The huge litter of a Sunday newspaper lay scattered on the davenport and on the table there was a tall highball glass, almost full.


    “Where?” asked Riddle.


    She pointed toward the bedroom door. “I’ll come with you,” she said.


    He shook his head. “You sit here. No, lie down.”


    “I’ll go mad if I lie down,” said Gay. Her lips began to tremble and her eyes rolled, so he picked her up and laid her on the davenport amid the rustling of the newspaper.


    “You be quiet. Will you be quiet? Close your eyes!” commanded Riddle.


    She closed her eyes and he crossed the floor with the sense of her light, firm body still making his hands feel strong. He needed that strength of spirit when he entered the bedroom and saw Tom Bentley lying on the bed, far over against the wall with his right arm stretched out, pointing an automatic at his friend in the doorway. But Bentley’s half-open eyes were drowsily considering something on the white of the ceiling instead of Riddle, and a spot of deep purple appeared on his temple with one thin, watery line of blood running down from it.


    Riddle went back into the living-room where Gay Bentley already was off the couch and sitting on the piano stool with her face in her hands. She started up to face Riddle. He wandered to the table and picked up the unfinished highball. When he tasted it, he found the whisky good but the drink was tepid; it had come to the room temperature.


    “The police?” whispered the girl. “Do we have to call the police?”


    He sipped the tepid highball again before he put down the glass.


    “I want a drink, Gay,” he said.


    “Take this. It’s mine but I don’t want it.”


    “This? This is yours?” he asked, looking suddenly at her.


    “Ah, but you like a man’s drink,” she nodded, unobservant. “I’ll make you a fresh one.”


    She passed him on the way to the pantry, and clung close to him again for an instant.


    “Oh, Dick,” she whispered, “think what animals we are! When I found him, my mind stopped, and all I could do was to come out here and go through the motions of mixing a drink … Think of that! And then I remembered you. Thank God for you! Thank God for you!”


    She went on to the pantry.


    “How do you want it?” she called.


    “Just like yours,” said Riddle. He saw his own pale, thin face in the glass above the fireplace and stared at the gloomy image entranced.


    “Just like mine?” she repeated, surprised. “But two lumps of ice, you always take.”


    “No. Just like yours. One lump. That will do,” said Riddle.


    She brought the drink back to him, and he sank down into a chair at the table. He put his chin on his fist and stared at nothingness. The girl stood behind him with her hands on his shoulders.


    “Poor Tom!” she said. “I know you loved him, Dick, but try not to take it too hard. He was unhappy, you know.”


    “I knew,” said Riddle, “and I kept away from him for a month … Was it money, Gay?”


    “No,” she answered.


    “It had to be debts that drove him to it. There was nothing else,” insisted Riddle.


    “There was something else,” she replied.


    “What under heaven?” asked Riddle, jerking up his head so that his face almost touched hers.


    “Jealousy, Dick,” said the girl.


    “Jealousy?” cried Riddle. “Jealousy of you, Gay?”


    She made a pause, with her face still close to his, before she answered carefully and gently, as though to a child:


    “You know we haven’t been so very happy together, lately.”


    “After a few years, the bubble and zip goes out of most marriages,” said Riddle.


    “Ah, it was more than that,” she answered.


    “You mean there was a definite reason for his jealousy?” demanded Riddle. “You mean that there was another man?”


    She was silent again before she answered just above a whisper: “Ah, Dick, you blind, blind fellow!”


    Riddle reached up and caught one of her hands from his shoulder. “What the devil do you mean, Gay?” he asked.


    “He knew I loved someone else,” said the girl.


    “Who?” asked Riddle.


    She pulled to get free. “I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t talk about it,” she said. “Not to you.”


    Riddle let her hand go.


    “You mean that I’m the man?” he said.


    She gave him no answer but walked across the room to the window and stood there looking out. A breeze came in from moment to moment and set her bright hair shimmering over the smooth and soft of her neck. She stood there an eternity of minutes. The silence between them—between her beauty and his friendship with the dead man—that silence sang on for minutes.


    He tasted her drink on the table then, quickly, took a small swallow from his own glass. After that he glanced at his watch. The silence drew out in length like a dark thread …


    “You know that Tom was my best friend?” he asked.


    “I know everything,” said the girl. “It was because he cared about you so much that I first began to care—too …”


    Her voice broke a little. Riddle went to her and took her by the shoulders. He seated her firmly in a chair.


    “That’s all to be talked about afterward,” he told her. Then, walking up and down the room, he said: “Tell me what you know about it.”


    She lay back in the chair with her head partly turned away from him and her eyes almost closed, and sometimes a smile that was characteristic of her when she talked appeared on her lips. Now, at thirty, wrinkles pinched her eyes a little at the corners but her smile was still very lovely. She talked slowly.


    “I went out just before five. I couldn’t remember but I thought I had a tea engagement with Martha Gilbert and I couldn’t get her on the phone. I didn’t find Martha. I ran into Jud Mowbray a little later, and he insisted on cocktails. I didn’t want one, but I sort of had to … After a while I left him and got back here at around a quarter to six. And I found Tom—like that; and then I telephoned to you.”


    Riddle nodded.


    “You saw Tom and he was dead—of his own hand. Then you poured yourself this drink and then you telephoned to me.”


    “What does the drink matter?” she asked, with a sudden curiosity.


    “The police always want to know everything,” said Riddle. “They eat up every detail. And I’ll have to ring them in a moment. You poured yourself this drink about forty-five minutes ago, let’s say?” “Yes. Almost exactly.”


    He sipped her drink, carefully, and then tried his own. He said nothing—endlessly.


    “Then by the time I arrived,” he finally said, “your drink hadn’t been standing more than twenty minutes, had it?”


    “No. Of course not … Dick, what’s the matter with you?”


    “Nothing,” said Riddle, standing up and seeing the white of his face in the glass again. Then he glanced at his wrist. A half hour had come—and gone.


    He went to the telephone but paused there for a long moment until she asked: “What’s in your mind, Dick?”


    “I was thinking of the first days out of college when Tom and I were fighting our way up.”


    “You fought your way up,” said Gay Bentley, “and Tom kept sliding back in spite of all his scratching. He was a derelict before the end and the only thing that drew him along was the towline you threw to him, Dick, darling … .”


    He picked up the receiver and began to dial.


    “I want the police,” he said.


    “Not so soon, Dick!” cried the girl. “I don’t want their dreadful, blunt faces near me. I couldn’t stand them!”


    “This is One Forty-two East Hargreave Street,” said Riddle. “On the sixth floor, apartment D, Thomas Bentley is dead. It is murder … .” He hung up.


    “Murder? Murder?” cried the girl. “Dick, what are you talking about?”


    “About a man I loved, and a woman I used to love, too,” said Riddle, “and an alibi rotten all the way through.”


    He sipped from the glasses on the table, one after the other.


    “This drink of mine has been standing here for half an hour, but it’s still cold,” he said. “It still will be cold when the homicide squad arrives and hears me testify that your glass was room temperature when I came in …”


    “Dick, what do you mean?” she gasped. “What crazy idea is in your head?”


    “My idea,” said Riddle, “is that you were out of the house to collect your alibi, but you poured your drink, here, before you left, and all the time you were away the highball was going ahead like an automatic machine gathering warmth and registering murder. You killed Tom.”


    She went to pieces, flew at him, beggingly.


    “Dick, throw the stuff out of the window! Dick, you wouldn’t kill me, would you? Not like a rat; you wouldn’t kill me, Dick, would you?” she sobbed to him. “I needed a drink—to do it! But, Dick, because I love you—oh, throw it away!”


    He covered the glass with his hand. He could not look at her but he knew she was shrinking away from him now—toward the door. And then that she had slipped out into the hallway, running.


    Now she would be pressing the button of the elevator frantically; but he knew with what an unhurried steadiness it would respond.


    A siren screamed out of the distance and turned loose its howling in Hargreave Street. Riddle opened his eyes as he listened, and in the mirror the white image stared back at him in astonishment and horror.

  

  
    
      Half a partner

    

    
      “Half a partner” was originally published in 1939 in Blue Book.

    
  

  
    He dreamed that heavy male voices were carrying on an argument near him; but what wakened him was something between the death-screech of a rabbit and the high whine of the buzz-saw when it comes ringing through the wood. He sat up, blinking. It was as hot under blankets in the cabin as though the stove were going full blast. He reached from his bunk, pushed open the door, and looked out at the first day of spring. Up there in the mountains, that was the way it came sometimes, when the sky cleared and the wind blew out of the warm south. The conversational grumbling was the breaking-up of the ice down in Tumble Creek; and that last outcry was the scream of an eagle. Above the brilliant wrack of the land-mist two of them were up there fighting, black against the sun, the bald-headed old veteran from the Sugarloaf, and some ambitious stranger. Now one of the pair folded his wings, dropped half a mile like a stone, and skidded away up Tumble Valley, leaving a scream behind him … .


    Edson got out of his blankets and stood up. The effort made him dizzy. The winter had walled them in with white iron for five months; and during the last six weeks they had been on starving rations of flour-and-onion flapjacks. Twenty pounds of necessary muscle had been thumbed away from his body by the famine, and by the hard work of drilling in the quartzite of their prospecting shaft. His knees were crazy with weakness, and the blood sang in his head as he called out: “Hi, Marty! It’s here. The big thaw is on! We can get through! We can get out!”


    Marty rolled from his side to his back and lay still, groaning. His face looked greenish-white. Toby Edson shook him by the shoulder. “Spring! It’s spring!” he shouted. “Wake up, Marty!”


    “Suppose we get through, what of it? Spring, hell! We’re still stony broke,” said Marty, without opening his eyes.


    That was true. Edson almost had forgotten. They were flat. They hadn’t fifteen cents between them.


    “We’ll go down and talk some credit out of old Marshall in the store,” declared Edson.


    Fordyke pushed himself up with his long arms and gaped as he stared at that steaming brilliance which rose over the valley. He was so weak that even when he sat still, he wavered a little. With a failing heart, Edson studied that sick face and the unsteadiness of the head.


    The effort of speech twisted the lip of Fordyke into a sneer.


    “It’s no good,” he said. “I’m too done in to make the trip. And if you go alone, nobody’ll give you credit.”


    He shook his head with a slow movement. The sneer of nausea or of doubt was still on his mouth, and Edson hated the sight of it. He fought against the admission that there was weakness of spirit as well as weakness of body in his friend. Besides, there was a touch of cruelty in Fordyke when he hinted at Edson’s damaged reputation.


    “You stay here and take it easy,” said Edson. “I’ll go down and come back with Buster loaded with chuck. I’ll raise the wind somehow, or be damned.”


    “Now don’t be a fool,” cautioned Fordyke. “You want to get another notch on your gun?”


    


    Sudden anger seized Edson. He was as weak as a woman, as an invalid. As a matter of actual fact, there were no notches on his gun; but people had insisted on building up a legend about him. He was too ready with his tongue and his fists, that was all. Wherever there was a fight in which guns were pulled, rumor had a way of hitching Edson’s name to the trouble. He had taken a certain ride in that dangerous reputation until e started asking Mary Darnley once a month to marry him, and discovered that she really meant it when she said no. After that, when he wanted to hit anyone, he put his hands in his pockets. Finally he sewed himself up for at least one peaceful winter by staking out a claim with his friend Martin Fordyke up on Tumble Mountain. He had a double purpose in this move, for it not only would enable him to grow accustomed to the ways of peace, but also it would be tying the hands of Fordyke, who was Mary’s most preferred young man. No matter what Mary had said, Edson was not yet licked.


    He was perfectly willing to admit that Fordyke was a finer fellow and much more worthy of Mary, but he wanted to study that superiority at close quarters. Perhaps he could imitate it in the end. All winter long he had been trying to reach into the mind of his friend, and all winter he failed to discover the charm which made Mary love Fordyke.


    He got into his clothes and took his thoughts outside the cabin for a moment. Old Buster, the white-faced mule, who was down the shoulder of the mountain pawing away snow to get at the bunch grass which grew scantily here and there, put back his ears in recognition of one of his masters. The thaw was on with a vengeance, and the air filled with a conversational whisper as the snow melted into runlets of water, trickling down Tumble Mountain. Faint thunder rolled across Tumble Valley, and through the dazzle of the mist he saw Pinckney Falls running a streak of silver down the face of the cliff. Perhaps already the ice was gone from the thousand granite steps of the trail.


    He went back into the cabin, started a fire, shook the last flour out of the sack, chopped up an onion, and fried that revolting mess in pork-grease.


    “That’s every damned bit we have,” commented Fordyke. “If you can’t get through, we starve, eh?”


    “We starve,” answered Edson briefly, and helped Fordyke to a major portion of that last meal.


    He had put in more time with single jack and double jack, during the winter, drilling at the quartzite, which was as hard as steel and as sticky as gum; therefore he had lost more pounds than Fordyke—bat he was fed from a well of extra nerve energy that made him the leader and gave finality to his decisions. He managed to get down that breakfast before he pulled the saddle on Buster and shoved a gun into the saddle-holster.


    “I finished drilling that hole yesterday,” he told Fordyke, who leaned weakly in the doorway, "If you want to kill time, why not shoot it this morning?”


    Fordyke merely answered: “Suppose you find Solomon’s Stairway greased up with ice from the top to the bottom?”


    “Then we’ll save time by sliding down,” said Edson.


    “You’ll slide to hell, you mean,” commented Fordyke; but there was no real concern in his voice. It was as though the famine had starved out even the strength of their friendship, Edson kept thinking about that ail the way to the head of Solomon’s Stairway, where more than a hundred broken ledges made a sort of imperial descent into the valley mists. The mule went down with deli* cate steps, studying his footing with wise eyes, while Edson stared grimly ahead, not at the danger, but at his interview with old Marshall at the store.


    


    Fordyke, seated in the sun, dozed in a snakelike torpor for some time, but his knees were steadier under him when he pulled himself to his feet.


    He went up to the shaft which told the hard, hungry story of the last months, There they had broken their hands and hearts for half a year, following a mere ghost of color that refused to widen into a workable vein; but Edson, who found the dim trace of gold, had refused to give up. It angered Fordyke to think how he had been mastered from the first by that dominant nature. Fighting dogs are fools; fighti.ng men are fools; therefore Edson was a fool, and Fordyke was a greater fool for following him into the mountains like a half-wit hunting for the rainbow’s pot of gold.


    The damp cold of the winter was still in the shaft. He carried a light to the drilled hole which Edson had left; for a week, now, his own starved arms had not been able to manage even an eight-pound hammer. He set the dynamite charge, lighted the fuse, and went outside, where the sun gave down on him a warm rain of strength. Then came the explosion. It was not a good, hard shot. By the sound of it, he knew that it had bootlegged; and something told him that would be the last hole they drilled in that stubborn vein. When he went in, he examined the effects of the shot negligently. The powder now knocked out a hole six inches wide at the mouth and smashed the ejected rock into the opposite wall of the shaft. He leaned over the little pile of debris with the lantern for a casual glance.


    


    At first he thought that it was a mere yellow glint from the lantern-light. But it was more solid than that: he could lift it between thumb and forefinger.


    He jumped back to the hole which the explosion had left. Lantern-light refused to crawl down the narrows of that little opening. He lighted a match. The sulphur fumes made him cough the flame out. He lighted another. And now he saw it clearly, like a smudge of sunshine on one side of the little funnel. He plucked at jt. Something came away, and he ran with it to the sunlight.


    The thing made in his hand a jagged streak like a miniature lightning-stroke! It was wealth, If the vein held, it was dollars in tens of thousands.


    He held that bit of wire-gold against his breast and shook his fist at the sky. His thought leaped across the blue and dazzle of Tumble Valley into the cushions of a Pullman, into the prow of a transatlantic liner; and all the domes and spires of the ancient world crowded up into his imaginings thicker than the pine trees of the lower valley.


    The head of a climbing' beast came nodding up over the shoulder of the mountain then; not the long, flopping ears of Buster returned from a vain attempt, but the beautiful bony head of a thoroughbred. He knew the girl by the horse almost sooner than he distinguished her face. It was Mary Darnley, and he blessed the sight of the panniers that her Gavvigan horse was bearing, Now she was dismounting at the door of the cabin; now she was holding up a whole ham by the hanging noose.


    Fordyke ran toward her, stumbling, like a lucky sinner toward the gate of heaven.


    “Marty, are you sick? Or have you been starving?” she was crying out at him. “Why didn’t you come down to us? Was it the trail?” She was loving him with her eyes as she spoke.


    “Partly ice, partly Toby. He’s too damned proud to borrow until he has starved half a year.”


    He remembered that she belonged to him, and stooped to kiss her; then he was lifting the covers of the panniers and peering at their contents. It was hardly necessary to look. All the sweet kitchen fragrances of his knowledge—Thanksgiving and Christmas piled headlong together—set him laughing with a crazy delight.


    The girl laughed a little too, out of sheer sympathy. “Has it panned out?” she asked. “Is Toby the wild fellow people think, or has he really the great heart that I used to mention? —Where is he now?”


    “Rustling grub … . He’s O.K.,” said Fordyke, plumbing the pannier.


    Something small and bright flashed from his hand to the ground. The girl picked it up. It was a crooked bit of wire, a shining spider-thread of gold. The excited grip of her hand covered it.


    “Marty, have you had any luck in the mine?” she cried.


    “Luck? Luck?” He looked up at her with suddenly narrowed eyes. “Not a trace. Ghost-gold,” he said.


    A sudden coldness of shadow fell across her heart while she listened to the lie. As she stared at him, he seemed to be receding into a new distance.


    


    Toby Edson got down into the valley on a skidding, stumbling mule; but the ice was dissolving every moment, and he found muddy trails in the lowland. He let the mule go on at a shambling trot, but the farther he went, the more certain he grew that he never could talk ten cents’ worth of credit out of old Marshall at the Crowfoot store. Instead, where the trails branched, he took the way toward Tumbletown. He could pawn the saddle, if necessary, and return bareback; but return with food he must. The green-white of Marty’s face lay in the back of his mind like the whole horror of the winter, visualized. Then he came over the shoulder of Sullivan Hill, and saw Pete Doring coming up the trail, two loops beneath him. The instant he laid eyes on the man, Toby Edson knew what he would do—and he dismounted at once.


    Doring was an unusual genius who inherited his father's money and talent as a moneylender, together with a special set of vices that were all his own. Among other things, he could forget his gambling debts. Toby Edson, remembering a scene in the back room of Patterson’s saloon, spat on the ground in scorn and disgust. Then he pulled a bandana across the bridge of his nose, close up to the eyes, and knotted it behind his head. He left Buster deep in the brush, and stepped to the trail side as big Pete Doring brought his horse into a canter at the top of the hill. Edson came out of the shrubbery with the gun leveled.


    Doring leaned as though to ride for his life. He changed his mind and wrenched his pony to a stop. As he slid down from the saddle, he began to whine: “Is that you, Bill? I know you, Bill, old boy. They been telling lies about me, Bill. Don’t—”


    He kept his hands reaching for the sky while his eyes watched the revolver with a sort of amazed horror. Edson reached inside the loose of Doring’s coat and pulled out a wallet. Doring groaned. He twisted his body as though his vitals were being drawn out of him.


    He pleaded: “Bill, will you listen to me? I swear to God the money in there aint all mine. I’ve got old Doc Shore’s cash in there. You wouldn’t want old Doc Shore to be a beggar all the rest of his life, would you? You wouldn’t go and do that, would you? Bill—”


    His knee snapped up as he spoke. It knocked Edson’s gun-hand high into the air and sent the revolver spinning away. Doring plunged into a clinch. An animal screeching of delight kept working in his throat from the moment he got his grip on Edson and felt that weakened body crumple. Edson found himself picked up like a child and flung with the weight of Doring crashing down on him.


    Half of his life went out on a dark wave. Doring, with a bestial, laughing face, had him by the throat, beating his head against the ground, He struck at Poring’s chin. His fist merely glanced across as though the laughter of Doring had blown it away. He jerked the arm back again, the elbow pointed. It struck home against the temple. A thousand electric wires went jangling up his arm, numbed to the shoulder; but Doring’s weight spilled over him loose as water, and lay still.


    He rolled that bulk away. A point of leather dangling from Doring’s saddle he tore away. That served as a cord to tie the hands of the big fellow behind his back, When he picked up his gun, Doring had not moved —He made a snoring sound as though he were enjoying a peaceful sleep. His mouth was open, blowing muddy water away from his lips, for his face was in a shallow pool, Edson opened the wallet, took out a five- dollar bill, and tossed the wallet into the mud. Then he returned to Buster.


    


    The best way was straight back over the top of the hifl. He wanted speed, but all he could get out of Buster was a rocking-horse gallop slower than a man could run, Perhaps that was why bad luck overtook him. Besides, he had been a fool. He should have looked on the off side of Doring’s horse for the holstered rifle which was fitted there. He was up on the top of Sullivan’s Hill when a blow struck him behind the shoulder and ran a long needle of pain through it. Afterward came the ringing report of the rifle … .


    In the woods just beyond the crest of the hill he stopped. Doring did not follow, so he dismounted and peeled off shirt and undershirt. Hardly any blood came from the back orifice, but plenty ran out of the wider mouth in front.


    He could move the shoulder without extra pain, which meant that no bone had been broken. The bleeding was the thing to stop. Inside the bark of a dead stump he found wood-rot that pulverized to dust. With that in the cup of his hand, he padded the mouths of the wound. Then with his teeth and rhjht hand he tore the undershirt into strips and bandaged his shoulder. Afterward he huddled into the flanpel shirt. He unstrapped his short mackinaw coat from behind the saddle, and put that on also. Finally he crawled up the side of Buster and started for Crowfoot.


    There were no wits at all in his left arm. He kept the hand in a trousers’ pocket as he jogged on. Of course after this he could not show himself at the store; but he remembered old Mexican Carlos, who used to peddle gin jn the prohibition days. Carlos never had spent much time in jail, because he possessed the ability to keep his mouth shut; he kept it closed on this day when Toby, with his left hand still in his pocket, stood by the mule and asked for bacon, coffee, flour, molasses, eggs, and half a sack of apples, Carlos brought the stuff out, took the money, and offered no change; he merely looked at Toby with his old unwinking eyes and with his smile. It was not really a smile, but a folding of the lips over toothless gums. Toby forgot all about his change and rode away with a slight shuddering in his spinal marrow.


    He licked the dry of his lips and started for Tumble Mountain. The pain was bad, and it grew worse. The left arm swelled. He hooked the left hand inside his collar to give it a higher support, but the arm kept on swelling. The pain was everywhere, particularly in the wrist, so that sometimes he felt as though the bullet had clipped through him at that point.


    He ate two apples, and each one cleared a fainting fit away, washing the darkness out of his eyes. That was the way he reached the cabin, late in the afternoon. The feet of the mule were silent in the soft of the earth, so that when he dismounted and stood in the doorway, they had had no token of his coming.


    His eyes would not believe what they saw. The whole table was heaped with food!


    There was a story, somewhere, about the pelican that gave her blood for her young. He had had a feeling that he would be giving life to Marty, like that. Even that, according to his code, was not a repayment for the long months of their suffering and steady friendship; but it was the right sort of gesture. And now it was taken away from him. It was an empty hand that he offered, compared to what lay on that table.


    


    Instead of a pale face, Marty was flushed; there were glimmering, half- drunken lights of happiness in his eyes. He sang out: “Hi! He got it! Good old Toby, he did talk credit out of Marshal … . You can wring whisky out of iron, then, Toby. But come on in and sink a tooth in some of this stuff Mary brought. I’ll carry in what you got.”


    Then Mary was holding his hand and examining him with anxious eyes.


    “You can’t be here. I’m not seeing straight,” he told her.


    “I had an idea you might be short of chuck,” she said. “When I saw the thaw had started and heard the water running, I' packed up some things and just came along.”


    He nodded understandingly: “Marty—that’s right. You had to get through to Marty.”


    “And to you, Toby,” she said.


    “Sure,” he nodded, grinning. “Because I’m his partner, and that gives me a share in you. I got some of the shine of your eyes, anyway; he gets the rest.”


    “You’re sick, Toby,” Mary asserted. “You’re out on your feet.”


    “I’m a little tired, that’s all,” he told her. “That damned old Buster mule has more ways of going than you can shake a stick at, and they’re all wrong.”


    She kept watching him, silently, and her eyes seemed to say: “Highway robbery—ten years in the pen for that.”


    So he turned to Marty, saying: “Shoot that hole this morning?”


    “I shot it,” said Marty, his back turned. “Same old story. Drew another blank.”


    “We’ll have to pull out of here,” nodded Toby Edson.


    “We certainly will!” agreed Marty, lugging in a sack of potatoes. “Sit down there and take a wallop at that chuck, will you?”


    “Later on. It looks great,” answered Edson. “I’ll stretch out on the bunk a minute.”


    He lay down. Individual weights closed his eyes. He could not get enough air unless his lips were parted.


    The voice of Mary, as far away as a singing bird, said: “There’s a brandy flask in my saddle pocket. Get it for me, Marty.”


    


    Presently an arm went under his head, and he breathed a small thin fragrance.


    “What’s the big idea?” asked Edson. “I don’t have to be coddled.”


    She kept on lifting his head. Her face was so close to him that he could see only the lips and the chin and the throat. She was as brown as an Indian. No, it was a golden brown. She held the flask at his mouth. He took a big swallow.


    “That’s great,” said Edson.


    “What happened?” asked the girl.


    “Nothing … . Mountain sickness, maybe … . What do you mean?”


    “Why do you keep that left hand in the pocket?” she insisted.


    “Why not?” he asked. “It’s at home there.”


    “Don’t be such a damned big brave man,” said the girl. “You’re sick with pain. What’s the matter?”


    “Wait a minute!” exclaimed Marty.


    He hurried from the cabin, and came back carrying the revolver.


    “It’s all right,” he said with a breath of relief. “It hasn’t been fired. I just thought for a minute, Toby—”


    “Don’t be a damn’ fool,” said Toby. “I’ll be taking a whack at that chuck.”


    He forced himself to the table and sat down. A small roast chicken was half demolished. He took a drumstick and began to eat it. Somehow the meat stuck in his throat.


    “Why don’t you use both hands?” asked the girl softly.


    “Don’t bother me, Mary,” he said. “Let me take my ease in mine inn, will you?”


    “What the devil is it all about?” asked Marty rather angrily.


    “He’s done something,” said the girl.


    Toby glanced sharply at her. There were tears in her eyes.


    “He paid more than cash for what he brought back to you, Marty,” she went on. “Is it the arm? Is it the shoulder, Toby? Are you going to make a stranger of me? Do you think that I’d talk?”


    “Talk be damned!” cried out Fordyke at the door. “Toby, whatever you did, the devil and all is coming after you. There’s Sheriff Pete Grieve coming up the trail hell-bent!”


    Toby got himself out into the open. He had a crazy idea of grabbing the mule and attempting flight. Then the reasonable part of his brain stopped him. Sheriff Pete Grieve was dismounting, now, beside them. He stood with his hands on his hips, looking like an older General Buster. He had a gray beard trimmed down sharp, as it were, by the wind of hard galloping.


    He waved a greeting to them and said: “All right, Edson. You’d better be coming along with me.”


    “O.K.” nodded Toby. “What’s the charge?”


    “Assault and highway robbery,” said the Sheriff. “As long as you were assaulting somebody, I’m glad you picked out that skunk of a Doring. But we’re going to put you away, Edson.” He gathered high heat and anger as he spoke. “You’ve been handy with your fists and handy with your gun for a long time, young fellow; and now we’re going to put you away where you’ll have a good long rest. They can have their damned dirty gunmen in New York and Chicago but this is too far West for that sort of work. Get your clothes and come along with me.”


    


    Edson nodded and stepped back into the cabin. It was as though the bullet had pierced him again, deeper down through his body.


    Marty talked more with his hands than with his tongue. He kept making confused gestures of protest and stammering: “Can’t you give him a break, Sheriff?”


    “How do you know that it was Toby Edson?” asked the girl.


    She kept her eyes on Marty, not on Pete Grieve, as she spoke.


    “Know it was Edson? Why,” said Pete Grieve, “Doring saw that white-faced mule, Buster; and he knew right away who must be riding him.”


    “Well, Marty could have ridden Buster, couldn’t he?” she asked.


    Pete Grieve shrugged. “Marty’s always been a peaceable sort of kid.”


    “But he’s Toby’s partner,” pointed out Mary, “And what would you do, Mr. Grieve, if you saw a partner of yours half starved? Wouldn’t you even do robbery to get food for him?”


    


    She kept looking at Marty as she talked. The Sheriff argued: “What’s the big idea, anyway? What’s all this partner stuff?”


    “Why, you know what it is,” answered the girl. “That’s why we’re better than the people back East. We have higher mountains and bigger friends, out here in the West.”


    The Sheriff grunted. But Marty, with fascinated eyes, was watching a delicate little thread of golden light which Mary stroked with the tips of her fingers, absently.


    “You mean that Marty and Toby are as thick as all that?” demanded Pete Grieve.


    “They’re partners, aren’t they?” asked Mary. She kept smiling, but the irony gave a new ring to her voice. “And partners out West would die for each other, wouldn’t they?”


    “What about it, Marty?” asked the Sheriff. “Did you go down there and stick up Doring?”


    Fordyke narrowed his eyes as though he were looking at something far across the valley.


    “I went down there and held up Doring,” he said.


    The girl started. She cried out: “No —Marty!” But then her words stopped with her lips parted over the last of them, and a brightness still working in her eyes.


    “I might’ve known it was a kind of joke when Doring’s whole wallet wasn’t taken,” commented the Sheriff. “But even if it’s a first offense, highway robbery aint a joke. The judge is gunna give you a right smart bit of hell for this, Marty! Get on that mule and come along with me!”


    The girl ran up to Fordyke and caught his hands. “It won’t be a great thing, Marty dear,” she said. “The judge will only give you a reprimand and a suspended sentence, or something like that.  … . He would have given Toby twenty years … . But it’s no great thing to you.”


    “I guess it’s a great enough thing,” said Marty. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I? And he’s got you; and he has the kind of hands that’ll keep you, too.”


    She kissed him. “I do love you, Marty,” she whispered.


    “Yeah. A little,” he agreed. “But there’s more to Toby. He’s more man. And God bless you—the two of you!”


    That was why Edson came to the door of the cabin with a saddle-bag of his things in his hand only to see the Sheriff with Marty Fordyke dropping out of sight down the trail. He blinked for a moment at that strange sight before some sort of vague understanding came to him. Then he started to cry out, and broke into a stumbling run in pursuit. The girl caught him and held him.


    “They’re gone!” she cried at him. “You can’t catch them, Toby.”


    He stopped struggling to be gone, and looked up into the sky as the whole beauty of the situation came over him abruptly.


    “He wants to go in my place!” murmured Toby. “My God, Mary, d’you understand that? I thought he was only half a partner. I thought he was only half a man. But he’s gone in my place! Lend me Gavvigan, and I’ll catch up with them!”


    “You can’t have Gavvigan,” said the girl. “And don’t you understand? They won’t be hard on Marty. He won’t get as much as thirty days.”


    “But why? Why did he do it? Is he that much man?”


    “He did it because you stood up against guns to bring back food to him. And he’d struck enough luck today to make him big-hearted … . Look!”


    “Wait a minute! Wire gold? Wire gold?” he shouted.


    “He was keeping it back. The hole he shot this morning ripped open a pocket of it. He was saving it to tell you later, when you were a little steadier on your pins. You understand, Toby?”


    “It knocks me silly,” he told her. “Not prison—not stripes and all that—but gold … . And still, I can’t see Marty going in my place. He can’t be that much man!”


    “Toby, he is, he is!” cried the girl. “He’s going in your place because he knows that I love you!”


    Edson put back a hand and gripped the edge of the door. “Don’t laugh when you say that, honey,” he warned her.


    “Do I seem laughing?” she asked.


    “No—more crying,” said Edson. He got his one arm around her.


    “There’s a kind of a God in this, isn’t there?” he asked. “And He’s a great God, Mary; because he made a man like Marty Fordyke.”

  

  
    
      Our daily bread

    

    
      “Our daily bread” was originally published in 1940 in Wine on the Desert and other stories.

    
  

  
    Mrs. Sidney M. Lester used to come into the grocery store of Kahn & Seidelman every day in the busy time about five-thirty. She looked things over, from the boxes of red apples to the rich hams and golden-brown chickens under the glass of the delicatessen counter. Those bologna sausages, broadly sliced across, those glittering heaps of potato salad, overstrewn with parsley, and the various new touches which came into the store from the kitchen of Minnie Seidelman. Sometimes, but that was in the early days before Kahn & Seidelman understood, one of them asked Mrs. Lester if she were being served. On those occasions she priced some of the delicacies and learned with undying interest, over and over again, that the little tubes of anchovy paste were sixty-five cents and that the dabs of pâté cost seventy-five; and three dollars and a half for one tiny little jar of caviar always caused Mrs. Sidney M. Lester to nod her head and look out of the corner of a speculative eye, as though she were telling herself that she must remember this when she gave her party next week.


    But the party never came, and in six months of constant patronage Mrs. Lester never bought five cents’ worth of provisions of any kind from the store of Kahn & Seidelman. But every day, at about five-thirty, she stole a loaf of bread and walked with dignity into the street.


    It would not be easy for most women to steal a loaf of bread. A loaf is about the clumsiest object in the world to conceal. But Mrs. Sidney M. Lester wore a short cloak of black silk, and when she picked up the loaf, she held it between her hip and the pinch of her left elbow, so that it was very well concealed by the cloak. These loaves, you understand, were not the ordinary blocks, soft, pulpy, cellophane-wrapped articles which you get in most stores. Instead, they were long, brown-crusted French loaves which come out of the oven of Minnie Seidelman’s own kitchen. If you know what good bread is, go over there to Lexington Avenue this very day and buy a loaf of Minnie Seidelman’s bread. It has a good smack to it, I can tell you; with a bottle of milk and an apple, it will make you a fine meal. And every day, at about five-thirty, when the store was filled with shopping women who had finished their day’s work and were getting food for supper, Mrs. Sidney M. Lester stole a loaf of that beautiful bread and took it away.


    Bernie Kahn saw it first of all.


    Bernie is a good boy. He is in high school now, when a lot of youngsters begin to put on airs; but Bernie has no nonsense about him, and when he comes home from school, he rushes through with his homework and then hurries over to help at the store during the rush hour. His cousin, Abe Seidelman, is following that good example, shamed into it. And of course Ruth Kahn and sweet little Rose Seidelman are always around to help out. It’s a wonderful thing, the way the Kahns and Seidelmans work together and in their own families find all the help that they need for everything. By the way, Rose Seidelman is the pretty one with the high color. If you say that the apples are not as red as her cheeks, she lifts up a quick hand and touches one of them and looks as surprised as though she never had heard this remark in her life before.


    But to go back to Bernie, he was the one who discovered the thefts. He was not one of those headlong young fools who shout out the first guess that comes into the head. The first day he suspected. What did he do? The second day he counted every loaf in the stack just before Mrs. Sidney M. Lester went out past the bread counter. And then he counted them again after she went by and found out, as he suspected, that the store was one loaf shy. Any other boy would have talked then and there, but Bernie is really a boy in a thousand. He waited until the next day, and the next day’s theft, and then he trailed Mrs. Sidney M. Lester around the corner to the old place which had been turned into a rooming house. When she went in, he looked at the names under the mail boxes and discovered that she lived on the west side of the top floor. When Bernie was thoroughly equipped with this information, he went back to the store, took his father aside, and told him the news.


    The brow of his father darkened, but he said nothing. Bernie did not talk about it to the others. He watched his father and kept his mouth shut.


    You never saw a boy like Bernie. Nothing can keep him from getting on in the world.


    His father, Jake Kahn, is unlike the physical tradition of his family. Martha Kahn has cooked for her entire family with wonderful success all the days of her married life, but she can’t put a pound on Jake. He remains as thin as a thinker, and his shoulders bend forward over a narrowing chest.


    That night after supper they all went in, as usual, to sit for a half hour with Grandfather Oscar Kahn in the front room. Grandfather Oscar sits there in a brown leather chair and smokes a long pipe that has a China bowl with a cap of silver filigree. It curves down out of the white beard of Oscar and rests comfortably upon the top fold of his stomach, as upon a shelf.


    The half hour almost had ended when Jake Kahn said, “Well, we’ve got one at last.”


    Grandfather Oscar opened one eye and lifted the white shag of one eyebrow.


    “What have you got, my son?” he asked.


    “A shoplifter,” said Jake quietly.


    The stir in the family circle was immense. Grandfather Oscar opened both eyes wide. Only Bernie, rich in knowledge, sat still and said nothing, but watched. He is that kind of a boy.


    “An old scoundrel of a woman,” said Jake, “who steals a loaf of bread from our store every day of her life!”


    His indignation put fire in his sunken eyes.


    As for Grandfather Oscar, he sank back in his chair and the mouthpiece of his pipe slipped from his lips and the pipe itself sank down to the second fold of his stomach, where it rested again as upon a shelf.


    “Himmel—Gott!” said Grandfather Oscar.


    “There’s a jail for such people!” cried Martha Kahn.


    “Himmel und Herr Gott!” said Grandfather Oscar.


    “I know that sly old thief—I know the very one!” cried Ruth, inspired by afterthought.


    Only Bernie Kahn said nothing. He is really a remarkable boy.


    Then Grandfather Oscar groaned again, his voice like a rumbling of distant thunder: “Heiliger Himmel—unter Herr Gott der Vater! A loaf of bread!”


    The last four words were unexpected. They struck the rest of the family to a sudden silence. They were rich in surprising implications. They attacked the whole Kahn family of the younger generations as from the rear.


    Grandfather Oscar said, “Every day of her life—to steal—a loaf of bread!”


    There was such an accent upon “bread” that a shudder ran through the listeners.


    After that, Oscar Kahn closed his eyes, lifted his pipe to the uppermost fold of his stomach, and restored the mouthpiece to his lips.


    His family stole quietly from the room.


    The next day they were changed people. No one said anything to anybody else; and every one of the Kahns had the same idea.


    That very afternoon, Abe Seidelman came running to Jake Kahn shortly after five-thirty and cried out, “That old woman—the one in the black cloak—she’s a thief!”


    “Yeah?” said Jake. He looked down upon Abe—not from a superior height of inches, but from a superiority of mind and soul and time. “What did she steal?”


    “She stole a loaf of bread!” said Abe. “I saw her put it up under her cloak as slick as you please!”


    “She stole a loaf of bread. And so what?” asked Jake.


    Bewildering light dawned upon the brain of Abe.


    “Geez!” he said, and laughed a little, embarrassed.


    “Yeah, sure,” said Abe, and he laughed a little again, very softly.


    The Kahns and the Seidelmans have lived and worked together for so many years that their mutual understanding is remarkable. In a flash they now knew what their attitude should be toward Mrs. Sidney M. Lester. And that attitude never faltered.


    When she came in, always wearing the same dress of black silk, upon which time had shed a sort of dust, almost impalpable, with a collar of black lace concealing the indignities which the years had worked upon her throat, she was sure to get a cheerful greeting from the Kahns and the Seidelmans—not too much, not so much attention that she might become embarrassed, but just enough to warm the air with a touch of neighborliness. Her pleasure was always asked. She always had a chance to price the caviar or the sliced white chicken, or the lobsters, or the pâté. And at the moment when she started from the store again, all the Kahns and all the Seidelmans were suddenly very busy, with their faces turned to the rear of the store. At that moment even a flash of lightning would not have been seen by those good people.


    As I was saying, this went on for upward of six months before Mrs. Sidney M. Lester failed to appear at the store. Her absence was noted at once. It was the subject of a telephone conversation between the house of Kahn and the house of Seidelman that evening. On the second day again she was missing. And when the third evening did not bring her between five and five-thirty, Bernie went around to the rooming house and rang the porter’s bell. A sour old woman said, “Mrs. Lester must be in because she ain’t gone out!”


    “She’s sick, I guess,” said Bernie, when he went back to the store.


    The Kahns and the Seidelmans were confused and worried by the thought.


    Then Jake Kahn did something about it. Jake is a dry, hard-faced man and he is apt to surprise his entire family by the unexpected workings of his brain.


    They were about to close the store; the last clients were gone; and Jake’s loud, dry voice said: “Ruthie, get a jar of that caviar out of the icebox, and a couple tubes of anchovy paste, and some of them anchovies, and a jar of pâté. Bernie, get a dozen of those Southern California navels. Select. No, maybe you better make it half a dozen. Some of those Spanish olives, Abe …”


    He went on with additional selections.


    The unanimity of the Kahns and Seidlemans never was shown to better advantage. The mind of Jake instantly was apparent to all the rest, and in ten minutes every Kahn and Seidelman in the store was walking around the corner on that cold November day—for it was nearly Thanksgiving and there was ice in every breath they drew. And every Kahn and every Seidelman of the lot carried something in hand to the little rooming house where Mrs. Sidney M. Lester lived.


    The sour-faced woman opened the door again.


    “Top floor west,” she said. “And help yourself!”


    She stood at the bottom of the stairs, sniffing, as the procession climbed.


    When they came to the top floor west, Jake tapped. There was no response. The smiles died upon the faces of the Kahns and the Seidelmans.


    Then Jake tried the door. It opened at once. He peeked and the Kahns and the Seidelmans peeked behind him. They saw a neat little living room with a round table in the center of it, and the center of the table was crossed by an embroidered runner; and on the runner stood four or five books, upheld by bronze book ends; and on the wall there was a picture of a dignified gentleman in tails, making a gesture as though he were in the midst of a public address. They knew, instantly, that that was Sidney M. Lester, and that he was dead.


    “Good!” said Jake, seeing that the inner door to the bedroom-kitchenette was closed. “We’ll get everything on the table and surprise her …”


    They got into the living room. Their eyes gave warning to one another to make no sound. When Ruthie dropped the spoon out of the potato salad and it clattered on the floor, the whole group looked upon her as upon a mortal sinner, and she was frozen with fright.


    But presently they had everything laid out so that it would have done you good to see that caviar, packed in glistening ice, and the silver white of pure chicken breast, sliced by Abe—he really has a perfect touch for carving, Grandfather Oscar says; and there were grapes frosted with cold and sweetness and the fragrant big California oranges, richer than the fabled apples of the Hesperides; and so on, through item after item, almost every article that Mrs. Sidney M. Lester ever had priced in the store was represented by that array upon the table.


    Then Jake, after taking a final survey of the table, advanced toward the inner door. The Kahns and Seidelmans, unbidden, ranged themselves in a straight line, beginning with Martha Kahn and ending with Bernie, who is the smallest of the family, though of course he more than makes up for inches with brains.


    Jake rapped delicately upon that inner door. He waited. He rapped again. Suddenly he rapped very loudly indeed. Martha Kahn caught her breath.


    Martha said, whispering: “Gott mit uns …!”


    And then Jake turned the knob slowly, and slowly pushed the door open. He and all the families behind him could look through the door to the chair where Mrs. Sidney M. Lester sat beside the western window with a time-yellowed old letter in her hand, and her head bent thoughtfully to the side, and her eyes looking askance out the window for all the world as though she had just been pricing the caviar or the pâté in the store of Kahn & Seidelman.


    Jake Kahn did not speak. He turned slowly, and slowly he closed the door.


    He crossed the room. He opened the door into the hall. Through it filed the Kahns and the Seidelmans, stepping soundlessly. So perfectly were they of one mind that it did not occur to any of them to take even the perishable caviar away; but all remained as they had brought it and arranged—what was to have been a feast, but became a sacrifice. The caviar with its glistening ice, the rich pâté, uncovered, the snow-white slices of chicken which Abe had carved, all stood there in order, and the California oranges, at a dollar and twenty-five cents a dozen, gave into the air an aromatic fragrance purer than the purest incense in a church.


    The Kahns and Seidelmans went noiselessly down the stairs with big Martha Kahn weeping silently all the way and Jake comforting her, for he understood the nature of their loss.

  

  
    
      A life for a life

    

    
      “A life for a life” was originally published in 1940 in Calling Dr. Kildare.

    
  

  
    He went out into the rain, hurrying. The wind had come up. It gathered the dust of the falling rain and blew the thin spray into Kildare’s face. He felt that he was taking his last walk through the world as he had known it. Tomorrow might bring a new existence. He wondered what life would be like without test tubes and microscopes and the faces of the sick.


    When he came to the vacant house, he found a small, skulking figure under the porch. Red said: “He looks terrible bad.”


    Kildare said nothing. He lighted his way down the stairs with his torch. When he came to the door, he shone the light inside, the ray cutting sharply through the yellow glow of the lantern, showing him Rosalie’s terrified face. She had her hands up as though she were trying to turn the force of an impending blow.


    Then she cried out: “Nick! Nick! It’s not the police. He’s come alone.”


    He leaned over Nick. The boy was far gone. He was ashen-gray. He looked like a death mask of the face Kildare had first seen.


    He got his eyes open, one wider than the other. “Hi, doc,” he said faintly.


    “Hi, Nick.”


    Looking down at what might be his last case, he had a queer feeling that he was giving a life for a life. The law would strike him down for it, but the law was a fool.


    “You didn’t tell them?” asked Nick.


    “Be still.”


    “Okay,” Nick whispered.


    The girl was smiling a little, also, but always with the look of one asking permission.


    Kildare turned to Red. “Would you give some of your blood to this fellow, Red?” he asked.


    “Wouldn’t I just!” said Red, and came a step out of his corner.


    “You’ve got to have a blood transfusion,” said Kildare to Nick. “There are four types of blood. If one of us has the right type, we can put the life back inside of you. Your sister is the best bet, so we’ll begin with her.”


    He had in his bag a physiological solution of salt and water, a teaspoonful to a pint. Into each of three tubes he put a measured bit of this; from the girl, from Red, and from his own finger he took drops of blood and placed them in the test tubes with the solution. He took more blood from Nick and watched the straw-colored serum of it form in the bottom of another test tube.


    There was needed endless time for this. Now and then he took Nick’s pulse, but the boy’s look as life ebbed in him was enough. No one tried to be cheerful, but Rosalie sat down beside Nick and put a hand on his forehead.


    His eyes kept following Kildare around the room, but he said to his sister: “Sing something, will you?”


    She sang. She seemed unable to remember the words, so she filled in by chanting: “Ta da-ta da — ta dum.” She tried snatches of jazz; she got down to Mother Goose, but somehow she managed to keep a song in the air.


    “You got a rotten memory,” said Nick, once.


    “I’m sorry. I know I’m no good,” said Rosalie. “I’m so sorry, honey.”


    “No, you’re okay,” murmured Nick. “You keep me from thinking about myself.”


    She sang and sang, and her singing drew them all together.


    Kildare was ready for the next step. He needed a shallow, clear dish. The crystal from his watch would serve. He put the girl’s blood cells from the salt solution with the drops of mixed blood serum in the crystal and held the light of the electric flash under the tiny dish while he watched for signs of grouping. Gradually minute yellowish drops appeared in the solution.


    He shook the drops of serum out on the floor and said to the three intent faces: “She’s no good for Nick.”


    “But I’ve got to be right for him!” cried Rosalie.


    “Shut up, Rosalie!” Red snapped, keeping his eyes on Kildare as though he were reading marvels from a strange book.


    The same agglutination formed when Red’s blood was tried. Again Kildare emptied the tiny dish and used his own serum. When he shook the drops together, they mixed perfectly. The strong light from the electric torch showed not the slightest agglutination. He looked up with a smile at Nick.


    “It’s all right, Nick,” he said, nodding. “My blood will fit like nobody’s business.”


    “But wait a minute,” protested Nick. “You can’t do that—I mean, you can’t give me—it’s not right!”


    “Hush, Nick,” said the girl, strangely breathless.


    “I mean,” said Nick through his teeth to her, as she leaned over him, “suppose that something happened to him after he’d put his own blood inside me. D’you see now?”


    It was as though a mystic importance, a sort of blood-brotherhood, must underlie the transfusion. Kildare had started boiling the instruments over a fire. It was a full dish so that the boiling had taken longer. The Erlenmeyer flask, rubber and glass tubing, cork, needles, and the big syringe all simmered together.


    He cut another length of the rubber tubing and applied it as a tourniquet about his left arm after he had set up the flask and put into it the contents of some small ampules of citrate solution.


    When the tourniquet had taken a good grip and the veins were standing out close to the bend of the arm, he thrust in a big needle and let the blood flow down the tubing into the flask. Nick, who had endured seeing whole oceans of his own blood, could not quite go that needle-dig. He had to put a shaky hand over his eyes; but Rosalie, bright as a bird, watched everything.


    Kildare said: “Take the bottle and keep shaking it, Red, will you? We can’t let the blood coagulate.”


    “I can’t do it,” said Red, his hand shrinking away from the filling bottle. “I’m sorry, doc, but it makes me kind of sick.”


    “I’ll do it,” said the girl, and picking up the bottle she kept it in steady motion. She did not change color. She only said: “Does it make you a little dizzy to lose so much? Will it be all right for you, doc?”


    “To lose a pint? Of course it will,” smiled Kildare, yet he was feeling a small, insistent pull on his strength.


    He heard Nick whispering to Red: “But takin’ the life right out of his body into mine …” “Yeah, I know,” said Red. “It’ll change me, maybe,” said Nick. It was a quart bottle and Kildare filled it more than half full. Then he removed the needle, stopped the bleeding, and took off the tourniquet. After that he took a sterile needle and jabbed it into a vein on the arm of Nick.


    Nick moved his head and looked at the wall, refusing to watch as Kildare held up the bottle and let the blood slowly seep down into Nick’s body.


    It was different with the girl. She sat against the wall and kept her eyes fixed not on Kildare, but on the operation. While the blood ran, her eyes widened and fixed. Her lips parted; her head bent back a little; and as the color drained out of her face, it seemed that she was giving Nick life out of her own body. Kildare had watched a thousand transfusions, but now it was as though the operation were being performed for the first time, following it with Rosalie’s eyes.


    He removed the needle from Nick and cleaned the apparatus with alcohol.


    Red came back from his corner stealthily to whisper: “Nick, are you okay now? You got a color back in your face. You look swell, Nick.”


    “Sure, I’m okay, now.”


    The girl was still sitting back against the wall holding her brother’s free hand. She was pale and her lowered eyes showed a blue stain across the lids.


    “How you feeling, Nick?” asked Kildare.


    The boy looked up at the ceiling, not at the doctor. Gradually he forced his glance to meet Kildare’s. “I could eat a horse,” he said, “and drink a whole keg of beer.”


    “You’re going to sleep, first,” smiled Kildare.


    “Okay, doc,” agreed Nick. “Anything you say.”


    “I’m jabbing another needle into you,” said Kildare. “It’ll bring that sleep along a little faster.”


    “Go as far as you like.” Nick grinned and held out his arm. He smiled at the twinge of the injection.


    “Is the pain in your breast getting bad?” asked Kildare.


    “It’s sinking a tooth in me, but it’s all right. Everything’s all right,” said Nick.


    “How about you? You look knocked out,” said Kildare to the girl.


    She reacted to his voice as though she were awakening from a profound sleep. Her eyes opened wide like the eyes of a child; and with a child’s immense seriousness she looked at him.


    “I’m all right,” she whispered, and gradually her smile commenced. Kildare watched it grow.


    Later, with his instruments repacked, Kildare stood by Nick and watched him in fast sleep with one arm thrown up above his head.


    Red twitched his coatsleeve. “Go on, doc,” he advised. “Get out of here before the cops know you’ve been in on this deal and hang a rap on you.”


    “I’m going,” agreed Kildare. “So long, Red. Good-bye, Rosalie.”


    “I’m coming out,” she said, and she walked silently with him from the cellar to the entrance beneath the porch of the house.


    The rain was coming down crash; the pavement shone with the bright dust of it under the streetlamps.


    “I’ve got a car around the corner,” said Rosalie. “I’ll drive you back to the hospital.”


    “It’s only two or three blocks,” protested Kildare.


    “I know, but I’m taking you,” she insisted.


    There was no strength in him for argument. He was so done in that his knees were uncertain beneath his weight. So he climbed after her into a small coupe. He could not help thinking that it was a little odd that she should have a car of her own; it went with something expensively modish about the cut of her clothes.


    He was glad she did not talk. Presently the car stopped and he saw her getting out. She ran through the rain into a little corner cafe. He wondered after her, vaguely and pleasantly, and then she was out again and beside him with a big cup of coffee.


    “Why—thanks a lot,” said Kildare, a little amazed.


    “Hush! You don’t have to talk.”


    It was not the finest coffee in the world, but into the aroma of it passed a slight breath of that perfume which Rosalie was wearing. The bitterness and the heat comforted his very heart. She lighted a cigarette and passed it to him.


    He took the smoke in deep breaths. It was almost gone before he had finished the coffee; and now as he pushed the door open to return the cup, he found it taken firmly from his hand. She was running through the rain again into the cafe, and out and into the car. Her tweed coat was moist enough to give a pleasant, outdoor odor and the fur-piece ruffed up around her throat a thousand glittering little jewelpoints. He took lazy note of her and closed his eyes again.


    Presently the car was making speed and on either side he heard tires ripping and whirling over wet pavement. He opened his eyes and found that they were curving up through Central Park.


    “But wait a minute, Rosalie,” he said. “I ought to get back to the dispensary. I’m late.”


    There was something different about her. Perhaps it was because she had taken off her hat and tossed it into the space behind the seat. It gave her head a new and softer outline, and perhaps it was this that seemed to lend her a different meaning.


    “You’ll be back before long,” she said, and leaning across him she twisted open the small ventilator at his side.


    “Get some of that in your face.”


    He put back his head again. A foolish weakness in his face kept him smiling a little no matter what he did to stop it. The world of serious care remained far behind them, and every spin of the wheels carried them farther and farther away from it.


    “There’s a quiet place ahead where we can sit and talk,” said Rosalie. “I have to say something, and Nick will be all right, won’t he? Red won’t leave him.”


    Kildare nodded. He kept his eyes half open. Through the coursing water on the windshield, he looked out at a drowned world, an infinitely involved pattern of crimson and gold and purple which took on, in the distance and in the night, a general tone of bronze.


    Presently the car pulled up near the edge of a pond. The headlights showed an open boat with the rain beating ceaselessly down upon it. She switched them off. The lake remained visible in the light of the myriad rain-splashes on its surface. A tree, which held its branches over them, kept the downpour from rattling like stones on the roof of the car.


    “Now,” said the girl, “we can talk about Nick. I want to tell you everything I know about it, so that you’ll see what you’ve done. But now that the job is finished, the law will never be able to touch you. You’ll be all right, won’t you?”


    “He still needs a doctor’s care,” said Kildare.


    “I won’t let you go near him again!” cried Rosalie.


    “Won’t let me?” he repeated. He laughed a little weakly. “She won’t let me!” he murmured, and he closed his eyes. “Tell me how you’ll keep me away.”


    He waited for an answer until the pause troubled him and he cast about in his mind for a way of reopening the conversation. Sleepiness dimmed the world and thrust away the illumined fairyland of Central Park South.


    It seemed to him that he was saying something about them, and then he wakened with knowledge, like a shadowy handstroke past his face, that much time had passed. Even that alarm did not rouse him to complete consciousness at a stroke, but by degrees he passed out of the world of his sleep. And every wind that blew in that other universe carried the fragrance of that perfume of Rosalie’s.


    His face was pillowed in fur. He had side-slipped in the seat and Rosalie had given his head a place on her shoulder.


    “I’m sorry,” said Kildare, starting up. “I’m terribly sorry.”


    “Are you?” asked Rosalie.


    “I mean you wanted to talk …” said Kildare.


    “It was better than talk,” said Rosalie. “It was lovely.”


    She had a dreaming softness of voice and Kildare, peering with clouded eyes, saw that she was smiling to herself. Her head lay back against the top of the seat and her half-opened eyes regarded the lights over the lake.


    Something was lacking from the world as it had been before he fell asleep. He could not tell what the change had been; he was puzzled and confused, trying to find it.


    He leaned forward a little, trying to understand her smile, which troubled him. The girl, staring, seemed unaware of his gaze. Suddenly he realized that she was seeing him with her mind’s eye. He spoke her name, quietly, and gradually her eyes turned to include him in her dream.


    He lifted her hand, palm up, and kissed it. The soft tips of her fingers touched his face and held to it lightly.

  

  
    
      East wind

    

    
      “East wind” was originally published in 1941 in Argosy Weekly.

    
  

  
    
      This was a small Polish town, hardly worth the satanic attentions of Stalin’s most artful terrorist. Yet there was a spirit here that must be broken, because in it lay the seeds of rebirth. And here too was one gaunt old lady who was that spirit, incarnate, and the Russian bear stood helpless before her.

    

    In October, as usual, the wind began to blow out of the east across the flats and the brown rivers of Russia, to pour all their cold upon Poland. In October, also, the Russian army of occupation reached the village of Dokociny.


    The village was already starving; it had already begun to freeze; and so Dokociny remained impassive when it learned that the Russians were coming, that actually they intended to maintain a fortified encampment beside the bridgehead. It meant permanent disaster.


    The men began to look sadly upon the women, the women upon the pigs in the sty and the cows in the shed and the poor, down-headed horses which had just ploughed and harrowed in the winter wheat. Even in the eyes of the children there was a look of farewell, for they understood that the Russian knows how to take all, body and soul.


    Also, the Russians had peculiar reason to hate Dokociny for in every rebellion the men of the village had died for Polish freedom. In 1920 when the Red invasion reached Dokociny Lake, the men of the village stood their ground beside the water and died to the last man, for they had been betrayed.


    That is why the men of Dokociny are very old or very young. Those who would be middle-aged now had died by the lake. Clopacki was the name of the traitor. He showed the Russians the way across the marsh and let them take his people from the rear.


    With such a record of stubborn patriotism, the villagers awaited the worst without much talk, for since the evil would be greater than the flesh could endure, their souls retired into deep Slavic contemplation of that peace which, in the end, all men shall inherit.


    Then their priest appeared suddenly among them with news which no philosophy, however calm and profound, could endure. The Russian commander in the district was to be none other than terrible Vladimir Repnin, He had the malice of a cripple; a knife thrust had left him almost mute. In his youth he had had the voice of a bull. Now the deep forest of his beard concealed the wound which had silenced him.


    So he became an official torturer, a specialist in pain. Whether it was to put down a peasants’ revolt or purge higher officialdom, there was no brutality that could not be confided to General Repnin.


    When the men and women of Dokociny heard of his coming, they followed their priest to the ruins of the school, which had been destroyed during the war by some homeward-bound airman with a last bomb going to waste in his rack. The hundred families of Dokociny could not afford a church, but for generations the school had been enough for their services. Now, in the ruins of it, the priest prayed with them until the women ceased weeping aloud. But except for prayer, even the priest could offer no comfort. A storm from heaven may waver from its course but the Russian evil was like something predestined.


    The shadow of Repnin now began to fall before him on the villagers, a horror sufficient to darken the eyes. He had reached Birkhov, some dozen miles to the east, which was also to be in his district. From Birkhov came tormented fugitives. They showed backs bruised and torn by the knout, and they could not take the name of Repnin in their mouths.


    The people of Dokociny listened to the stories of agony, and were silent.


    A little later, through the first flurry of November snow, General Repnin marched through Dokociny. It would be more accurate to say that he marched past it, for the hundred houses of the village lie all on one side of the lane, turning their backs to winter and the east and looking out across their narrow fields.


    From two to five acres is a family holding, but by hand-working the black soil they force a subsistence from it. Now the people stood at their doors to see the invaders go by. There was a column of rattling trucks, a stream of soldiers, but all they saw, to remember, was Vladimir Repnin.


    He rode neither in an automobile, as befitted his rank, nor in one of the trucks. Instead, according to his invariable custom, he marched in the deepest mud in the middle of the road at the head of his men. Their hardships he shared with them, every one, so that although it was impossible for men to love such a monster, they were willing to follow anywhere at his heels like a pack of savage dogs acknowledging a master.


    He was so huge and strong that in his uniform jacket he looked as big as a man in an overcoat. He shortened his stride to the military step, which gave him a strangely mincing air, and the wind, blowing into his face, carved his great black beard in two and showed the white skin in the parting. He looked neither to one side or the other but stared straight forward. The Russians marched through Dokociny as though it were an empty illusion.


    For three days there was no sound or sight of them. They were establishing their camp near the lake and felling timber in the forest of Count Chernagov. Not evil but good news suddenly came. The three thousand acres of that estate were to be shared among the peasants of the district. Word of this was brought to Maria Clopacka. She was a tall woman with a grim face, seventy-two years old, and very gaunt, but she carried the weight of her big bones like a soldier.


    At one time the family had been so honored that the village school was named Clopacki, but after the treason of Maria Clopacka’s son, Stanislaw, at the battle of Lake Dokociny, that name had been erased. It was the Clopacka woman herself who, with a hammer and a cold chisel, cut away the word from its place of honor.


    She insisted that the name of Zamoyski, who was the dead hero of the battle, should take its place. She declared that she never had had a son named Stanislaw. His picture disappeared from her house and in its place she hung a photograph of Ignacy Zamoyski. Because of these decisive actions and because she was the aristocrat of the town, she was held in great respect.


    When she heard that the estate of Count Chernagov was to be partitioned she said: “Count Chernagov was our father and our friend, was he not?”


    “He was a good man and a friend to us,” said the school teacher, who brought the great news. “Each of our families will gain an acre or two. Think of good coming to us from the Russians!”


    “I can’t rob a friend,” said the old woman.


    “But the count is dead,” said the schoolmaster.


    “Shall I eat the dead?” she demanded.


    The villagers were overwhelmed when they heard of this remark. But they would not flinch from this high example. Not a family in Dokociny would share in the division of the estate.


    Word of this attitude, which showed in an entire village not one weak spirit, was brought to Repnin by his aide, Aksakoff, a thin man with a forward-thrusting face. He pointed out that only Polish stupidity and patriotic pride existed in Dokociny. Was it not time that the village should be taken in hand? The general showed an odd interest. He laughed. His whispering voice was ugly and sinister enough, but when he laughed it was like the hissing of a snake. He ordered that the woman Clopacka should be brought before him the next day.


    A sufficient warning reached the widow. The elders advised her to flee. She refused.


    “The day I leave Dokociny I am already dead,” she said, and the words still are much quoted.


    The priest, being sent to for his advice, made a long journey and arrived that night in time to pray for several hours with Maria Clopacka. His knees and his neck both were aching, he had bowed himself so completely to the will of God and for such a long time, when he discovered that the widow, sitting upright in her straight chair, was sound asleep. He was annoyed and awakened her.


    “Why should I pray when you can do it so much better than I?” she asked. “I have perfect trust in you, father.”


    


    The next morning, without waiting to be sent for, she walked to the Russian camp. It was a whole town of square little huts and now its streets were full of plopping sounds as boots were pulled out of the thick mud, for the ground had not yet frozen hard and the marsh was merely soupy with the cold. A sentry took her to headquarters, where a low hut of logs already had been thrown up.


    Aksakoff, the aide, was standing in front of the cabin.


    “This is the woman Clopacka,” said the sergeant of the guard who conducted her.


    Aksakoff seemed pleased. When he smiled, his eyes were slits out of which he could hardly see, and he was always smiling.


    She was inspired to say: “How do you do?” which in the Polish formula is: “Blessed be Jesus Christ!”


    To this, of course, no Russian can make the proper answer. The aide merely grinned at her.


    “You are Clopacka, the female patriot,” he said. “But Poland is dead and only a fool loves the dead.”


    “Only sinners forget them,” she said.


    Without proverbs she would have been a silent woman. Her folk-sayings troubled Aksakoff a little.


    “Clopacki is a bright name in your village,” he said, taking a different tack.


    “A name is like the clothes we wear,” she answered. “It can be soiled.”


    “As the name of Clopacki was by your son, the traitor?” he asked.


    “I have no son,” she said.


    “Why do you lie, little mother?” he asked.


    “In Dokociny, no one dares to say that I ever had a son.”


    “But, traitors or not, do you not know, little mother, that Poland never could stand against great Russia?”


    She closed her eyes and quoted from the poet who says, in effect:


    
      Poland, how could you fall? Who could put chains upon you Except the hands of your sonsWho fear nothing except one another?

    


    “However, we have come to stay,” said Aksakoff, his smile withering swiftly.


    “The bear can walk like a man, but still it is a beast,” she quoted again. Aksakoff breathed an instant through his teeth.


    “Come in, then, to the general,” he invited, and opened the door, walking in before her.


    


    Inside, it was as simple as a peasant’s hut. In one corner was a straw tick and a roll of bedding where the general slept. In another corner there was a stove with a soup-pot blackening on top of it. One window gave light to a clerk whose table was heaped high with papers. At another table sat the general. Aksakoff took the place beside him.


    “I hear that I shall be wanted. So I have come,” she said.


    Aksakoff was still white with anger. “Who brings news from the camp to your village?” he demanded, for he always knew the mind of his general and saved that sore, weak throat by doing the talking.


    “I cannot tell,” she said.


    “You will not tell, you mean?” said the aide. “Was it a man or a woman?”


    “I cannot remember,” she said.


    “Ah?” said Aksakoff. “We know how to freshen memories!”


    He was surprised to see the general shake his head.


    “Clopacka,” he said, “you have incited to revolt against the orders of the United Soviet Republics. Like an old sow with a great litter at your heels, you have drawn your whole village into bad ways.”


    “I am old, it is true, but I am not a beast,” she answered.


    “Have you not called Chernagov a friend?” asked the aide.


    “Should I deny the dead?” she replied.


    “Good!” said the aide, settling back in his chair. “She confesses. She will make an example for the whole district.”


    The husky voice of the general murmured: “She is an ancient creature, and she is a woman.”


    Aksakoff looked twice at his master. “Two excellent reasons to make a scarecrow of her,” he said, “and frighten the others.”


    The general lifted a big hand. The fingernails were broken and the hand thickened with labor for he was an example to his men not only on the march but also in all their daily work.


    He said: “What is your age, Maria Clopacka?”


    He spoke in Polish and the widow was surprised by the enunciation.


    “You speak like a Pole,” she said, “and as though you had been born in Birkhov or in Dokociny.”


    Aksakoff jumped to his feet but the general hissed at him and he grudgingly sat down again. He was in a state of high expectancy, however, for whenever Repnin held his hand in the beginning it was in order to strike harder in the end.


    Repnin said: “We hear that you are starving in your village.”


    “That is not true,” said the widow.


    “What have you to eat?” asked Repnin.


    “We have pigs and some cows and there are always the horses.”


    “How many, all told?” asked Repnin.


    “Enough,” she answered.


    “That is a lie,” said the aide. “These people of Dokociny slaughtered their pigs and shipped the meat west to their army. They gave their cattle, also. There is not one cow, now, to three houses; there is not one brood sow to two families.”


    “Is it true?” asked Repnin.


    This whispering voice of his gave, continually, an effect of confiding sympathy. When he sent people to their death, it was as though he were sharing an intimate secret with them.


    “It is not true. We have what we need,” said the widow.


    “Your lips already are blue,” said Repnin. “How long is it since you have tasted meat?”


    “It troubles my stomach,” she answered.


    “You have been living on tea and a little bread for weeks,” said the general.


    “I have all that I need,” said she.


    “We shall see,” whispered Repnin, and set off at once to visit Dokociny.


    


    He took the widow with him as he glanced into every pigsty, every cowshed, and poked the lean ribs of the horses. He climbed ladders into the empty attics where usually there was the store of smoked meat; he examined the supplies of hay and grain. On the whole he conducted himself more like a tyrannical landlord than like a general. He reached the house of Maria Clopacka in due time, climbed into her empty attic, looked at the slab-sided sow in the sty.


    An old woman sat by the stove of Maria Clopacka. She was half blind; it was a moment before she understood enough to stand up and shrink into a corner.


    “Who are you?” asked the whisper of Repnin.


    “I am the servant, Anna,” she said.


    “Ah, ha!” murmured Aksakoff. “Do you see? An aristocrat—a servant even when she starves!”


    He threw back his head and took in a long breath as if he were inhaling the smoke and fragrance of his own malice.


    “This woman receives pay from you?” whispered Repnin.


    “I get no pay when there is no money,” said Anna.


    “Can she be a servant if she works without pay?” pondered Repnin.


    “Once she was a servant,” said Maria Clopacka. “Now she is a friend.”


    The general for a long moment looked at Anna with his brilliant black eyes. Then he left the village and returned to the camp.


    


    The rumor that stole through the Polish air that night was that Repnin would confiscate the last of the livestock and leave the village to starve indeed. The elders came in a mass upon Maria Clopacka and demanded to know what had happened.


    “You know what goes on in the minds of people,” they said. “Now tell us about the general. Are we to be hanged, or shot, or simply starved?”


    “How can I know a man who has no voice?” she answered. “I can tell what a cow wants when its lows, or what a dog wants when it barks, but who can tell the mind of a snake?”


    She brewed herself some more tea and with it ate the second half of yesterday’s crust. After that she lay down on the soggy mountain of the bed whose blankets and feathers and stitched comforters were her greatest wealth, but she did not sleep very well. She felt cold. The hunger pains she knew well enough but she could not understand the chill that lingered in her blood. When at last the late autumn morning came, she realized that she was vastly relieved. Only now she understood that all night long she had been afraid.


    She went into the house of her old friend, ancient Roman Pozenski, and drank tea, sitting beside his tall stove. He brought a sausage, cut off a thick slice, and toasted it at the open fire. Then he offered it to her.


    She tried to refuse the food, but his hand remained in front of her face, silently insisting. At last she took it. At the first taste, water ran violently into her mouth. She had to keep swallowing fast. She ate the sausage in small bites, pretending to be very absent-minded but really making it last.


    Roman Pozenski puffed at his pipe. He had lost all of his front teeth and, to keep the pipe more easily in place, he wound string around the mouth-piece.


    


    There was a surprise in the village that day. Two trucks came, filled with Russians and high stacks of boxes. They entered the ruins of the Tozynski house and stored the boxes. A trumpet blew and a drum beat in the street. The people were made to come out and form a line.


    It was such a cold, dark morning that there was little curiosity, no weeping, not many regrets. Probably they were to be marched away and mowed down by machine-gun fire, but who could desire very passionately to remain in a world so bleak, so hungry? The smallest of the Zamoyski boys carried in his arms a little puppy and cherished it inside his coat. He was ashamed to take it away to die with him, but he could not leave it behind.


    Instead of being marched away from the village to the marsh, which would bury the dead without the digging of trenches, they were herded slowly through the old Tozynski house. There they found that the boxes from the trucks had been opened.


    Strange, hopeful odors filled the air. Little packages had been made up, each filled with one day’s ration. The Russian soldiers passed out the parcels with foolish smiles such as men wear when they take part in the games of children. In the background stood Valdimir Repnin with his big arms folded across his breast. He moved forward when Maria Clopacka’s turn came.


    “She is very thin. Give her two rations,” said the general.


    She was astonished. “One ration is enough,” she said. Then she made herself tall. “I beg for my Anna, not for myself,” she added.


    “What comes to pride?” demanded the general, and she saw the gleam of his teeth through his dark beard.


    “The whip of the master comes to pride,” she said, out of the book. “But I have no master!”


    The thin face of Aksakoff, as he listened, vainly expectant, compacted with many wrinkles, his venom so hurt him. Maria Clopacka turned her back on him and walked away, slowly, in case someone wished to detain her.


    “Evil shall come of this,” said Aksakoff, loudly, and the villagers heard.


    The elders waited upon Maria later in the day, when there had been time to recover from this miracle.


    “It may be true,” they said, “that the beast Repnin is fatting us like calves and that he will drink our blood in the end; but in the meantime is it wise for the lamb to nibble the lion’s beard? On the other hand, praise paves the way to friendship and gratitude pays for a second meal. Why do you hold up your head so high before the general?”


    “I would rather be the hungry truth than the fat lie,” said Maria Clopacka.


    “You are alone,” said the elders, “and therefore you can only die once; but we have families and we could die many times. Let your honesty have a vacation. A short rest is always good.”


    Maria Clopacka found no words to answer because these were proverbs. “Think of what we have said,” they told her. “We shall come again. You are a danger to the whole town.”


    When they, had gone, she lay on her back on the great bed. When her eyes were open, they saw the pictures of Christ Bearing the Cross and of St. Stephen, oil lithographs intolerably brilliant. For years they had made her think of death, and for years they had been her friends for that reason; but now they made her think of the fate of the entire village and she closed her eyes so that she might not see them.


    Anna brought her tea, the cup chattering against the saucer, for age was so tremulous in her that she seemed always dying of fear. She propped the head of Maria and held the cup at her lips. Afterward she said: “Stand up, Maria Clopacka; the old men have come again to see you.”


    So Maria stood up and Anna smoothed the blue-checked gingham covers of the bed and the pillows before the men came in. Maria Clopacka could not look at any face among them except that of Roman.


    One of them stepped forward, the old woodcutter, Igor. He said: “They have not come down on us because they plan some terrible blow. Have you heard what General Repnin did at Omsk? He herded the mujiks into the cattle shoots at the slaughter yards, and as they went by, he swung the mallet with his own hands and killed them like steers. He remembered to be thirsty after a while, like Peter the Great, and he called for beer and drank it by the quart with the blood running down into it from his hands…


    “There is only one thing, Maria Clopacka. Go quickly to the Russian camp. Perhaps they already will be on the march. For the man Aksakoff hates you, and he is the general’s voice and also his brain. Fall on your knees before the general. Beg him to take pity on Dokociny. Tell him the bad words come from you, only, and that the whole village loves him like a father that has fed his family.”


    “I shall go,” said Maria Clopacka.


    


    When they had left the house, she told Anna to lay out her Sunday clothes and to put water on the stove. She undressed, bathed with hot water and soap, and then clothed herself in her best.


    You tell the wealth of a peasant by the thickness of the pile of his bedding, and the genteel condition of a woman is witnessed in the manifold layers of her under and outer clothing. Maria Clopacka wrapped herself up like a bundle and overlaid all with a blouse that was drawn at the throat on a ribbon. Finally she tugged on the sheepskin coat with the fur turned inside. The strong smell of it was a comfort to her like the voice of an old friend.


    After that she was a little tired and sat down to rest, but the moment she was in the chair thoughts commenced to pour through her mind. Twice Anna spoke to her without receiving an answer. She went hurrying to Roman Pozenski and said to him: “Maria Clopacka does not stir. She sits in a chair like a bewildered woman. Go and rouse her. Tell her again what she must do.”


    Roman Pozenski came accordingly to the house, but when he saw how Maria sat with unknown thoughts in her eyes, he said nothing at all. He went out to the elders who stood anxiously in the street in spite of the wind that was screaming out of the east.


    “She cannot go,” said Roman. “The Clopacka family have died for Poland and they know how to stand up straight, but their legs never learned how to bend at the knees and beg.”


    No one argued against this. The old men went back to their houses, gathered their families about them, and waited for the blow to fall.


    It was about this time that Maria Clopacka finished digesting her pride. She rose from the bed and said: “I am a sinner. God have mercy on me. How easy it would be to die! But I must go to the Russians!”


    Anna was so old that she looked permanently astonished. Now she was transfixed.


    “But I cannot go like a beggar. I must carry a gift in my hand. What shall it be, Anna?”


    “You have the cough mixture which your great grandmother invented,” said Anna, “and God and St. Stephen know that the general has a sore, sore throat.”


    Maria stared at her. “Anna,” she said, “what could I do without your brains and your quick way of using them?”


    The jar of cough mixture was almost empty. She made a fresh supply out of the herb box, measuring the quantities with infinite care, and blending the simmered juices with honey and strong tea. When she had finished, she offered the blend to Anna.


    “It is like walking through a pine forest in spring,” said Anna. “It’s like meadows in the pinewoods—and that’s exactly the way it should smell!”


    “Good!” said Maria. “I love to have you find me right, Anna.”


    She went out again to the Russian and was led without question to headquarters.


    Aksakoff, about to enter the hut, turned and stared at her for a moment. He grinned himself blind as he held up his hands to help her from her horse.


    “I want no help, friend,” said Maria. “I might slip through your hands to a great fall.”


    “If not today, tomorrow,” said the aide, hating her with his eyes brightly and patiently.


    “So every cat says to every dog,” said Maria, “but in Poland we ask for no reasons when we see a spider on the wall, a snake on the floor, or a Russian by the stove.”


    Aksakoff, drawing in his breath, made a drinking sound.


    


    Maria went past him and opened the door of the hut. There was a stove inside but it was not nearly warm enough; and she vowed that she saw in the lower levels of the air, where the heat had not mingled with the curdling chill of the winter, a vague little shimmer of hoar frost. Yet the general sat at ease in shirt sleeves. She half suspected that his body was covered with fur.


    “It is Maria Clopacka,” said the husky voice of the general. “Panovich, here she is again—the only creature in the world that has no fear. Give her a chair by the stove!”


    The orderly, looking sourly at Maria as though he had heard about other attributes than courage, silently placed a chair beside the stove, but Maria was unwrapping the small jar which she had brought.


    She laid it on the table before the general. “It is something for your throat,” she said.


    “You have brought me a present?” asked Repnin, peering. “An ointment for my throat, little mother?”


    “You should take half a teaspoonful every two hours until your throat is better,” she advised.


    “I saw that your face was good,” said the general, “and now I know that your heart is good, also… Panovich, a spoon!”


    “Good!” said the aide, now at the elbow of his general. “She has made the poison; and now like a spider she will see it kill.”


    General Repnin already had a spoonful of the mixture on the way to his lips. The words of his aide struck him so forcibly that he recoiled a little. For an instant Repnin peered into the face of old Maria. Then he whispered: “The Lord giveth; and the Lord taketh away!”


    Straightway the spoon was in his mouth.


    The aide said: “Well, at least we shall hold her until we know there’s no harm in it.”


    The general made no answer for a moment. He had been so greatly moved that perspiration rolled on his cheeks and filled the deep sluices of the wrinkles on his forehead. “No,” he said. “Let her go. Blessed be Jesus Christ!”


    “In eternity, amen,” said Maria, and went unhindered through the door, though the excited voice of Aksakoff still protested behind her.


    When she got home, she told everything to Roman Pozenski.


    “He was afraid,” said Maria. “He sweated and he trembled. And yet he took the mixture.”


    “He was afraid of something more than fear,” said Roman Pozenski.


    “Ah, and what could that be?” asked Maria.


    “I cannot tell,” said Roman. “Never fear. We shall find out. There is no hurry. When the story is good, you don’t want to turn to the last page at once, do you, Maria?”


    


    It was dusk of the next day when the village idiot, Michael, ran from house to house, opening doors, crying out breathlessly: “General Repnin—he has come without soldiers; he is in the house of Maria Clopacka!”


    It was news so great that in every house the people sat staring at one another. When they began to smile, they hardly knew why.


    In fact, Repnin was standing within the threshold of Maria’s house, saying: “Is it a miracle, Maria Clopacka? I take your medicine for one day, and my voice begins to return, without pain!”


    So far as she could tell, it was the same husky whisper, but she began to see, now, that this was a social visit.


    “Will you drink a cup of tea with us?” asked Maria Clopacka.


    “Yes; I am thirsty,” said the general.


    “This is the only fire that is burning well,” she said. “Sit here and warm yourself. I shall come back at once. Anna, ask Roman Pozenski for some of his new tea.”


    “Any tea will be good enough for me,” said Repnin.


    She studied the man and his idea with that frankness which was peculiar to her.


    “No,” she decided. “You have been a father to Dokociny; and we all are your children.”


    The thought of stalwart old Maria as a child amused Anna and sent her laughing into the darkness. In the house of Pozenski, Anna said in great excitement: “Roman! Roman Pozenski! With her own breath out of her own mouth she has asked him into her house. She has offered him tea and sent me to borrow the best you have. And—oh, Roman Pozenski, do you believe that I have heard her say that the general is a father to the village and that we are all his children?”


    Pozenski was so amazed that the pipe fell out of his toothless gums.


    “If she stops hating the Russians,” said Anna, “what will there be to warm her blood and feed her. Roman Pozenski, is she about to die?”


    Roman Pozenski brought the tea but, for the first time in his life, he was unable to offer an answer. Anna, going back to the house of her mistress, pulled the door of the kitchen open and was astonished to hear soft sounds from the zither which stood on the small corner table. It was an old song which often is heard in Poland during the winter. The words say:


    
      East wind, have you lost your way? Is that why you wander so wildly? Turn about! You are far from home! But no one there will be glad of your coming.

    


    It was in a pause of the wind that Anna stood at the open door, agape, watching the big hands of the general as he fingered the zither. He was half-turned from her so that she saw not the thick sweep of his beard but only the shape of his head and the sidewise cant of it. That and the old, old familiarity of the song made her cry out softly: “Stanislaw Clopacki!”


    


    He started around at her. He was frowning at once, but she had seen a single glimpse of surprise and something that was almost fear. The kindly old diminutive came to her lips.


    “Oh, Stach, Stach!” she said. “Where did I put my eyes that I didn’t know you and your great shoulders before?”


    He made a signal for silence. “Be still, or she’ll hear you!” said he.


    “Why shouldn’t your own mother hear me?” she asked.


    “Because I’m dead,” he answered, “and in her own mind she’s buried me. Hold your tongue.”


    “The kind God forgive us,” said Anna.


    Maria Clopacka came in at that moment and Anna turned in haste to prepare the tea.


    The general said: “I have been looking at this picture, Maria Clopacka—and who is he, again?”


    “He is my son,” said she. “He died at Lake Dokociny in the fighting… Here is tea, ready to pour. There is brown sugar or honey and lemon to mix with it.”


    “Let me have the brown sugar.”


    The general parted his beard from his red, thick lips and drank his tea noisily.


    “So you lost one and gained another son?” said the general.


    “I have lost nothing,” said Maria.


    “But I have heard of a certain Stanislaw Clopacki,” said he.


    “There was nothing of me in him.”


    Poor Anna, standing behind her mistress, pressed her knuckles against her forehead but could not equal the pain that was already in her heart.


    “I have known the man in Russia,” said the general. The teacup slid from the hands of Maria Clopacka and crashed on the floor, pointing toward the general. But her smile of social courtesy remained fixed and unchanged on her face.


    “He has been to me at certain times,” said the general, “a friend.”


    Anna, in the background, began to weep.


    “Anna, be hushed—be still,” said Maria.


    “I shall tell you about him,” said the general.


    “No,” said Maria, “it is unlucky to speak about the dead after dark.”


    “He still lives,” said the general, “and he repents.”


    It could be seen in his eyes that his voice strove to become larger, but the whisper could not alter.


    “He speaks of the village and of his own people,” said the general. “He is a man alone. He is very unhappy, Maria Clopacka.”


    “There are the living,” said Maria, “and then there are the dead.”


    “Is there not repentance and prayers?” asked the general. “And is there not forgiveness, in the name of Jesus Christ?”


    “Men forgive only because they forget,” she said. “I have not forgotten.”


    The old proverb came slowly, heavily from her lips. She was always bloodless but now a still greater pallor streaked her face as though with chalk.


    The general arose.


    “God have mercy—God have mercy!” Anna was whimpering.


    “Amen,” said the general, “and farewell, Maria Clopacka.” He pulled open the door of the house. Snow was falling aslant on the wind and the lamplight made a white dazzle before his face. He went out and the door closed after him, leaving in the room a long whisper like his voice.


    “Maria Clopacka! Maria Clopacka!” cried Anna. “How can you let him go?”


    “How could I keep General Repnin?” asked Maria, turning in her chair toward the zither and commencing to finger the strings clumsily.


    “But it’s Stach! It’s Stach that you sent away!”


    Maria Clopacka lifted her head but her eyes, instead of touching Anna, found something in the past and dwelt upon it.


    “Do you think the dead rise and walk, Anna?” she asked in a trembling voice. She added, loudly: “There are no ghosts in this house!”


    Anna shrank down into a chair. The world seemed to be stopped and embayed in a great stillness. She heard the wind beyond the house, the murmur of the fire in the stove, and the stiff fingers of Maria Clopacka picking out note by note the theme of the old song:


    
      East wind, have you lost your way? Is that why you wander so wildly? Turn about. You are far from home; But there no one will be glad of your coming.

    

  

  
    
      The lost garden

    

    
      “The lost garden” was originally published in 1941 in Famous Fantastic Mysteries.

    
  

  
    Henry Arsigny, a young American, rich, with the world at his feet, gave up that world and surrendered his life to the care of a garden in a little, obscure village not far from Bordeaux. To those who knew him, it seemed a sad miracle at first, and the buzz and whisper about it went far and wide, but when he grew old and died at length he was forgotten, I think, by all except the villagers. Even to them he was hardly more than a dim legend. This is the truth which lay behind the miracle.


    


    Consider the garden first. It lay partially enclosed by the old château, which was built with the wings circling back as if it had been originally planned that the structure should completely surround the court. The scheme proved too extensive, for the dream of the architect was scarcely more than a third realized and a stone wall finished the circle about the garden.


    Both building and wall were of a most tottering antiquity. The edges of the stones were slightly rounded by much weathering, so that the climbing vines found a foothold in the crevices and twisted leisurely over the stones, a green veil in spring and summer and a black network in winter. A few slender tentacles of green extended even across the gate, proving how seldom it was opened, and never in haste.


    It seemed that surely every one who made out through the bars of the gate and the mist of leaves the garden within must try to vault the barrier or else break it down; but though I have seen many people stop and peer wistfully inside, I have never known one who tried either by request or force to enter.


    Perhaps they were a little chilled by the strangeness of the garden, though it is true that none could define that strangeness. In blossom-time the garden was wonderfully bright, a whirlpool of color that circled about the central fountain and washed against the ancient walls, yet even in that glad season it was a melancholy sight. I cannot explain any more than I can make it clear why flowers sometimes suggest a thought of burial.


    Perhaps people could not forget the background of that garden, the time-crumbled walls of the château, looming with the sad, solemn wisdom of centuries above the flowers, until they seem things of a moment only, which might vanish away like a brilliant vapor. Yet none knew the evanescent beauty of the garden unless they stood there on a moonlight night when the colors grew pallid and whispers passed from the lilies by the fountain to the mignonette on the wall. It was like standing before the ghost of a garden that died many years ago, just as the name and fame of the builder of the château have died; just as the love of life died in Henry Arsigny.


    After all, the ancient gray walls and the melancholy beauty of the garden were only the setting for Henry Arsigny. He was tall, erect, very slender, with a mist of white hair and eyes amazingly bright, and black and young. Even to the end, his mind remained clear and keen, and in spite of his age I used to be sure that he could come back to the world and make a name for himself and a place, if he had cared to try.


    But I knew that he would never leave that garden, nor the boundary of the time-rusted walls. Across the gate the climbing vine each season ran another shoot, and every year the soul of Henry Arsigny was locked a little more surely in that narrow space.


    As for the village, after the first few years it accepted Arsigny as one of those mysteries which one must not attempt to explain too closely. By his own people in New Orleans he had long been numbered among the living dead. No one but myself, I am sure, can tell the story of how the rich young American came to shut himself up in a French château and spend the rest of his life tending a garden.


    I will repeat that story exactly as he told it to me. When you have heard it you will say that time and brooding had filled the old man’s mind with fancies. Perhaps so; but certainly his voice was clear and his eye level as he told it to me.


    


    Our intimacy had grown slowly during my stay at the village, and finally Arsigny began to invite me to dine with him at the château, and afterward we would sit through the long twilight while he told me his troubles with the flowers. He talked of them seriously, you see, as one might speak of refractory children. Often he led me around and pointed out through the evening gloom the places where he had attacked the weeds during the day, enlarging upon the vicious qualities of each species.


    Sometimes he grew warm with indignation, yet I could not feel that he was falling into his dotage. There was too much reason in him, too much restraint, too much pleasant courtesy, and I came to look forward eagerly to our evenings together. It was on one of these nights that I at last heard the story of the lost garden.


    When I came into the château that evening the servant was strangely unwilling to admit me. Even when I insisted that I could not have made a mistake—that this was certainly the date which his master had set for our meeting—the fellow shook his head and muttered.


    “It is strange,” he said over and over again, “for this is the one night that monsieur must be always alone.”


    I tipped him so liberally that he sighed and glanced behind him.


    “If monsieur will enter,” he compromised at length, “I will inquire. But I am sure that there is some mistake.”


    While he was gone I looked out through a casement at the garden-like smoothness of the countryside with the moon over it. All awe of the old world was in it. The silence of centuries lay on those lines of hedge and round-topped trees, and far away, an exquisite touch of the medieval, I made out the spires of St. Martin’s etched in thin touches of silver by the moonlight, like dew upon spider-threads.


    The servant returned with one of his fellows and together they began to assure me that it was useless, it was painful, for me to insist on speaking with M. Arsigny, upon that night of all nights. I grew impatient at last and was about to brush them aside and go in search of the master of the house, for I began to scent a mystery. They clung to my arms as I stepped forward.


    “If you will permit,” said one, “and promise to go thereafter, I will give monsieur a glimpse of the master.”


    He spoke it as I might say to a child: “If you aren’t quiet I’ll show you a ghost.” Then he led me into a wing of the château which, so far as I knew, Arsigny had hitherto constantly kept sealed. On tiptoe we advanced to a tall oaken door which stood slightly ajar.


    Through the aperture came a fluctuating yellow light, like that thrown by a wood-fire. With a gesture imploring caution, one of my guides indicated that I might look inside.


    It was the dining-hall, high and gloomy of ceiling, and wildly illumined by half a dozen huge torches, placed in niches along the wall. Their flames, shaken by the draft, wavered, and splashed light across polished steel armor which hung along the wall—triangular shields such as knights once hung from their necks, cuirasses, hauberks of chain mail, glittering as though they were shirts of diamonds. Here was a ponderous halberd, and there one of those hammers used to break up coats of mail, and beside it a mighty two-handed sword which a foot-soldier might have swayed against a mounted cavalier.


    With weapons like that one the Swiss peasants beat down the chivalry of Austria and Burgundy. These things I half saw and half guessed in that first glance. Afterward I had eyes for the master of the house alone.


    He sat with his back toward me at the table. On his white hair was a crimson cap; over his shoulders swept a mantle of rich blue velvet. From the back of his chair hung a belted sword, and as he moved in his chair I saw that he was girt with a long dagger.


    I caught my breath and turned upon the servants for an explanation, but their faces were grave, and they stared past me at the picture. So I looked again.


    On either side of Arsigny’s plate stood a tall candle, and there were two other pairs set in a similar manner beside plates of silver. What mighty plates they were; what noble goblets of silver chased with gold stood ready at hand, and, above all, what goodly garniture of food was on that table!


    An entire roasted boar—kingly dish—was the central feature. Besides, there were pheasants roasted with their feathers on, and even a gorgeous peacock with tail spread. There was a chicken steamed in a bottle and dainties and delicacies of all sorts grouped further down the board to the place where a mighty pasty rose, a brown masterpiece of the baker’s art. In the midst of my joy at beholding such a feast the truth gradually dawned on me that of the three people for whom that banquet was spread two would never touch the meat nor taste the pleasant wine.


    Behind each chair stood a servant dressed in an antique short coat, long, silken hose, and pointed shoes. Noiselessly, solemnly, they served Henry Arsigny and his two fantom guests.


    The portions they placed upon the master’s plate he merely tasted, and at his gesture they removed the dish and brought another. This again was served to all three, and yet once more the untouched food was carried away. The servitors exchanged no glances of mockery behind the master’s back. Very seriously they carved the food and poured the fine wine for the living and the dead.


    I turned once more to the servants behind me. They saw me not, they heard me not, they were lost in the strange dumb show which was enacted before them. One of them absently tried to brush away my hand before he recalled himself and answered my question: “You see—yes—once a year it is done this way. Once a year he dines alone with the two empty chairs. You see how it is.”


    He stopped and brushed a hand across his forehead, and I saw that he was white with fear. I, also, was shaken; until it came to me that even though Henry Arsigny were mad his madness was surely most harmless. I started forward into the room. Instantly the two servitors were clinging to my arms and tugging back while they whispered: “If he sees you he will kill you! Come back!”


    It was too late to retreat. Arsigny, roused from his dreams by the noise, started up and whirled with the dagger half’ drawn beneath his hand. How the light on that naked steel dazzled me!


    He said in a terrible voice: “What’s here? You dogs, have you forgotten—”


    Then he saw me and knew me, for his hand fell to his side and the dagger dropped home in the sheath with a little clang, yet still I wished myself far from that room.


    “This is the night you named for me to come,” I said. “I see, however, that it will inconvenience you, and I shall only stay, Mr. Arsigny, to bid you good evening.”


    He answered: “This is the night. I had forgotten.” And to the servants: “Lay another place.”


    It was instantly prepared, and I sat down opposite my host with as much of a tremor as if he had truly been a medieval baron, and I the meanest of serfs. At first I cast about frantically for some means of opening the talk, but Arsigny, once more seated, stared with bent head at the board and paid me no heed.


    


    The meal went on. The seemingly endless courses appeared and were removed. I could not taste the food nor move my eyes a single instant from the face of the master of the house. Chance brought the opening which I could not make.


    It was a festival time in the village, and as we sat at the table a procession passed down the street outside, a riotous crowd of happy peasants. Their laughter ran into that gloomy room and filled every corner of it as if with sunshine and the happiness of life.


    Arsigny raised his head slowly and his eyes quickened. The procession passed on and last of all we heard the chorus of singing girls. After that the noise of the carnival died away as quickly as it had begun, but Arsigny with his gentle smile leaned toward me.


    He said: “You are a lover of flowers, my friend, and therefore you may understand what I may tell you.”


    He touched his crimson cap and velvet mantle.


    “Of course you are curious at seeing me in such ceremonial robes, are you not? I had intended that no one should ever see them—no one but my servants, and their silence can be purchased. Since you are here you shall know. After all, why not? There is no harm in it.”


    He looked before him gravely for a moment and then added softly to himself: “There is no harm.”


    “Will you take a cigarette?” I asked, seeing that the story was about to commence, and knowing that he was an inveterate smoker.


    He raised the open case I passed him and examined the contents with, idle curiosity. For that moment, at least, they had no meaning to him. That little incident made me more ill at ease than anything which had happened before. As he pushed the case back at me he began:


    “When I was a boy in New Orleans I loved Marie Vivrain, and she loved me, and it was always planned from our childhood that we should marry. You see that I talk glibly of love, but that is the privilege of old age, is it not?


    “In fact, there was no mystery about love for us two, and we had taken it for granted since childhood, that we would go through life hand in hand, just as we walked every day to school. It was a happy match, everyone said, for we were both rich, and we were a fine couple to watch at a dance—on horseback—it made no difference where.


    “You see, I was not a clown, sir, and Marie was beautiful. All New Orleans waited for the announcement of the date of our wedding, and all New Orleans was at the ball at which it was to be told.”


    He paused and drank from his goblet in the way that fine wine should be drunk—first with a little bow to me, and then a long, slow draft. He set it down with the same slow motion, and those unusually black young eyes were staring into the past with a glance of fire. In them I saw the splendor of that ball, heard the hum of voices broken many times with golden laughter, saw the swirl of the dance. By canting my ear I could almost catch the trembling complaint of the violin.


    “Wherever we danced, wherever we walked, we were the center from which laughter and happiness radiated. How gay we were; how gay! Then the great moment came, and we stood hand in hand halfway up the great staircase, and the father of Marie was below us and spoke to the crowd of young, upturned faces.


    “Out of them all I chose one pair of eyes. I suppose it was because he was so tall and loomed above the rest. Also, he was yellow-haired, and all the rest were of the Southern darkness.


    “Still, it was more than a matter of height or the color of his hair. It was the hunger of his eyes as they fell upon Marie. It made the hot blood run to my face at first, and then I turned to Marie, and for the first time I knew how I loved her. Her father finished speaking; there was cheering and clapping of hands, and Marie was on the step below me blushing and laughing up to me and drawing me down so that we could lose ourselves in the crowd. Down we ran through a shower of roses and came at the foot of the stairs into a swirl of people, a score reaching for my hand at the same moment.


    “That was how I lost Marie. The numbers swept her away, and when the confusion and excitement died down she was not near me. I broke from the circle and started to find her, and the moment I began to search a deep uneasiness came over me and grew as I went from room to room through the big mansion. Still there was no trace of her until I came to a little alcove away from the noise of the ballroom. The moment I crossed the threshold I saw Marie standing close to that fellow with the yellow hair and the unbearably bright eyes.


    “He held her hands and leaned above her, and she looked up, partly fascinated and partly terrified. I could not hear the words, but the deep, impassioned murmur of his voice was enough.


    “I am of French descent, sir, and like that people, my temper rises quickly. There was a devil in me when I stepped before them, a devil that made Marie shrink away and that turned the man pale when he faced me. Yet he was cool.


    “I said, ‘Marie, I have not been presented to your friend.’


    “And her small voice answered me: ‘This is Mr. James Baron. Mr. Baron, this is Mr. Arsigny.’


    “We bowed. Those were days when duels were still fought, sir. I was choosing the place where I would plant my bullet when James Baron broke in: ‘I hope to see you alone, Mr. Arsigny.’


    “‘Sir,’ I said, ‘there is nothing on earth that I desire more. Marie, do you mind? May we be alone for a moment?’


    “I had been blinded with anger the moment before, but now I saw that she was like one walking in her sleep. There was no understanding in her eyes. She turned and left the room without a word.


    “You could never know what a pang of pity and fear and sorrow that sent through me. I was sick at heart when I presented my card to James Baron. He slipped it into his pocket.


    “‘And yours?’ I asked.


    “He shook his head and smiled at me with a certain grim tolerance that made me writhe.


    “‘No,’ he said, ‘the temptation, is great—God, how great!—but in my part of the country we don’t do things in this way.’


    “I was cut to the quick. The wounds of the Civil War were still fresh in the South, and the comparison spurred me on.


    “‘No,’ I answered, ‘there are many things which you of the North do not understand—many little things which a Southern gentleman, sir, considers part of the code of honor.’


    “He had been pale the moment before, you understand. He grew whiter still at that, and a scar stood out on his temple, a jagged, ugly thing. There was that intolerable brightness in his eyes, and I understood for the first time the meaning of a Berserker rage.


    “I was afraid, sir, and I admit it without shame. I was afraid, but I was so tortured by the thought of Marie as she had run laughing through the shower of roses and again by contrast as she had looked when she left the alcove, that I cried out: ‘You shall meet me, sir, or I will publish you through the streets of New Orleans.’


    “His steady, deep voice replied: ‘What would you publish? Arsigny, I know what you fear as well as if I could read your mind. You are wrong. As we stood here I told her that I loved her, and for a reply she merely stared at me, too terrified to understand.’


    “‘You have nothing further to fear, from me. In the first moment I was swept from my reason. I had to speak to her. Now I shall go away to the ends of the earth; you will never see me after this night. Are you satisfied?’


    “Who would have been satisfied with that? I muttered through set teeth: ‘How long has she known you and hidden you from me?’


    “He said: ‘I have never seen her before.’


    I laughed in his face.


    “‘Mr. Baron,’ I answered, ‘I saw your eyes when you were watching her as she stood on the staircase.’


    “He made a little gesture of despair, resignation.


    “‘Then I will tell you everything,’ he said, ‘because it is for her happiness.’


    “I bowed. When I straightened I saw him measuring me as a duelist measures, his man. I knew that glance too well.”


    


    Here Arsigny stopped for another taste of wine, and in the little interim I strove to conjure up the figure of James Baron, tall, massive, blond, with the unbearably bright eyes. But I could not see him. It seemed impossible that this Henry Arsigny could have ever quailed before any man.


    He spoke again: “I knew the glance, and I was afraid, as I said before. Yet it was the sort of fear which makes a man fight to the last drop of his blood. Then that great Viking said:


    “‘What I am going to tell you has to do with dreams of a garden and a woman. The garden is a lost garden, I fear. The woman I have seen tonight for the first time.’


    “I began to interrupt with some cynical comment, but he silenced me with a short gesture of command.


    “He said: ‘Listen to me closely. I may not keep you away from the crowd for long, but I must set your doubts of her at rest. Arsigny, when I was a young fellow, younger by some years than you are now, I dreamed one night that I was living five hundred years ago. I was walking down a narrow staircase with a heavy lantern of that square, medieval sort which you may have seen in pictures. My dress was a long, white robe, loosely girt with a belt, and I had on red, pointed shoes, and I wore a short beard. A short beard, mind you, but a longer one than this.’


    “His chin, I should have told you, was covered with a short-cropped yellow beard. Perhaps it was this which gave him his air of distinction.


    “‘I went down those stairs and turned to the right out upon a balcony which overlooked a garden,’ went on James Baron. ‘Ah, what a garden that is, Arsigny, that place of dead beauty. There is a fountain in the center of it, and the moon has just cleared the garden wall and turns the nodding top of the fountain to silver spray. Down in the gloomy shadow of the wall there are flowers of every exquisite variety. Except the glimmer of the lilies by the fountain and the little mignonette on the wall, I cannot see them, but their fragrance rises through the dark.


    “‘I stand on the balcony looking down the winding stairs which lead into the heart of my lost garden, and waiting, for I know that someone else is coming to the tryst. I raise my lantern and look across the space of the enclosed court to an opposite balcony with steps winding down just as they do from mine—’”


    I cried out, bewildered: “Why, Arsigny, he was describing your own garden here just as I’ve seen it ofttimes by the moonlight.”


    “Hush,” said Arsigny, “for God’s sake, hush.”


    And he went on with Baron’s tale:


    “‘And as I stand there waiting, with the lantern high above my head, the door of the other balcony opens and a white figure steps out and the moon strikes across her face. She is lovely; how very beautiful she is! For her face is that of Marie—Marie Vivrain.


    “‘She stretches her arm to me and cries: “Amor vincit!” love conquers— and we turn to run down those winding steps to our lost garden below. But just as we turn to descend, the dream goes out, and our tryst in the garden is never fulfilled.’


    “Here Baron stopped, but he went on bravely again, though in a lower voice: ‘For you see, I have had this same dream many times, Arsigny. I have had it many times, and always it is the same in every detail, and always it goes out at the moment when she and I turn to run down the steps into the garden.


    “‘I have prayed that I might never wake until that dream is finished. Now I see that it will be better for me if I never dream again. All my life I have looked for the garden and the lady of my dream. Tonight I found the lady. My heart stopped when I stood there in the crowd and looked up to her, and when she came down to the mob I followed her. I could not help it. I had stopped thinking; I was only desiring a single word with her, and it seemed that I had rather hear her speak once than to listen to all the music in the world.


    “‘I overtook her, as you know, here in this room. Here I caught her hands, and told her my name and how long I had loved the thought of her. But you saw. She was too frightened to understand. Do you believe me, Arsigny?’


    “In those bright eyes there was a devil begging me not to believe, but I nodded my head. Then he stared at the floor a moment and answered: ‘Of course, this is the only way. I shall leave New Orleans tomorrow on an extended trip around the world. We shall never meet again.’


    “I took his hand as I replied: ‘Mr. Baron, I hope to God that we never do.’


    “And that was how I left James Baron at our first meeting. When I bade good night to Marie, after the ball, it seemed to me that in her eyes there was still a trace of blankness—the same empty, startled look which had been in them since she stared up into the face of Baron. It worried me a little, but I ascribed it at first to the shock of that strange meeting.


    “It was not hard to understand, on those grounds. Besides, I was too happy to be inquisitive or suspicious, yet when day after day passed and the time of our wedding was at hand, it grew on me that a deep change had come over Marie. I could not explain it to myself at the time. All that would have any meaning for you is that when I sat talking to her I continually grew uneasy and would take to glancing over my shoulder. For it always seemed, do you see, that Marie was aware of someone behind me.”


    Here Arsigny moved in his chair and looked quickly behind him. As for me, I resorted to the wine, and took a deep draft of that old vintage, for my nerves were commencing to grow unsteady.


    He continued: “I spoke of it to her parents, not openly and directly, but through hints. They could see nothing, and were only amused. Then I bent all my energies on hurrying forward the wedding. Once past the goal everything seemed safe.


    “The days went slowly, slowly. They dragged as your feet do in a nightmare when you flee from some nameless terror. So it was with me, and even on the morning of the wedding I was cold with dread of something to come. Yet all went smoothly. Half New Orleans was there, and half New Orleans said that there had never been a gayer wedding.


    “Yes, it was very gay; but as for the happiness—well, that was different. Even when she stood there beside me at the altar and spoke her vows—even then, sir, her glance went past me. When I turned with her from the priest I half expected to look into those unbearably bright eyes of James Baron.


    “He was not there, and that evening we started north on our honeymoon.


    “My friend, the happiness of the next few months was enough to give happiness to a dozen lives, and therefore why should I regret some shadow, some strangeness in Marie? I closed my thought to it in time and opened my heart only to her gay moments.


    “She was as charged with variety as a rare wine is filled with fragrance or a costly jewel with changing lights. Sir, she was one of those women whose least movement thrills. Sir, I would rather have risked my life than miss one gesture of those white hands or the least utterance of her voice, so low, so caressingly musical. She was not such a one that a man would ask of her many times a day: ‘Do you love me more? Will you ever love me less?’ No, it was sufficient to be in her presence and rejoice without question.


    “You see how I had blinded myself? But one thing I could not hide from my knowledge, which was that Marie was restless, uneasy as a migratory bird when the time approaches for the long flight south.


    “During our first summer we had a house in the mountains of Vermont—a sufficient distance from New Orleans, you will say, but not enough for Marie.


    It was not that she wished to go in any one direction. It was only that she loved travel for its own sake. So it ended with our taking passage for Europe, and we landed at Havre in the early autumn.


    “After that I surrendered myself to the fancies of Marie, and it was she who chose our route. We went to Paris first, of course, and I would gladly have spent the rest of my life in that delightful place, but Marie would not linger long. So we started again, and this time went west and south toward Bordeaux. On a day, as we drove in a carriage through the outskirts of a village, we passed a tavern of extreme age. At the first sight of it Marie cried out and clapped her hands.


    “I ordered the driver to stop and then I turned to her in surprise, for I had never seen her so delighted, and yet it was a shapeless, ugly building. It had at one time been a fortified castle, but war had torn down the upper battlements, it seemed, and wrecked the outworks.


    “All that remained was the central structure with two wings, which inclined somewhat back, as though the original plan intended for the château to completely surround the central court. We drove into that court, which was fenced from the street by a high stone wall.”


    I said: “In fact, it was the very building in which we now are sitting. Am I not right?”


    But Arsigny, as I half expected, did not hear me.


    “I thought the courtyard, which was paved, almost the ugliest place of its kind that I had ever seen, but Marie was charmed with everything. She was out of the carriage at once and running here and there making discoveries.


    “‘It was once a garden. It is a lost garden!’ she cried.


    “I asked: ‘How can that be? Don’t you see that the ground is paved?’


    “‘Yes, yes,’ she said impatiently, ‘but the pavement was laid after the château was converted into a tavern. It was made into a courtyard so that the patrons could drive their carriages in here, just as we have done. But once it was a garden. I know! Look at that ruined fountain in the center. Once it sent up a spray which the wind blew back over flowers, I am sure. And see those balconies!’


    “She pointed to one on either side of the court.


    “I said: ‘What in the world have they to do with a garden?’


    “But she answered, laughing low with excitement: ‘See how they are broken off at one side without a railing? There is no barrier because once a flight of stairs wound down from each balcony—down into the garden, the lost garden.’


    “It was useless to argue such things with her. Now she stopped and pressed both hands across her eyes.


    “‘I can almost see it! I can almost see it!’


    “‘See what?’ I asked good-naturedly.


    “‘The garden, the lost garden!’


    “‘Come,’ I said, ‘I’m tired and thirsty, and it’s almost the end of the day. Let’s put up here for the night.’


    “She consented happily and went in with me, humming a gay old French ballad, and she insisted that we take a room opening upon one of the balconies. When we were settled in it I went down to give orders that our supper be served in our room. It was while I was passing down one of the long corridors that I met James Baron for the second time.”


    The voice of Arsigny was as calm and even as ever, but his thin hand that rested upon the table gathered into a hard, white fist and his eyes flashed with excitement.


    “Baron was marvelously changed. He had grown so thin that he was hardly more than a ghost of the man I had seen before, and his yellow hair, which was grown long, stirred about his face in the draft which blew down the corridor. As he loomed suddenly before me I shrank back against the wall, overwhelmed with awe, and as he recognized me he stopped short and the strangely bright eyes flashed upon me. He gestured past me.


    “‘She is here?’


    “‘Yes.’


    “Pity filled me, and with it there blended a vague and deep alarm.


    “‘I must go at once,’ he said, more to himself than to me.


    “I tempted fate, trembling at my own bravado.


    “‘Come with me to see her. She has not forgotten you, I know.”


    “‘No,’ he mused, breaking in upon me with his heavy voice, ‘she has not forgotten. Do you really wish me to come?’


    “My throat was dry, but the very danger lured me on: ‘Yes, by all means come. We shall dine together, shall we not?’


    “He struggled against the temptation until I saw the tremor of his wasted body. Truly he had shrunk to a fantom leanness. His shoulders, indeed, were still broad, but his coat hung loosely about them, and those strong hands had grown almost spiritually thin. Whatever I might fear in him there certainly was no longer any physical danger—yet the man overawed me.


    “He said at length: ‘I shall not come. I dare not come. Tonight I am hardly well enough to take the road, but tomorrow early I shall start away. Arsigny, you need not fear. I shall start in the morning, by my honor.’


    “Then, I said hotly: ‘Sir, what have I to fear?’


    “He smiled vaguely upon me and my heart grew small and cold within me.


    “‘To be sure,’ he said, ‘what have you to fear? Nevertheless, I shall go. But in the morning. Tonight I am indisposed.’


    “He seemed, in fact, to be almost reeling with weakness. I took his arm and steadied him.


    “‘You are ill indeed, Baron,’ I said, ‘and you must not begin a journey upon our account. No, if we disturb you we shall move on early in the morning. Tonight I shall take care of you myself. Upon my word, you are a sick man. Has a doctor seen you recently?’


    “‘I think not.’


    “I thought not. I’ve some experience in rough remedies. This trouble of yours is a fever.’


    “For though his hand was cold his face was flushed.


    “‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it is a fever; it consumes me.’


    “And he turned away to end the interview. I watched him fumble a way down the corridor, supporting himself against the wall with groping hands.


    “‘You will expect me?’ I called.


    “He returned no answer, and I stood there and watched him out of sight, saying to myself: ‘Poor devil, he has not long to live.’


    


    I gave the order for our dinner, and then I returned to Marie. She was walking the room in the same uneasy excitement which had held her from the moment our carriage stopped before the tavern. Seeing her beauty, and thinking of the wrecked manhood of James Baron, I could not meet her eyes, but picked up a book and commenced to fumble through its pages. When the light hand of Marie fell upon my shoulder I started guiltily.


    “She said: ‘Henry, what has happened?’


    “She read me, I knew, as easily as I could read the book which lay open in my hands. I looked up to her, prepared to lie, but my glance dropped miserably.


    “She said, and with such eagerness that I winced: ‘Henry, look up to me.’


    And when I obeyed, like a child, she searched me wistfully with a long glance.


    “‘Whom have you seen?’


    “I answered feebly: ‘No one.’


    “It was a poor lie—a barren lie. I saw her soul come up and look at me. What were her thoughts? They were not for me to guess. She sat a little distance away with her chin buried in her cupped hands, staring into distance and humming the fragment of that ancient, gay French ballad. As we dined she was her charming, playful self again, but half her heart, I knew, was smiling past me at a shadow beyond.


    “My duty should have taken me to James Baron, so wan and fever shaken, but a premonition of trouble, a vague foreboding kept me near Marie.


    “Certainly there was danger. I knew it by the tingling of my blood. But my only care was to keep Marie safe. Not till she was in bed and fast asleep did I go to find Baron.


    “The man was wracked with fever, the disease to gain a mortal hold upon him. One glance at that cadaverous face was a sufficient proof. I went to him now not as one goes to help the sick, but as a visitor at a death-bed.


    “Down the same dark corridor I passed, and then up the winding staircase which led to the upper stories of the opposite wing. As I reached the first platform I heard a soft, descending footfall and paused to allow the other to pass, for a meeting on the narrow stairs would be awkward. A moment later James Baron came into view.”


    Here Arsigny straightened in his chair and clasped the hands tightly together. His glance was driving deeply into the past to see that picture.


    “He wore a long bathrobe of some heavy, white material, girded with a loose cord at the waist. On his feet were red bedroom slippers, and in his hand he carried one of those heavy, square lanterns of ancient make. It was unlighted, but he held it high above his head, as if to illumine his way.”


    “The dream,” I murmured “It was the dream which he described to you. Some knight of the old days might have been dressed in just such a costume.”


    And Arsigny went on, his voice grown small and thin:


    “I felt as if a specter were walking upon me. No, it was more terrible than that. It was as if the dead past were before me—as if I were plunged at a breath back into the lost centuries. It came upon me with the graveyard presence of the specter.


    “For it was not James Baron. No, no; the white robe was not a costume. It was real. It was the robe of a belted knight, and the beard was the beard of knighthood, and the long yellow hair that blew about his face swept me back into the fantastic, beautiful days of chivalry.”


    He was not speaking in metaphor, but seriously, soberly; and he said in answer to my exclamation: “It is not hard to believe in the reincarnation of human souls. Then why is it so difficult to believe that that hour was the reincarnation of a moment from the past? Sir, the whole spirit of a dead age breathed about me!


    “When that man who should have been James Baron came close to me I saw that the unbearably bright eyes were misted—that the man was walking in his sleep. How else explain that lifted lantern?


    “I touched and stopped him with a question. The unseeing glance turned upon me. He raised the lantern higher, as if to make out my face, but to him I was no more than a bodiless fantom. He looked through me. I spoke again, and this time he muttered an answer which froze my blood.


    “For the language which he spoke was fluent Latin. I knew enough to understand that much, though I could not follow the meaning. But I knew perfectly then that I was hearing the voice and the words of another James Baron, a warrior dead five hundred years before. If you will call it illusion, nevertheless it was so strong that as he turned away I listened for the click of golden spurs.


    “He opened the door at his right and entered the room into which it led. I followed, but very slowly, for my feet were heavy with ghostly fear. I pursued him through that long, dim chamber. He still carried the unlighted lantern high above his head, and he walked as surely and swiftly as if he could see in the dark.


    “At the end of the empty room he threw open another door and the night air rushed back to me. When I came close I found him standing on one of those two balconies that overlooked the court far below. Rain had fallen, and now the pavement glimmered like water.


    “I glanced up and saw that the clouds were blown tumbling back before the face of the moon. By that light, as I looked down again, I saw a white figure step out on the opposite balcony. The silver light struck across her face, and it was Marie.


    “You think that I cried out, remembering the dream of James Baron as he told it to me on that night of the ball? Or that I sprang forward with a warning shout?


    “No; I could not speak, for I was numb with the horrible cold of a nightmare. Sir, what could I have done? The happenings of that night had been foredoomed five hundred years before, and what power had I against fate?


    “She stepped forward to the very edge of her balcony with the moonlight running in transparent waves along her gown. She stretched out shining arms, and her voice was high and sweet and clear as she called the words of the dream: ‘Amor vincit‘—love conquers—and I knew that I was lost. Yet at the sound of her voice life returned to me. At the same instant she and Baron turned to run down the stairs which were not there—which had not been there for nameless generations.


    “I shouted my warning then and leaned forward to seize Baron, but I could not even touch his robe. Together they dropped into the night; they were gone to their tryst. When I looked down from the balcony I saw two white forms motionless on the glimmering stones of the courtyard.”


    There was no faltering in the voice of Arsigny as he finished his story. He was smiling, in fact, as if at some pleasant reminiscence. After a long silence he said: “And then I bought the château and brought the lost garden back to earth. My friend, should their spirits wander back to the place of their last tryst and find only the bare, brutal stones of the courtyard?


    “So I made their garden for them beautiful, as you see, from the lilies by the fountain to the mignonette upon the wall. There, on still evenings, when the light is gone and there is only the fragrance of the flowers and the shining of the stars, it is not hard to see them again. Yes, and there have been times when the murmuring of the fountain as it fell in the pool seemed to be like two voices in question and reply.


    “And here in the hall, once a year, I sit down with them—with, James Baron, as he was five hundred years ago; with that Marie Vivrain, of whom the trouvères sang from the Seine to the swift Rhône. Let us drink to their happiness, my friend.”


    And we rose to drink the pledge.

  

  
    
      Honor bright

    

    
      “Honor bright” was originally published in 1948 in The Cosmopolitan.

    
  

  
    Adrienne stepped into the library through the French window—her family’s garden adjoins mine—and sat down in the red tapestry chair near the fire. My Adrienne—your Adrienne, every man’s Adrienne—selected that chair because it made a perfect background for her black velvet evening wrap, and she wanted to be near the fire so that the bright blaze of it would throw up little golden lights into her hair. I got up and poured her favorite drink, which is a bit of plain water without ice, just stained with Scotch.


    “This is very pretty, Adrienne,” I said. “With your profile just so and your head leaning a little, you look like a child.”


    “When you know the truth, does it matter how I look?” she said. “How is your poor back, Uncle Oliver?”


    I had been moving some great heavy pots of hydrangeas a few days before on the terrace and had given myself a wrench, but it was not sympathy that caused Adrienne to ask that question; something in my speech had annoyed her, and she wished to remind me, in her sweetly poisonous way, that the first sign of age is weakness in the small of the back.


    “I’m perfectly well,” I said.


    “I’m very glad, darling” said my Adrienne, “but don’t insist on being so strong and manly just now, dear.”


    I looked up from filling my pipe and waited.


    “You know you prefer cigarettes,” she explained.


    I put the pipe aside without a word and picked up a cigarette.


    Adrienne rose and came, rustling, to stand over me with her fragrance while she held the lighter. “Isn’t that the wrong end, dear?” she suggested.


    I reversed the infernal cigarette, and she lighted it. These near approaches or forays of Adrienne’s often make me nervous, and of this truth she is exquisitely aware.


    “Are you angry?” she asked.


    “Just enough to give you my full attention,” I told her.


    “It’s your usual system.”


    “But I don’t come here to annoy you, do I, Uncle Oliver?” she wanted to know. “You don’t really feel that I come here to annoy you, Uncle Oliver?” she said sadly.


    “You come here to think out loud, because I’m so old and safe,” I answered.


    “Oh no; not really so safe,” she said.


    “Well, well! Who is it this time?” I asked.


    “Something terrible happened,” she told me.


    “What’s his name?” I asked cannily. “And who is he?”


    “It’s not so much a ‘who’ as a ‘what,’” decided Adrienne. “Will you help me, dear Uncle Oliver?”


    “I suppose so,” I said.


    She went back to her chair and held out one hand to be gilded by the firelight, yet I felt that only part of her attention was being given to the composition of this picture and that she was in real trouble. I was astonished and touched.


    “I have an appointment for eight o’clock,” she said. “You won’t let me be late? It’s frightfully important.”


    “Very well,” I answered. “I won’t let you be late. But now let’s get on with your problem. What’s his name?”


    “Gilbert Ware,” she said.


    I felt a shock of loss and regret. For years I had realized that my Adrienne was growing up, but still it had remained easy for me to think of her in short skirts and with her hair in braids. A child belongs to every man; a woman belongs to one only; and so my heart shrank at the name of Gilbert Ware. He filled both the imagination and the eye. If he was not one of the richest ten men in the country, he was not far behind them. On his mother’s side he went back to the best of Massachusetts, and by his father he was Old Virginia; placed in the diplomatic corps by the Ware dynasty, he had tasted the best the world offers by the time he was thirty; and finally he had the beauty, together with the raised eyebrows, of one of the Founding Fathers. I daresay that he was the catch of the whole country. Such a man did not waste his time on children, which meant that my Adrienne was now a woman.


    She explained, “He gave a week-end party at his house in the country, and I was there.”


    “At his country house?” I said. “Why, Adrienne, you really are getting on.”


    She did not answer but continued to look sidelong thoughts, so that I understood she was about to tell her story. I took my drink in hand, comforted my sight with her, and prepared to listen. Of course, “uncle” is merely a title that she chose for me, but I have watched Adrienne and listened carefully for several years without coming to the end of her. She is strangely combined of warmth and aloofness. Not even her school friends could nickname her “Addie,” and no one fails to put the accent on the last syllable of “Adrienne” because she seems, if not a Latin, at least very different. Actually, her blood is mostly of the far north—Norwegian, I think—and those people of the endless nights have gifts of deep brooding and long, long dreams.


    Adrienne is continually in and out of love like a trout in sun and shadow, but the net never seems to take her. When I thought of the name and place of Gilbert Ware in the world, I wondered if this might not be the time. I wondered also how much truth might be mingled in this story with the fictions of Adrienne, for, though I hope she is not a deliberate teller of untruths, she is at least a weaver who loves to have many colors in her web. With the question there came to me a sudden surety that tonight, at least, I should hear nothing but the truth. Also I knew, for no proper reason, that she was to speak of a great event. At this point in my thoughts she began to talk in that voice so light and musical that more than once, it surprises me to say, she has talked me to sleep.


    She was quite excited, she said, when the invitation came, for she had seen Gilbert Ware only a few times and, though she had done her very best, she had not been sure that he noticed her. Now she put her mind thoroughly upon the future, as she laid out the things for her maid to pack. She hesitated particularly over the jewels for, if she took none, she might seem dull, and too many might be pretentious. At last she hit on a diamond bracelet—a mere thread of light—and a little ruby pendant of the finest pigeon’s blood. The two together might be worth some thirty-five hundred or four-thousand dollars. (Adrienne is very good at figures.)


    Long before her packing was finished or her thoughts arranged, young Harry Strode stopped by to drive her down to the country. She permitted this service from him, but not with pleasure. She had been quite fond of Strode at one time and, during an extremely dull evening, she had permitted herself to tell him so. But, since Adrienne cannot endure sulky men with long memories, her liking afterwards had turned the other way.


    Once in the car, she was as pleasant as possible. However, this was a dark afternoon with such a roar and rushing of rain that conversation meant straining the voice. She had intended to be kind to Harry, but not in the face of such difficulties. Adrienne, who has more than one of the talents of a cat, found herself, while considering the next subject for talk, so comfortable that presently she was asleep.


    She roused when Harry paused to take a hitchhiker in out of the downpour. He was a pale man of about my age, she said, with his head thrust forward at the end of a long neck like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world. A certain restless hunger in his eyes intrigued her for a moment, but then, in spite of the best intentions, she was asleep again; and the fellow sat quietly in the back seat.


    At the entrance to Ware’s driveway, Strode let out his extra passenger—the lights of a town were only a short distance down the road—and Adrienne remembers how the poor fellow stood in the rain with his hat in his hand, thanking them and waiting for the car to pass on. This roused her so that she was wide awake when they entered the house.


    The place was quite a disappointment to her for it combined two faults: it was both baronial and new. Yet she could understand that a man like Ware might simply pick the best of architects and say to him, “Here is the land. Select a proper site and build me an appropriate country house. Suppose you take a year to do it, gardens and all.” But the moment she went into the living room she was warmed by the realization that Ware was giving the party entirely for her. Every one of the dozen or more house guests had been chosen from among her younger friends. It was only a pity, said Adrienne, that he had not included some of the older ones. Saying this, she smiled at me.


    In the great living room, huge as a Tudor hall, tea was being served in delicate porcelain with faint chimings of silver; and there was Gilbert Ware, as ingratiating and observant a host as though he were by no means the catch of a continent. Adrienne made up her mind to have him. Her tactics were to strike at once and to keep on striking.


    When Ware asked her about the trip down, she said, “I don’t want to think about it.”


    “Why not?”


    “No—please! It was only a hitchhiker we picked up, and I simply started imagining things about him.”


    “Something is bothering you,” said Gilbert Ware, “so let’s have it out.” He had a doctor’s air, attentive for humane reasons even to foolish stories.


    “It was like something you’re afraid of seeing by night,” said Adrienne.


    The storm jumped suddenly at the house and set the tall windows trembling. Since it was only twilight, the curtains had not been drawn, and she looked out over a shimmer of lawn into the green gloom.


    “Harry had his eyes glued to the road,” she said. “He’s such a careful driver, but it seemed to me that he must have known what I was seeing as I sat there, pretending to be asleep. In the mirror I could see the man’s face; I think I’ll always see it.”


    “The hitchhiker’s?”


    “It was so pale,” said Adrienne. “It was so long and dead and white … . Please don’t make me remember.”


    “Don’t talk about it; you look sick,” said Ware.


    “I’ll be all right. It was only a dream. There wasn’t any reality about it. Nothing so evil could be real. You know, the sort of horror that smiles at you in the dark?”


    Ware was listening to her but with plenty of reservation in those raised eighteenth-century eyebrows. She realized then that, if she married him, she might find herself playing a part forever. The thought excited her as she went on with the embroideries of her little story. Actually there had been something strange about the hitchhiker. Now she enlarged upon him.


    She said she had seen the devil wake up in the eyes of the man when, as she raised her hand to her hat, her sleeve fell back and showed the diamond bracelet; she had seen the beast of prey in him appear like some grisly shape that floats up under water, never clearly seen. It wasn’t the thought of mere robbery and loss that troubled her but that brooding sense of a monstrous presence.


    Gradually the man leaned forward in his seat, preparing to act. She was trying desperately to convey a warning to Harry Strode. If it were too overt, the signal would bring the attack on them instantly. She tried to signal with her eyes, with her hand. She slipped her foot over and touched Strode’s. But he remained impervious, simply fixing his eyes on the road and singing a song, said Adrienne, which declared that for alma mater he would stand like a wall and never, never fall; also, when he took the field, he would never yield.


    When she talked about the college hymn, something melted in Ware’s eyes. A barrier fell, admitting her, and whether or not he believed all the tale, plainly he enjoyed the art of it.


    She made a quick ending. A police car, she said, suddenly came up behind them, used its siren, and went by. This was enough to make the hitchhiker change his mind. Perhaps the sight of the uniforms recalled to him certain unforgettable years of punishment. He relaxed in his seat, and a moment later they were letting him out at the entrance to the Ware place. She never would forget him standing in the rain with that faint white mockery of a smile, thanking them for the ride. She had reached the house still half sick, but what saved the day for her was a desire to laugh, because Harry Strode had gone through it all aware of nothing but a desire to rally around a banner and, with a heart so true, die for the red and blue.


    Ware chuckled at this. Then he said that the guest rooms of his place were cottages scattered through the grounds but, if she were nervous after her experience, she should have a place in the main building.


    “No, no!” said Adrienne. “I’ve talked it all out now, and I won’t think of it again. You were so right to make me tell you everything. I didn’t want to say anything about it before the rest of them; there’s something so ugly about that kind of a story, don’t you think?”


    Ware’s eyes dwelt on her for a moment before he agreed; then he let the general conversation flow in upon them, and Adrienne found the eyes of the other girls fixed on her a little grimly. They took it for granted that she merely had succeeded in putting herself on trial, but her resolution was hardening every instant. She would take this man, to have and to hold; she would take him—if for no other reason—because he was hard to get.


    Everyone went to change, and Adrienne was shown to her cottage. There were a number of these cabins, each tucked into a special environment: one by a pool, another drenched in vines, one lost in towering woods, and a fourth sunning itself on a little green hilltop, though there was only rain streaming down when Adrienne was taken to it. It was built snug and tight as a ship’s cabin, but it was a complete job even to a sunken pool in the bathroom.


    When she had dressed—in black, she said, with only her ruby pendant—she put on overshoes and a featherweight cellophane slicker which were provided and went back to the house with a flashlight. There was only a misting rain, by this time, but the trees still looked a little wild from the storm.


    A few moments after her return to the house, dinner was announced. When they went in, she found herself at the right hand of Ware and felt that the game was half won. Yet he made no particular effort at the table; he preferred to watch her and smile.


    She was surprised when suddenly he asked her what she thought of the house.


    “Doesn’t it need something?”


    “Does it? What would you say? More color?”


    “No, but more time.”


    This seemed to please him. For an instant he came out of the distance and sat within touch of her, his eyes clear and keen, but after that she felt that he had drawn away again. She did not feel that she had failed but that he needed more leisure to make up his mind. She determined to give it to him, so she pleaded a frightful headache and went off to bed early.


    By this time the storm had slid away down the sky and out of sight, but a few clouds were flying. The moon hit one of them and dashed the whole weight of it into a shining spray like a bow wave. Adrienne enjoyed these things. She knew that she was on trial—for fifty million, so to speak—but her eye was turned confidently to the future.


    She decided, as she lay stretched on her bed in the cottage, looking at the apple-green ceiling, that Gilbert Ware probably wanted a restful creature for a wife. He was an unhurried sight-seer in life, determined to take nothing but the best. She, with her imaginings and her acting, had amused him for a time. She should have adopted an entirely different role and made herself, like him, a quiet observer, a little tired by the game. Adrienne decided that in the morning she would show him a change of pace.


    The moment she reached this intelligent conclusion she grew sleepy, but as she yawned, her arms wide open to welcome the aching drowsiness, she heard a slight sound and observed that the knob of her door was turning. She had locked the door, but a thrill of horror froze her heart. Not since she was a child and ghosts had haunted her in dark corridors had she felt such a thoroughly sufficient chill. She reached for the telephone and turned the dial. The bell in the main house began to buzz with a deep, soft voice. The buzzing continued, a far-away sound on the wire and a hollow echoing in Adrienne. Then not a servant but Ware himself spoke.


    “It’s Adrienne Lester,” she whispered. “Someone is trying to get into my cottage!”


    He said, with his eternal calm, “Someone with a long, white, evil face, no doubt?” He laughed and rang off.


    She could not believe it, but there it was. Her play-acting had been perfectly patent to him.


    The doorknob no longer was turning. Instead, there was a very discreet sound of metal scratching on metal. She remembered now not the sins of her past but the old fable about the little boy who had called “Wolf! Wolf!” once too often. For an instant she thought of being merely beautiful and helpless; instead, she got up and seized the heavy poker which stood in the brass bucket beside the fire. At the same time the door opened.


    A gust of night air came in along with her hitchhiker who looked “like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world.” He closed the door with his foot and pushed his hands into his coat pockets. He was very wet. When he moved, his feet made squashy sounds in his shoes. The rim of his hat, which he did not remove, hung down around his long, pallid face. A thin purple dye, which soaked out of his coat, had streaked the white of his shirt and, since the coat collar was turned up, had left a mark like a cut across his throat. He looked at Adrienne and at the poker she held, then turned his back on her and went to the bedside table where her jewels were lying. He dropped them into a coat pocket.


    He was quite hunched and so thin that she could almost count the vertebrae through his coat, but in spite of his apparent weakness she put the poker back into the brass bucket. She was young, swift, strong, but only as a woman. And, though he was by no means a big man, she knew that he could pluck the weapon out of her hands with ease. The knowledge sickened her a little; for the first time she was insufficient in an emergency. My Adrienne slipped quietly toward the door.


    “No,” said the hitchhiker, and shook his head at her.


    She turned for an instant toward the blackness of the outer night, but she dared not flee because of the nightmare that might pursue her. She went back to the fire.


    A small pool was collecting around the man’s feet; she watched the growth of it on the Chinese rug across the tongue and lower jaw of a little dragon.


    “How do you feel?” he asked.


    “I’m all right,” said Adrienne.


    “You’re not afraid?”


    “I was, terribly. But it’s better now that you’re talking,” she said.


    She thought that it was a pleasant remark, and she made it with a smile, but all the time the sickness of the fear was deepening in her, thickening like a new taste, because the hitchhiker was aware of her from head to foot and from foot to head. It was only for a moment that his eyes touched her in this fashion, but the screaming muscles began to tremble in her throat.


    He kept nodding his head up and down in understanding. He ran the tip of his tongue over his lips. “It always makes me kind of laugh,” he said, “the way you people get scared. Once I got into a place and in the first bedroom, where I didn’t expect it, there was a young fellow lying reading. He’d heard something. He knew I was inside the room, but he didn’t dare to turn his head. I stood there and watched. The magazine was resting on his chest, and his heart was thumping so hard that it made the pages keep stirring like leaves in a wind. He was young, and he was twice as big as me; but nothing is as big as the things that come out of the night.”


    “What happened, then? What did you do?” asked Adrienne.


    “Don’t scream or nothing,” said the thief. “I’m gonna turn out the light.”


    He turned out the light so that there was only the fire to send his shadow and hers up the wall and over the ceiling in waves and tremblings.


    Adrienne picked up the poker again.


    “Yeah, you’d fight, wouldn’t you?” he said, and laughed a little. “Got anything to drink in here?”


    “No,” said Adrienne.


    “What’s over here?” and he pulled open a small door set into the wall.


    Two flasks of cut glass glimmered inside the niche. He sniffed at them.


    “Brandy and Scotch. Funny how you people never know that bourbon is better than Scotch … . Have some?”


    “No,” said Adrienne.


    “Here’s down the hatch!”


    “Don’t drink it!” cried Adrienne.


    “Why not?”


    “Please don’t drink it!” she begged.


    “Ah, that’s what you think, is it? Well, here’s down the hatch!”


    He took a good swallow, and while his head was back, his eyes half closed, she freshened her grip on the poker, but still she could not act. She put the poker back in place for the second time, because it came to her that all the danger she dreaded was, in fact, closed in the room with her and that she would have to meet it with a different kind of force.


    He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, which made a smear across his face, and then he sat down beside the fire. Adrienne sank into the opposite chair.


    “They spent some money on you all right,” he said. “I remember hearing a rich feller say, once … . I used to be a plumber, and plumbers hear what people say, but a length of cast-iron pipe rolled on me, and it gave me a kind of a twist in the back, so I wasn’t any good, after that. I had to use the old bean, so I used it …” He seemed to have lost his place in the conversation. “Where was I at?” He took another drink.


    “You were about to say how much money is spent on us.”


    “This feller was saying that his girl cost ten thousand a year from twelve years up. Travel, governess, maid, school—he said ten thousand wouldn’t cover it. Ten thousand for ten years. That’s a hundred grand. How many languages you got?”


    “French and Italian, a little. And a bit of German.”


    “You don’t look like you would know any German.”


    “They sent me to Vienna for a year. To study singing.”


    “I guess you can do that pretty good.”


    “Not very.”


    “Sing ‘Home on the Range,’ dead soft.”


    She sang “Home on the Range” softly. He finished the flask of Scotch while he listened. He hummed the last part of it in unison with her.


    “I never was West,” he said, “but I like that song. It’s kind of American. It reminds me how big we are … . I’ve heard plenty sing it better than you.”


    “Of course you have.” She managed to smile again.


    He stared hard watching for the end of the smile, but she kept it, after a fashion, in the corners of her mouth and in her eyes.


    “There ain’t hardly a good swallow in one of these flasks. Go fetch me the other one, will you?”


    “Certainly,” said my Adrienne.


    She rose and went to the little cupboard. As she turned with the flask of brandy in her hand, she saw that the plumber sat a little higher in his chair, and then she was aware that his body was rigid as she came up behind him. He was waiting, tense and set, for whatever she might attempt to do, but he would not turn his head an inch toward her. She went slowly by him and gave him the flask—and her smile.


    He relaxed in his chair. “You feel better, don’t you?”


    “A lot better,” she said.


    “I guess you been scrubbed clean every day of your life. I guess you never wear anything but silk?”


    “Oh, yes. Oh, lots of other things,” she said.


    “You don’t mind me now if I drink this?”


    “I don’t mind at all.”


    “Look,” he said.


    “Yes,” said my Adrienne.


    “Maybe there’s better singers, but I never heard nobody talk so good. You bet I never heard anybody talk so good.” He stood up. “You been pretty all right, and I sort of hate taking your stuff. You know?”


    For the first time, in a way that was strange to Adrienne, he opened his eyes and looked at her with an appeal for understanding. He was apparently about to go, and she would not have to keep on smiling. She felt she had done enough acting in those few minutes to last her the rest of her life.


    “It’s all right,” she said to him.” We all have to get along somehow.”


    “Thanks. I believe you’re on the square, but I’ll fix this first.” He pulled the telephone wire from the wall socket. Then he lifted a finger at her. “You won’t budge out of here for ten minutes?”


    “I won’t budge.”


    “Ten whole minutes? Honor bright?”


    “Honor bright,” said Adrienne, and crossed herself automatically.


    “Well, I guess that’s all right then. Good night to you.”


    He went out of the cottage.


    There was a little clock above the fireplace. She noted the hands at five past eleven and resolved to wait for the ten whole minutes, honor bright; but all at once, said Adrienne, she thought of what a scene there would be when she rushed into the big house and told them, how everyone would be roused, and there would be calls for the police, and Gilbert Ware looking frightfully mortified and, for once, thoroughly alert. She thought of these things and ran from the cottage, but before she had taken three steps, the man moved out from behind the corner of the little building. He came straight toward her, slowly, with his hands in his coat pockets, and his black shadow slid silently over the ground beside him, like a man and his ghost or a man and the black devil, said Adrienne. I wonder why she did not use those quick feet of hers to fly away to the big house, but all she could do was to creep away from him through the open door of the cottage. She backed up until the wall stopped her. Her knees gave way. My Adrienne crouched with her eyes closed, because she dared not look for another instant at the long, white, deadly face of the hitchhiker. But she could feel his shadow falling over her, cold on her face and breast, she said.


    “Well, so there isn’t any honor bright,” he said. “I thought maybe you were one of the things for the country to be proud of. But you ain’t. You ain’t all right at all. You’re dirt. You’re just dirt.”


    It seemed to Adrienne that the chill of his shadow still was falling on her, but when she looked up, after a long time—after a long time when the breath seemed to be stopping in her body—she saw that he was gone, and she was able to get to the chair by the fire and drop into it.


    Only a moment later Gilbert Ware came in. He looked at the black, wet footprints on the floor, and then dropped on one knee beside her chair. She was reminded dimly of other young men who had taken the same position—my Adrienne always is reminded of someone else, no matter what a man does.


    “I’ve been a fool—I’ve been a goddamned fool!” said Ware, in just as trembling a passion of regret as any other man. “What happened? What has he done?”


    My Adrienne said nothing, not because she was incapable of speech, nor because she was remembering the theft and her fear, but because she was thinking of a loss far more vital, for which she could not find a name. So she kept on thinking until her thoughts went jogging all the way back to childhood, which was the last time “honor bright” had troubled her soul. She was holding out her hands to the fire which, against all nature, gave her no comfort.


    Gilbert Ware took those hands and turned her suddenly toward him so that she had to see his face, all savage with resolution. There was no trace now of that astute and critical spirit which had looked so carefully through her.


    “When did he go? Has he hurt you? Tell me. Do you hear me, dear Adrienne? What has he done?”


    There was one word in this speech which could not help partially reviving such a practical girl as my Adrienne, and yet she still was half lost in that unhappy dream as she answered,


    “He took the bracelet and pendant. I don’t know when he left. The hitchhiker …”


    “Was it that fellow? And I thought it was only a story!” cried Ware.


    He jumped for the phone, found it was disconnected, sprang back to her.


    “Let him go!” she said. “I don’t want ever to see him again. Don’t make me see him again, Gilbert.”


    Gilbert Ware threw a blanket around her and lifted her to her feet. He helped her along the path to the main house.


    “You won’t have to see him. Of course you won’t have to see him. Don’t talk, my sweet girl, my Adrienne. You’ve had a frightful shock. Will you be able to forgive me?”


    Miserable as she was, she could not help thinking how easy it might be to forgive fifty million and Gilbert Ware.


    The party at the house had not broken up, and everyone hurried to be of help. Faces leaned over Adrienne as she lay on the couch wrapped in the blanket. Someone chafed her feet. Her fingers were around a mug of hot toddy that warmed her hands and her lips and her throat but could not melt the ice around her heart.


    She was conscious of much telephoning back and forth, but she was not prepared for the return of her philosophical hitchhiker, flanked by a pair of proud policemen. In that frame he was a wretchedly starved picture of a man. He had left the muddy country lanes for a highway, and the police had picked him up at once. Ware, bending close beside Adrienne, was saying, “There’s only one word for you to speak, and then it’s all over. Simply identify the jewels and the man. The law takes on after that. Don’t move, Adrienne. Don’t sit up.”


    She did sit up, however, because it was mortally necessary for her to face again those eyes which had looked into her so shamefully far. But the inquiring mind was gone from the thief. All that had been free and dangerous and of the night now was faded into a dim creature who had suffered before and was prepared once more to endure.


    “I guess this is the stuff, Miss?” said one of the policemen, holding out the jewels in the palm of his hand. “You just identify it, and he’ll take a trip.”


    She kept trying to catch the glance of the thief, but he stared straight forward at the years of labor, of silence and of shame. His wet hat, now a shapeless sponge, was crushed in one hand, and it was upon this hand that Adrienne was forced, most unwillingly, to focus her attention. There was something abnormal, misshapen and oversized about it. By contrast, Gilbert Ware had such slender fingers, such a rounded but inadequate wrist, that one wondered how he could swing a polo mallet. The thumb of the hitchhiker, for instance, was broadened, thickened and fleshed on the inside to a surprising degree. Across his wrist lay two forking veins as big as her little finger, and all at once she penetrated the mystery. It was simply that the thief had been a laborer. By swinging sledge hammers, by tugging with all his might at powerful wrenches, he had deformed and desensitized his hands until they were merely gross tools, vaguely prehensile.


    “ … just a matter of identification,” a policeman was saying.


    “They aren’t mine,” she said.


    The smiles of the policemen persisted a moment, wavered and went out like lanterns in a sudden wind.


    “But wait—but, Adrienne!” said Gilbert Ware.


    She shook her head. “Not mine.”


    “But this is the very fellow you were talking about!” cried Ware.


    “I never saw him before.”


    “My dear Adrienne,” said Ware, looking hard at her, “if you’re doing this out of charity, please remember that the law has a rightful place in this affair.”


    She lost track of his voice, watching comprehension break up the calm of the plumber, but even as the hope entered him, and he saw that after all she seemed to be giving him some chance of escape, the manhood seemed to go out of him. Something of his spirit came leering, groveling at her feet.


    Ware asked everyone to leave the room. Then he sat down beside Adrienne. “Now what’s it all about?” he asked, and he looked at her as a dealer might look at a picture of uncertain authentication.


    “I don’t know.”


    “I’m sure you always think your way through before you do anything.”


    “I try to,” she admitted, and she kept searching her mind only to discover that the deeper she went, the more unknown was this new Adrienne.


    He was waiting.


    “I don’t know what the whole truth about this is,” she said, “but I have a horrible, naked feeling that I’m going to tell it.”


    After all, he had lived a bit. He showed it now by saying nothing.


    “Did you see his hands?” she asked. “They were real, don’t you think?”


    “Real?”


    “He’s worked like an honest man, and he’s been a thief. He’s been in prison, too, and that’s real enough. He could see that I’m all make-believe. I’m not even honestly looking for a husband. I’m just as honest as a cat that wants kittens. I try to be clever, but I’m only silly and young. I’ve never even made a beginning. I hate it. Oh, you don’t know how I hate it.’


    “There’s something pretty final about this,” he said. “I think you’re writing me down as one of the people who never have made a beginning.”


    And now, in this interval, Adrienne found that she could not tell a pleasant lie. She knew that every second of the silence was saying good-by to fifty million dollars but, instead of speaking, she could only remember the voice of the thief saying, “You’re dirt! You’re just dirt!”


    After a while Ware stood up slowly, still with something between anger and entreaty in his eyes, but when that frightful silence continued, he said, “I’ll tell them the hitchhiker isn’t the man.”


    He left the room.


    A fortune vanished with him, but with a very convinced longing Adrienne wanted to be out of that house. That was what she told the doctor, when he came a few minutes later.


    He said, “You’ve had a shock, my girl.”


    “Have I? I’m going to be better, though, now.”


    “You’d better stay in bed for two or three days.”


    “Oh, no; I won’t need to do that. There’s someone I have to see.


    “You’d better do as I say, though,” he advised.


    “But I know me so well,” said my Adrienne.


    Here she finished her drink, and I knew that her story was finished also; her timing is so perfect.


    I blew some smoke upward and watched it vanish. “Fifty million dollars all gone?” I said, but then I saw that there was a shadow on Adrienne, a strange dimness.


    “Now tell me about everything,” she said, looking at the place where the smoke had vanished.


    “Why, it’s not difficult, my dear,” I told her. “You’re unhappy about it because you don’t understand the big, quick movement of your own heart; when you saw Ware bearing down with all the dogs of the law on that poor, hunted devil—”


    “Oh, nonsense,” said Adrienne. “Just as poor and hunted as a wolf. You don’t know. I mean, a wolf that’s perfectly at home in the woods, snow or shine. Don’t you see? What am I looking for? Why, I’m looking for a man, and that evening I thought I’d found him. But I hadn’t. I’d only found a sort of beautiful social legend, or something. The hitchhiker was more of a man.”


    “Well, yes. Well … of course,” I said, and gave myself a twist that hurt my back. “I hadn’t thought of that. But—just to return a bit—who was it you wanted to see in the pinch? You remember you spoke to the doctor about him.”


    “Oh, an old, old friend,” said Adrienne. “His voice was with me all through it. He’s the one I’m to see tonight.”


    “Better be on your way, then,” I told her. “It’s ten to eight now.”


    “Really? Is it as late as that? Then may I ring for Jericho?”


    She was pressing the button as I said, “What the devil do you want with him?”


    Jericho came in. He is made of white hair, yellow parchment, and heavenly spirit.


    “Jericho dear,” said Adrienne, “is there any cold, cold champagne?”


    “There is one just barely turnin’ to ice,” said Jericho.


    “Then we’ll have that for an aperitif,” she told him. “And is that pheasant big enough for two?”


    “Just perfect, Miss Adrienne.”


    “Then serve it that way, please,” said Adrienne.


    “Do you mean that I’m the appointment?” I asked, when Jericho left.


    “You’re the only person who knows enough to tell me what’s wrong with me,” she said desolately. “But I don’t need the telling actually. I know already. Say something or I’m going to cry,” said Adrienne, who now was sitting on the arm of my chair.


    Jericho brought in the champagne and paid no attention to Adrienne as he began opening the bottle.


    “Well, I’ll tell you a fact that’s better than a story,” I said.


    “I hate facts,” said Adrienne.


    “When the Arab mare comes out of the tent in the morning—because the Arabs value their mares most, you know …”


    “What silly people!”


    “They’re not silly at all.”


    “Oh, aren’t they?”


    “No, they’re not. But when the mare comes out of the tent, she looks away off beyond the tribe and over the heads of the family that owns her, and across the desert to the edge of the horizon. She has her tail arched and her head raised, and there’s a tremendous expectation in her eyes that makes her master sad.”


    “But why?”


    “Because he knows she’s saying to herself: ‘When will the real master come!’”


    “How rather lovely,” said Adrienne.


    Jericho had placed in my hand a glass in which the bubbles broke with a crisping sound. “Here’s to the real master, my dear,” I said.


    “Will you find him for me?”


    “This is just nonsense, Adrienne,” I told her with severity.


    “But I’m tired—oh, I’m tired to death!” she said. “I want my life to start.”


    “Come, come! Let’s have this drink.”


    “Not until you promise me.”


    “But what?”


    “Either find me a husband—I’ll ask no questions—or marry me yourself.”


    “Adrienne!”


    “Are you really so shocked?”


    “But I’m old enough to be—”


    “You are old enough, you see. Shall we drink to it!”


    “I shall find you somebody,” said I.


    “Of course you will,” said Adrienne, raising her glass slowly as though waiting for permission.


    I lifted mine in turn and, looking up, saw her all shining and golden through the color of the wine.

  

  
    
      The king

    

    
      “The king” was originally published in 1948 in a Sunday newspaper supplement This Week.

    
  

  
    It was a big day when Rudy Zandor consented to dine with me at Chasen’s because those were the years when he was astonishing Hollywood with a series of super productions. He was another Sampson whose strength lay not in his long hair but in his perfect self-confidence.


    The country he loved, the flag followed, the God he worshiped was Rudy Zandor. So I put in the whole day working on my plot and reached the restaurant rather full of hope.


    Zandor was hardly an hour later, which seemed a good sign, and then he came in with a yes-man named Gregg and Jimmy Jones, whose real name is Jonascsky, Zandor raised quite a buzz with his entrance because he always dressed for public appearances. This time he wore corduroy trousers, a riding coat buttoned high around the throat, and four days’ whiskers. His friends were in dinner jackets for contrast.


    Rudy was almost at my table when another murmur started. All eyes left him, and in came Raymond Vincent Etherton in his black coat and white stock like an eighteenth century ghost. It was rather hard on Zandor to have his entrance messed up like that, for he was completely forgotten as the old man went by, looking straight ahead and failing to see the people who spoke to him. He went to his usual corner, waited for his coffee and cognac, and contemplated the dignity of space.


    When Dave Chasen in person brought the brandy, Etherton became gently and kindly aware of him, for he was really abstracted, not merely high-hat. Thirty years before, when he consented to be King Arthur for D.W. Griffith, he must have been a glorious man.


    Some of the glory hung about him as Henri Quatre in Ivry or as Richard the Lion-Hearted in The Talisman. He never was cast except as a king and he moved through his parts without the slightest acting, merely lending his presence, as it were. The whisper had it that there was a dash of real royalty in his blood but no one even in Hollywood dared to suggest the bar-sinister to Etherton.


    Even Hollywood was surprised by the appearance of such a man on the screen. He was more a rare legend than a fact. That was why Chasen’s buzzed so this evening.


    Zandor, in eclipse, looked pretty sour.


    “That man,” he said, pointing at Etherton. “Who is he?”


    Jimmy Jones winked at me. It was the yes-man who gave the answer. A celebrity in Hollywood can’t help accumulating them as the northside of a tree gathers moss.


    “That’s Raymond Vincent Etherton,” said Gregg.


    “I want him. He has a hungry look. I want him to play Shylock,” said Zandor.


    “The ‘Merchant of Venice’ after the big western?” I asked.


    “Before,” said Zandor. “I’m not doing the western.”


    My hopes went crash; and at the same moment I heard Gregg ordering caviar.


    Jimmy said: “You can’t buy an Etherton, Rudy. He doesn’t need money, but he acts now and then to raise the level of the screen and show the world what royalty should be.”


    Zandor waved his hand at Jones. “You bother me,” he said. “Go away.”


    Jimmy Jones went away.


    “Now get Etherton. Offer him seventy-five thousand,” directed Zandor.


    His Number Two boy went over to Etherton and I felt a little sick about Zandor and about myself for being with him.


    Etherton was sipping his brandy when the yes-man leaned over his table and started talking. The old fellow showed no sign that he heard a syllable. Presently he laid a bill on the table, stood up, and walked through the Number Two boy as though the fellow were a thin mist. He passed out of Chasen’s and Gregg came back to Zandor, astonished.


    “Nothing could stop him—not even your name, Rudy,” he said.


    “Why didn’t you raise the bid?” asked Zandor, furious. “I don’t care what sort of blood he has in him; nobody walks out on me. Why didn’t you offer him one hundred thousand?”


    “But I didn’t have the authority,” said the yes-man.


    Zandor looked him over from his chin to the sleek of his hair and turned his shoulder; it was plain that there was one parasite less in his life.


    It was a rotten dinner. I tried to be bright for a while but gave it up after Zandor had snarled a few times. The great man was preoccupied. In the middle of his chicken cacciatore he jumped up and left the tableware jingling.


    “Show me where this Etherton lives,” he commanded.


    I paid the bill and took him to Etherton’s house—small, sedate, withdrawn from the vulgar world behind a formal Italian garden. The California moon, for we have a special variety out here, was laying cool silver over everything and the fountain statue left a perfect shadow on the pool.


    The door of the house was open. I don’t know why this shocked me so much. It was like seeing the great Etherton with his mouth agape. Zandor leaned on the bell. It made a thin chime of music far inside and we had no other answer. Zandor went in.


    “You’d better not do that,” I protested. “The old man won’t stand intrusions.”


    “Look!” said Zandor. “I knew it… hungry!”


    I followed him a step and saw him pointing to the living room; there was enough slanting moonshine to show that it was empty. The waxed floor shone like water, but there was not a stick of furniture. Zandor strode through the open door beyond and into the kitchen. There was a rusted gas stove. Something scurried away on a shelf and I saw a bit of nibbled cheese rind and cracker crumbs. But Zandor was moving on through a naked dining room and into a bed chamber that was furnished with box springs on the floor, a pier glass, and a big, gilded chair in front of the mirror. In the chair sat Etherton wrapped in a black cloak with his white head thrown back and his right hand at his breast, supported by something.


    He looked at us with deeply veiled eyes of contempt and seemed about to make a gesture of silent dismissal. It needed another glance to see that all his gesturing had ended, for what supported his hand was the hilt of the little medieval dagger he had driven through his heart.


    I looked away from him to the three big photographs which hung on the walls and showed me Etherton as the Lion-Hearted in heavy chain mail, as Henri Quatre with the famous white plume in his helmet, as King Arthur bearded like a saint.


    Understanding grew in me. Those rare appearances of Etherton on the screen had not been a casual amusement but the nerve center of his whole life. His parts never had been large but they had made him a king, and with a child’s pitiful sincerity he had enclosed himself within a dream. Rather than step outside it, he had starved. I could imagine with what care he dressed himself this evening, borrowed the last possible dollar from a pawnbroker and went out for the final time to see if Hollywood once more would give him a shadowy throne. Instead, it preferred to see in him the wicked moneylender, so he came home and erased himself from the page.


    Zandor was triumphant.


    “You see? You see?” he roared at me. “I was right. I did spot the hunger in him. He’s been on a throne for thirty years but when he got the Shylock offer, he knew that I’d seen the starvation in his face. The seventy- five thousand scared him. He was tempted and he almost fell. The hundred thousand would have bought him, lock, stock and barrel. But that fool of a Gregg didn’t know how to bargain.”


    I got out into the garden. It was a warm June night, but I was shivering. Zandor followed me. The bigness of his voice made the fountain pool tremble.


    “He wanted to be a king or nothing, you see?” roared Zandor. “So he came home and ended his reign. You get it? It’s big stuff. It’s new. It’s a picture. And it’s mine.”
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