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Having captured romance, only to lose it after a brief
season, was worse than having no romance at all, reflected
Colonel John Burleigh as he sat in an easy chair
on the upper deck of the small stern-wheeler Clara Belle
and tried, through the impenetrable darkness, to trace
the east shore line of the Mississippi. His daughter
Clara was somewhere below, probably reading—since
they were grounded upon a mud bar, and there was no
possibility of their getting off very soon.

Colonel Burleigh had disdained bringing a pilot along
from Cincinnati—where his vast interests were—for, as
he explained to a friend: “I have traveled the river so
much that I know every inch of it. I expect to do most
of the piloting myself. It will give me something to think
about.”

The present predicament of the Clara Belle only
slightly annoyed him, because it had been his own fault
that he had mistaken a big bend in the river for the main
channel, pursuing it for miles until he realized his mistake,
and then grounding the boat hard and fast at the
edge of a swamp just where several miles of cypress
forest concealed the Clara Belle from any steamer which
might be passing.

The colonel’s lost romance had begun twenty years
ago. It had brought Clara and had taken away his wife,
which had ended everything for him. As colonel of an
Ohio regiment in the war he had thrown himself at death
many times but had survived it; now he had only his
daughter and his business and his memories. So now,
upon this mudbank of the Mississippi, with a moist
darkness crowding in upon him, and his annoyance at
having made a fool of himself disturbing him more than
he cared to admit, he felt that life, after all, was niggardly
in its compensations.

The crew, he supposed—consisting of the wheelsman,
the engineer, who was also the stoker; a Negro cook;
and a mulatto boy who made himself generally useful—were
asleep, for there was no sound below, and no light
aboard except for the one in Clara’s stateroom. The fire
under the boiler had been drawn. The Clara Belle waited,
dreary and dark but expectant, for the colonel had made
arrangements for assistance in getting his vessel back
into the main channel, and he momentarily expected a
hail from the wall of blackness shoreward, where he knew
there was a road leading inland.

This was the Clara Belle’s second night on the mud
bar. She had come in here after dusk—when she should
have been at a safe anchorage, or tied up at the wharf of
a town on the river—and she had stuck there in spite
of all the mad churning of the paddle wheels, and
there she would stay until pulled off by some outside
force.

At daylight the first morning the colonel looked out
upon a mile or so of brackish water stretching between
the Clara Belle and a great cypress swamp, dank with a
heavy mist that rose from green slime to float in weird
wisps and streamers through the gray and green lacy
festoons of Spanish moss.

An hour or so after daylight a punt stuck its blunt
nose out of the swamp mist and came toward the Clara
Belle with tentative jerks. It was propelled by a gaunt
man whose garments flapped loosely about him as he
wielded the long pole with which he forced his queer
craft through the water. When within hailing distance of
the Clara Belle he stood motionless, staring, permitting
his boat to drift. He was black bearded, long haired, half
wild. But when he saw Burleigh on the upper deck he
called to him querulously:

“When did yo’-all git in hyar?”

“Last night after dark,” answered Burleigh.

“Thet air was a mighty fool thing to do,” commented
the denizen of the swamp. “Ain’t yo’ got ary a pilot?”

Burleigh told him they had no pilot, and the swamp
man sat down in the bottom of the punt, evidently to
meditate.

“Yo’-all must be a passel o’ damned fools,” he finally
said.

Burleigh admitted that he, at least, was a fool.

“Whut fer cargo yo’ got aboard?” asked the man.

“Not much of a cargo. Food and supplies for ourselves,”
answered Burleigh.

“How yo’ expaict to git outen the mud?”

“When we get someone to pull us out. How far is the
next town?”

“Nigh to twenty miles. Hit air Chandler.”

“I’ll pay you twenty dollars to ride down there and
tell them we are in trouble,” offered Burleigh.

The boatman stared at Burleigh. His eyes, squinted,
seemed to search the faces of the others, who were watching
and listening—Clara Burleigh, who had emerged
from her stateroom in morning negligee, looking very
fresh and beautiful; and the members of the crew at the
lower rail, aft, who seemed little interested in the conversation.

“Twenty dollars, eh?” said the boatman. “How air I to
know yo’ got thet much money aboard?” He smiled
skeptically, slyly.

“Do you mean that you won’t trust me?” laughed Burleigh.

“I don’t trust nobuddy. Who air yo’?”

“I am Colonel Burleigh of Cincinnati,” answered Burleigh.
He couldn’t afford to antagonize the boatman.

“Never heered of yo’,” said the boatman. “This yere
all the crew yo’ got?”

Burleigh peered over the side, to see the crew at the
lower rail. “That’s all,” he admitted.

“It’ll take me a tu’lable time to git help to yo’,” said
the boatman.

“You mean you want more than twenty dollars?”
laughed Burleigh.

“It’s wuth thu’ty dollars.”

“All right,” agreed Burleigh. “I’ll pay thirty.”

“Yo’ll pay it now?” drawled the boatman.

“Sure,” said Burleigh. “Come closer.”

While the boatman poled his craft to the side of the
little steamer Burleigh went into his stateroom, to reappear
almost immediately with a small buckskin bag
into which, with the boatman watching, he delved, to
bring forth two gold pieces, a twenty and a ten, which
he placed in the boatman’s extended right hand. Bright
avarice gleamed in the boatman’s eyes as he stared at the
gold which, Burleigh decided, must seem like a fortune
to him.

“Move along now,” said Burleigh. “You’d best go
right to the town hall in Chandler and tell them it’s
Colonel Burleigh with the Clara Belle,” he added.

The punt was now drifting away shoreward. The boatman
had pulled a leather tobacco pouch from a pocket
and was depositing the gold pieces in it. He was grinning
hugely. Presently he seized the pole and began to work his
craft toward the swamp. Gradually he vanished into the
mist.

Clara Burleigh was staring after him.

“Father,” she said, “I don’t trust that man. He is so
greedy! Did you notice his eyes—how they stared at
us?”

Colonel Burleigh laughed. “The poor devil was half
starved, I suppose. He was driving what he thought was
a hard bargain, possibly for more money than he has
ever seen in his life. He’ll be back with help before
night.”

But night had come again, and the humid blackness
of it had rolled in upon them and over them, gradually
deepening until shore line and swamp were no longer
visible. The light that filtered through the margins of
the drawn shades of Clara’s stateroom diffused only a
flickering glow upon the upper deck, yet there was
enough light to reveal in shadowy outline the figure of
Colonel Burleigh seated in his deck chair impatiently
awaiting the arrival of the help he had arranged for.

The stillness that enveloped the steamer became the
ominous calm that precedes a storm. Distant mutterings
and rumblings came to the colonel’s ears upon a breeze
so slight that it didn’t even stir the canvas canopy that
covered part of the forward deck. Vainly in this quiet
Burleigh strove to catch the sound of a steamer’s throbbing
engines, or to see the running lights of a vessel
gleaming through the trees that blocked his view of the
main channel, miles away.

Nothing. Nothing but the persistent diapason of night
insects, the shrill pipelike calls of whippoorwills, the
monotonous castaneting of tree toads and the guttural
croaking of frogs in the swamps.

It was nearly midnight when the door of Clara’s stateroom
opened, the light from within flooding the deck
behind Burleigh. Clara stood in the light, softly silhouetted.
She was ready for bed.

“No signs of them yet, Father?” she said.

“No. Something has miscarried, I suppose.”

“Your thirty dollars,” laughed Clara.

“I suppose so,” reluctantly conceded Burleigh. “The
boatman said it was twenty miles to a town named
Chandler. Of course they may not have had a boat of
suitable draught for this mud.”

Clara yawned. “Well, there is nothing to do about it,”
she said. “I’m sleepy. You won’t mind if I go to bed,
Father?”

“Good night. I’ll be turning in myself if they don’t
come in sight in an hour.”

The colonel lighted a cigar, leaned back in the deck
chair and relaxed. After a while the light in Clara’s
stateroom went out, and the blackness enveloping the
steamer seemed to descend, bringing with it a deepening
silence.

Well, it was a great night to sleep, anyway, and Clara
was wise in taking advantage of it. There was just
enough breeze to lull one into a doze, and presently, reclining
at full length in the deck chair, a pleasant drowsiness
stole over Burleigh, and he yielded to it. He
dreamed. The dream was so vivid that he thought he
was awake and fully conscious of what was transpiring.
The boatman had been honest and trustworthy after all.
For Burleigh dreamed that the running lights of a
steamer were coming around the bend from the main
channel, bearing straight down upon his own stranded
craft. He thought he could hear the slashing of the paddle
wheels, the rippling of the water as it was parted by
the bow of the oncoming vessel.

A series of thuds awakened him to a consciousness of
danger, sudden and terrible. The rippling noises he had
heard had been caused by a number of swamp punts
being rapidly poled toward his vessel, and as he leaned
over the side the water was thick with them, and dark
forms were climbing from them to the lower deck. From
bow and stern came thumps and harsh voices.

River pirates!

He started to run toward his stateroom for a weapon,
realizing as he ran that he was too late. A dozen dark
forms closed in about him, and he was suddenly flayed
to the deck, his head and spine and legs paralyzed, dazzling
white light flashing inside his eyelids. In an infernal
moment before he knew anything at all he heard
Clara screaming.
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Clara Burleigh had been awakened by the noises that
Colonel Burleigh had heard in his dreams. Unlike her
father, she had not heard the splashing of paddle wheels;
and when, disturbed and startled, she got out of her berth
to lift a shade at one of the windows, she did not see
the running lights of a steamer. She heard a thumping,
as if dozens of floating logs were striking the steamer;
she heard hoarse voices, and scuffling, and the pattering
of feet, bare or moccasined, on the upper deck.

All along she had mistrusted the boatman to whom
her father had given the gold pieces, and now, with a
dawning consciousness of the nearness of tragedy, she
swiftly slipped a lounging robe over her night garments,
opened the stateroom door, ran through a short passageway,
to reach the upper deck in time to see a blur of
figures near the rail, to hear a thud and a savage voice
saying: “That settles yo’, damn yo’!” She screamed and
ran toward the blur of figures, frenziedly striving to tear
her way through them to reach her father, but a dozen
arms seized her, held her, and raucous laughter smote her
ears. Bodies pressed against her in an ever-tightening
compress; heads were close to hers; she heard the heavy
breathing of excitement, the voices of easy, sudden triumph.
She was smothered by the weight of men crowding
close to her; she was panting wildly in the grip of their
arms, yet in her frenzy of anxiety she fought them desperately,
crying out for her father.

“You’ve killed him!” she cried. “Oh! You’ve killed
him!”

Loud laughter arose from the press around her.

“I reckon he air dead enough!” declared a voice.

She must have fainted then, for when she again became
conscious she was lying in her bunk in her stateroom,
which was crowded with men who were staring at
her in the light of the wall lamp. They were all grinning
at her; hugely they were enjoying the amazed terror in
her eyes as she comprehended what was happening and
what had happened. The men were of various shapes and
sizes; they were tattered, unkempt, with long hair and
beards, but with increasing terror she noted that their
eyes all seemed to carry the same expression—an avid
greediness, a cold cruelty, a gargantuan satisfaction over
her predicament, of the knowledge lying naked in her
eyes—that she was afraid of them. They were watching
her with hawklike intensity, laughing, and she felt that
while she had been unconscious they had been discussing
her, looking at her. They were pressing close to her bunk,
and when a man with a leering face reached out a hand
to touch her bosom, which she had involuntarily covered
with her night robe the instant she had returned to consciousness,
she slapped his grinning face with all her
strength, whereat the others roared with laughter and
jibed the culprit, who scowled with rage and embarrassment.

“Yo’ better keep yore hands offen her, Bill,” said one
of the men. “She’ll be Forbush’s gal, I reckin. He’ll bust
yo’ wide open ef yo’ go to monkeyin’ with her. Besides,
yo’ got a wife and a batch o’ young ’uns.”

“My father!” cried Clara. “Where is he? What has
happened to him?” She tried to get out of the bunk but
was forcibly shoved back into it, and she sat up, staring
at them helplessly.

“Thet was yore dad, eh?” said a voice whose owner
grinned wickedly. “Wa-ll, yo’ don’t need to worry none
about him. He’s as dead as the rest of them.”

They had killed the crew too. Suddenly realizing the
truth of it all, the dread finality of it—that it was beyond
her power to do anything about it—she covered her eyes
with her hands to shut out the sight of the horrible,
grinning faces of the fiends who had done the murders.
Her crying stopped the laughter, and it trailed off to
low, sober comment, some of which she heard. After a
while, a long while, she looked up to see that only two
of the men remained in the cabin. They were huge and
powerful, and when they saw her looking at them they
grinned at her hideously, with appalling significance.

“Feel like movin’ now?” asked the larger of the two.

“Where am I going?” she said defiantly.

“Yo’ air goin’ with us. We-all air takin’ yo’ to the
shore, whar Forbush is waitin’ fer yo’.”

Twice she had heard this name.

“Who is Forbush?”

The men looked at each other, grinning.

“Yo’ll find thet out soon enough, I reckin,” said the
tall man. “I swear he’ll be tickled to see yo’. Ef he ain’t,
then Vauchain will, or maybe Craftkin.” He eyed her
critically. “Yo’re purty, ma’am, and them’s the kind
Forbush and the Leopard likes. Craftkin ain’t so pertickeler.”
He made a gesture of impatience. “Git into
yore duds,” he added.

“I’ll be glad to, if you will leave me alone.”

“Kain’t do it, ma’am.” They both grinned again, horribly.
“We got orders not to let yo’ out of our sight, and
we aim to do as we’re told. Effen yo’ don’t put yore duds
on we’ll hev’ to take yo’ without any clothes. We’ll turn
our backs, won’t we, Clell?” They grinned and winked
at each other.

There was no help for it, she knew, so when the men
turned their backs to her she swiftly slipped out of the
berth and began to dress. Only once during the process
did the men violate their pledge to her, and upon that
occasion a small water pitcher hurtled through the air,
missing Clell’s head by inches. It was shattered against
the wall. The next time they looked she had finished.

They took her down the passageway to the lower deck,
holding her tightly by the arms, evidently divining that
she might attempt to break away to search for her father,
which thought was in her mind. The lower deck swarmed
with dark figures which were moving about loading
everything of probable value into the various punts
which floated alongside. Here and there stood other
men, holding pine flares which lighted the scene grotesquely.
Boxes, barrels, packages, crates and the inevitable
miscellany were carried over the side and loaded
into the punts. Then, while one of the men held Clara,
the other climbed into an empty punt, and presently she
was in the punt, too, with one of the men holding her
while the other poled the craft into the darkness beyond
the flickering light of the flares.

Clara now cared little where the men were taking her,
and as the punt moved off into the darkness she stared
at the steamer, reluctant to leave her father’s body,
hoping wildly that he had not been killed after all, crying
again, fighting the man who held her, desperately
striving to leap overboard and swim back to the craft to
find her father. The scarecrow forms that moved about
the vessel in the light of the pine flares seemed like
demons dancing in ghoulish glee over the destruction
they had wrought. The punt moved swiftly into a wall
of blackness, the steamer growing ever more distant,
until at last Clara could see only the lights of the pine
flares. The punt must have veered around a bend in the
river, for suddenly the lights vanished.

A few minutes later the punt grounded upon a shallow,
and her captor lifted her, swung her around in
front of him, stepped off into the water and carried her
up a slope, the second man following. The men had
uncanny sense of direction or they were familiar with
their surroundings, for they had brought her to the road
that paralleled the shore line, to finally run inland—the
road she and her father had seen from the steamer. She
could feel its hard surface through the thin soles of the
light shoes she wore.

For a time the two men stood there, holding her,
seeming to listen. Then one of them called loudly:

“Forbush! Whar air yo’?”

Instantly a deep voice answered, “Here!” and Clara
heard someone moving toward them. It was very still
here, with the peculiar moist atmosphere of the swamp
heavily enveloping her, and Clara could hear horses
impatiently stamping, their hoofs thudding into the
damp clay of the road. And then she felt a new presence
near her, and a deep voice, low and pleasant, was saying:

“It’s Clell and Dexter, isn’t it?”

“Shuah is,” answered the tall man. “She’s right yere.”
He seemed to know exactly where Forbush stood, for
he pushed Clara forward, straight into Forbush’s arms,
which closed gently around her, and then firmly, as if
to make certain that she did not escape him.

He was a big man, and powerful, for though she struggled
to escape, he held her easily, laughing at her.

“There, there,” he said. “Don’t try to get away. You
couldn’t go very far, you know. There is swamp all
around us, full of snakes and quicksand. Just be quiet
now. No one is going to harm you.”

He stood for a short space, holding her, one hand
lightly brushing her shoulders and her head, as if he
sought by that method to determine her height and size.
Then he spoke shortly to the two men who had brought
her, telling them to go back to the steamer to help the
others transfer the cargo to the punts. When he heard
the punt shove off he lifted Clara in his arms and began
to move slowly along the road. She fought him to no
avail. He carried her easily, lightly, as if she were a
child. Much as she loathed him for the part he was playing
in this drama of violence and bloodshed, she felt he
was mentally and physically superior to the depraved,
vile and unclean clan aboard the steamer. The cloth of
his garments was smooth and satiny, and when she had
fought him back there where he had lifted her to carry
her away, her hands had come into contact with a silk
stock around his neck and with a ruffled shirt bosom.
Her fingers had also gripped his hair, which was thick
and curly.

All her sensations were subconscious. Overwhelming
everything was a sickening and bewildering knowledge
of loss, which made even her capture by the uncouth
clan and her subsequent delivery to Forbush trivial incidents.
She had not been afraid of any of them. She was
not afraid of Forbush as he swung her upward, into
what, she thought, was a wagon seat, and mounted beside
her, still holding her arms.

They sat there in the darkness for a little space, saying
nothing. Horses were hitched to the wagon; she could
hear them stamping, could hear the creaking of the harness,
the tugging of the wagon tongue.

“You are trembling,” said Forbush. “Let me put my
cloak over you.” Which he did, and drew her closer to
him, without her caring. She was crying again and whispering
her grief, saying over and over again, “Father,
Father, oh, Father!”

“That won’t help,” said Forbush. “It won’t bring him
back. I didn’t want them to do it, but they were too
many for me.”

There was no comfort in words, no matter how sympathetic
and persuasive. She paid little attention to what
Forbush said to her, for this terrible experience had
dazed her to incoherence, to dull apathy. She no longer
cared to know what was happening to her, around her
or near her. She did not know how long she sat upon the
wagon seat with Forbush holding her. She heard voices—the
voices of the unclean and depraved clan, close to her
and from a distance—the hateful voices. She heard punts
grounding upon the shore, the rattle of poles, the clanking
and thudding of collisions at the water’s edge. She
heard curses as men heaved heavy boxes and crates into
the wagon, and after a while she saw the darkness lift as
gray dawn stole into the sky. One by one, then, she made
out the shapes of half a dozen other wagons with teams
of horses hitched to them, strung out upon the road in
front of the one in which she was sitting with Forbush.
She looked up, when the light became strong enough,
to see Forbush—tall, muscular, darkly handsome, his
black curly hair showing under the brim of his felt hat,
his white teeth gleaming, his gray eyes smiling at her.
She turned away from him, shuddering at something
she had seen in him, and stared back over the water at
the Clara Belle. She saw tongues of flame writhing here
and there, licking the rails of the upper deck, and black
smoke rising to drift away in the wind. She screamed,
bowed her head and covered her face with her hands.
The wagons started to move.
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Like an ocean of dusky vapor, twilight settled down
over the high desert behind Brent Stoddard. He faced
the purple haze of an indistinct wooded valley as he rode
down a dry wash to a timbered flat. He sank into the
trapped heat of the low country, where a rank, wild
growth concealed him from the higher levels.

The killer had pushed his mount relentlessly, hoping,
as Stoddard knew, to reach this timbered region before
Stoddard’s posse could overtake him, and from a distance,
back there in a treeless world, Stoddard, his own
horse failing, had seen the other riders and their mounts
sink below the fringing treetops that marked the near
edge of the wild lower country.

Stoddard’s horse followed a trail no wider than a foot-path.
Physically spent, the animal pushed on into the
deepening purple, Stoddard sympathetically patting its
left shoulder, grimly noting the quivering muscles. It
wasn’t his habit to push a horse inhumanely, and now a
compassionate pressure of the reins brought the animal
to a walk, and a stillness flowed over man and beast, enveloping
them. That stillness was close. Into it, from a
distance, came sound—a faint popping.

That would be Dollarbill McCarthy, who was riding
the fastest horse, who owned a cold and deadly temper
and a trigger finger to match it. Dollarbill could not be
shaken off once he went after a man. No subterfuge
deceived him. Yes, it would be Dollarbill. The other
men were good, but Dollarbill would be leading them
at the finish.

There was no more shooting. There wouldn’t be, with
Dollarbill doing it. And no need of Stoddard crowding
his tired horse. The silence flowed in again with nothing
to mar its perfection, and the falling shadows deepened
to a murky purple, then to black with a faintly luminous
star haze filtering through the treetops.

The horse, Stoddard found, dismounting and loosening
the cinches, was only winded. The animal sighed
with relief from the release of pressure and softly whickered
his appreciation.

“He knows this country,” was Stoddard’s thought
of the killer as he rode on again. “His heading this
way wasn’t an accident. There was plenty of room all
around.”

The killing had been done from behind, with a knife,
and the victim’s rifled pockets, some gashes in the flesh
around his middle, together with the slashed waistband
of his trousers, showed that a money belt and papers
had been taken. One pocket the killer had missed. Stoddard
had taken possession of a small package found in
that pocket, and he now patted the left breast of his
woolen shirt to make sure he had not lost it.

Killer and victim were strangers to him, and he would
not know their identity until he looked over the victim’s
effects and until he reached Dollarbill and the posse.

An ever-widening expanse of starry blue sky showed
him that the valley was broadening and that he was
emerging from the timber. The carpet of cedar and
spruce spikes which had deadened the beat of the hoofs
of his tired horse ended, and the iron shoes were now
ringing upon a rock trail. When, rounding a hill, he saw
a pin point of light glowing in the wall of darkness
ahead of him he knew that the race had ended, that the
killer was dead or captured. The men had built a fire to
guide him.

Five men, including Dollarbill, greeted him with silence,
for they had seen his swift glances comprehending
the tragedy. The killer’s horse was picketed with the
others; the killer himself, face down in the thick grass
of the valley bottom, was a little distance off. Dollarbill
was smoking a pipe, squatting there indolently. The
men were all watching Stoddard. Their job done, they
anticipated commendation, knew they would receive it.
They were affectionately respectful, waiting. Even Dollarbill’s
bleak eyes had softened. Standing there, the firelight
playing upon him, Stoddard jerked his head toward
the silent figure lying in the grass.

“Any trouble with him?”

“Hardly none,” said Dollarbill. “He went for his
gun, but he had showed he was more handy with a
knife.”

Stoddard staked his horse out, returned to the fire,
dropped to the grass and stretched full length, hands
under the back of his head, scanning the sky.

The men had ridden long and hard and were frankly
tired.

He told them that they had done well. “You search
him?” he asked.

“Thought you’d like to do that,” said Dollarbill. “It’s
him though.”

“He’ll be there come daylight,” suggested a rider, flat
on his stomach, head pillowed by an arm, his voice
muffled.

They, too, would be there at daylight. They had
earned a rest and they took it, leaving things to Stoddard.

A quarter of an hour later Stoddard, who had been
lying flat on his stomach for a time, raised himself to
his elbows. The men were sound asleep. Stoddard got
up, strode to the killer, turned him over, searched him,
took things from his pockets. Coming back to the fire,
Stoddard dropped some papers and a money belt into
the grass, sat down and inspected them. Once he got
up and replenished the fire.

The killer’s name was Simon Gorty. His victim’s name
was Pierre Villers. Stoddard separated letters and papers.
The money belt, made of pliable leather with shallow
pockets, was stamped with the victim’s name. The
pockets contained three thousand dollars in gold double
eagles.

Stoddard buckled the money belt around his own
waist, tucked his shirt over it. By the light of the fire
he read the details of the tragedy, supplying important
links from Dollarbill’s previous verbal report of the
killing and from his own knowledge of how these things
were usually done. After all, it was simple and sordid
and old. Robbery and murder. How Simon Gorty had
discovered that Pierre Villers had a money belt would
never be known, now. Nor was that detail important.

As marshal of Burgess City Brent Stoddard had performed
his duty. Victim and killer were dead. The golden
eagles and the victim’s other personal property would
be forwarded.

Stoddard drew up a knee, clasped his hands over it
and stared into the fire. The papers he had taken from
the killer’s pockets were strewn about, where he had
indifferently dropped them. He had forgotten. He hadn’t
forgotten that he was tired of all this, that for many
months he had meditated resigning and that at this
instant he had decided he was through.

He wasn’t certain about his future. He had no definite
plan of action. So far as he knew, no nostalgic yearnings
possessed him. He had no home to return to; there would
be no greetings, delighted or otherwise; no fatted calf.
And no explanations. He was the last of his line.

He got up, threw some more wood on the fire, strode
over, looked down at the dead man’s face, cold humor
stirring him. What had the killer planned to do with the
golden eagles? Nothing now. He sat down again near
the fire and found himself staring at the face of a
woman. A photograph had been among the papers he
had taken from the killer’s pockets; he had accidentally
disturbed the papers when he seated himself, and the
photograph lay flat, the firelight gleaming upon it. He
picked it up and swung around with his back to the fire
so that the light came over his shoulder and instantly
he knew that here was the explanation of the unrest
that had tortured him.

It was a girl’s face, and more beautiful than his
dreams.

Studying the picture, he fought the pangs of ecstasy
that raced through him. He fought against the awed
reverence that surged over him, arraying against it the
cynicism and distrust that his experiences with certain
types of women had built up in him. He fought a losing
battle though, for he knew that the calm, steady eyes
that gazed back at him from the photograph were as
honest as his own better impulses.

Something in the girl’s eyes eluded him. He moved
nearer to the fire, stirred the embers until a bright flame
flared. Then, lying on his side, so close to the fire that
the heat beat against him in a scorching wave, he sought,
and found, in the eyes what he had been searching for:
a gleam—a mere glint—a suggestion of mischief lying
deep behind their cool, frank honesty. The discovery
made her all the more desirable and appealing. Her face
became animated, alive. He knew what was happening
to him and with an effort he sat erect and dragged his
senses back to the fire, to the sleeping members of
his posse, to the dead man, the arching blue sky and
the aloof stars. A guilty embarrassment surged through
him.

A signature, penned upon the photograph, caught his
attention, and he intently inspected it—“Marie Villers.”
Above the signature, “affectionately, your niece.”

He carefully laid the photograph beside him, face upward,
and searched among the letters and papers until
he found the one he sought. It was from her to her
uncle, the killer’s victim, Pierre Villers.


Dear Uncle Pierre:

I shall write the good news first, then the bad, because
there is so much more of the latter. I am well but very
lonesome. Everything is so unsettled here, and never a
day passes peacefully. Some Southern soldiers are still
here. They are the last remnants of the Confederacy
who refuse to give up and are pursued by scouting
parties of Union troops. And there are the guerillas, and
Forbush, and Vauchain’s thieving, killing band. They
would not be tolerated if it were not for Jim Craftkin,
who supports them with his gang of ex-soldiers. It
wouldn’t be so bad if Father were alive; and I am beginning
to believe that Father was not killed in a duel
as they claim. I always thought Father’s business was
unencumbered, but now Asa Colder—who shot Father,
as I told you in my last letter—claims that Father owed
him three thousand dollars. He showed me the notes.
There is something wrong, Uncle Pierre. I feel it, but
I don’t know what it is. Judge Marston thinks so too.

I don’t ask you for money, Uncle Pierre, but I do
wish you would try to come here and help me straighten
out Father’s affairs and, above all, help me to get at the
mystery of Father’s death. There are a great many things
I want to tell you, but they will have to wait until I see
you, which I hope will be soon.

Affectionately yours,

Marie Villers.



Stoddard folded the letter and photograph together
and placed them in the inside pocket of his vest. And
now he got up and walked away from the fire, to stand
and gaze steadily into the southern distance where some
mountain peaks caught the glow of a rising moon. He
turned and looked at his riders, prone around the fire;
at Dollarbill, his friend of many years; at the killer of
Pierre Villers. He wondered about the killer; if the
murder of Pierre Villers had been casual, or if it had been
part of a premeditated plot perpetrated by the sinister
forces arrayed against Marie Villers. In Stoddard’s veins
ran a cold fire of contempt and fury which was expressed
outwardly by a smile in which there was little mirth.
At daybreak he would ride south, alone, personally to
deliver to Marie Villers her uncle’s papers and the golden
eagles which, he had no doubt, her uncle had been carrying
to her.


CHAPTER FOUR
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When Brent Stoddard first saw the girl she was standing,
poised on a bank of the Mississippi River at the
edge of a deep dark pool, ready to plunge. She was fully
clothed but barefoot. She was not the girl of the photograph,
not Marie Villers. And she did make the plunge
into the water. A long straight dive, knifelike and deep.
She disappeared. The water rippled.

Women are strange creatures, he thought. Going swimming
with her clothes on. Not many clothes. A sort of
wrapper, of gingham, perhaps, but not much underneath
it because when she had stood poised the lines of her
figure were clear. She’d need dry things when she came
out, wouldn’t she? No figuring women.

She came up. He thought she would swim; instead, she
drew in a great deal of water and began to strangle. It
was deliberate, grim. She meant to drown herself.

If he had had her on the bank now he’d have given
her a rope’s end upon the rounded part of her anatomy
revealed most distinctly by the wind-swept garment
when she had poised just before the dive. But before he
could chastise her for being a fool he must get her out.
There was a sound of swift unbuckling as he tossed his
gun and cartridge belt into the lush grass at the river’s
edge, slipped off his vest containing the photograph and
the letters, and, still burdened with the three thousand
dollars of double eagles, went in after her.

She fought him like a wildcat, but in the end he had
got her out, and now she was lying on the grass at the
water’s edge and he was lying beside her, holding her,
to keep her from doing it all over again, and she was
glaring at him from a pair of snapping dark eyes, and
he was pretending to be unaffected by the torrent of
epithets she was applying to him.

“Lemme up, you damn devil!” she gasped. “Don’t
you be a-holdin’ me hyah a-lookin’ at me. I ain’t got
hardly no clothes on.”

“I’m not scandalized,” he told her. “I’m not even interested,
except in keeping you from making a fool of
yourself.”

She half believed him, for she stopped struggling and
critically inspected him. She caught her breath; her
eyes widened, glowed with interest. He’s handsome, she
thought. His dripping hair, close cut, was dark with
golden-brown tones in it where the sun struck it. Dry,
it would be brown. Eyes a clear blue, deep set, twinkling
now with lazy, half-contemptuous amusement. A strong,
lean face and a mouth as wayward as a woman’s. A
bronzed giant. Clean.

He saw the changes in her eyes but pretended he did
not. They were the eyes of a wild, frightened young
animal, bearing the appeal of unscathed and unspoiled
femininity. Deep in them was the man-fear.

She would be a beauty except for her too-uptilted
nose. The freckles around her eyes made them browner
and gave them a penetrating, quizzical squint. She was
built like a boy except for her young firm breasts and
soft well-rounded throat. Her hair, brown as his own,
was cascaded in wet wavy streamers over her shoulders.

“What yo’ aimin’ to do, stranger?” she inquired. She
was rigid but momentarily passive.

“I’m aiming to keep you from doing it again.”

She studied his face. She hadn’t known there were
men like him. She wouldn’t have wanted to leave the
world.

“I’m over it,” she said.

“Certain?”

“Sartin.”

He released her. She went to a flat rock, seated herself,
spread the gingham garment out to catch the intense
rays of the sun, ran her fingers through her hair
in an effort to dry it and restore it to some semblance
of order, meanwhile watching Stoddard, who sat down
on the grass, emptied the water from his boots, placing
them so that the sun would shine into them. He took
off his socks, wrung the water out of them and spread
them out on the grass. He picked up his hat, vest, cartridge
belt and gun, laid them in the grass and stretched
out beside them, face down, the sun shining on his back.
In ten minutes his back was burning. He turned over
and shielded his eyes with his hands.

The heat in this South country was different. Different
from the dry heat of Oklahoma. He had discovered
that while riding through hundreds of miles of timber
and swamp land along the Arkansas River. Wilder than
Oklahoma, peopled by hill folk—who peered at you like
rabbits from their warrens, their noses twitching as if
for a scent to identify you. A hell of a country for a
white man.

The girl on the rock was drying her hair, running her
fingers through it. He watched while she coiled it around
her head and tucked in the loose ends.

“So you wanted to die,” he said. “Why?”

“Thet’s a fool question.” But she answered it. “ ’Cause
I didn’t want to live.”

Certainly she hadn’t wanted to give up her life because
she’d seen too much of life. That would be a
reason. He suspected she hadn’t seen anything of life.
Men would be willing to teach her, but he was certain
none had. He read that in the blushes that were coming,
in the way she kept pulling her garment up around her
throat to cover her partly exposed breasts, in the way
she shrank under his frank gaze.

“You’re not so awfully old,” he said.

“Seventeen.”

“You live around here?”

She studied him for a time in silence.

“Air yo’ one of Jim Craftkin’s men?”

He shook his head.

“Or Vauchain’s?”

These names had been mentioned in Marie Villers’
letter to her uncle. So he was down in their country at
last. And this girl feared them.

She believed him.

“If yo’ ain’t, I reckon I kin tell yo’ what’s happened.
I’ve bin wantin’ to. Yo’ ever heerd of Vauchain or Craftkin?”

“No,” he lied.

“Then yo’ must live a long way from hyah. Whar yo’
from?”

“I’m from Oklahoma.”

“Yo’ name?”

“Brent Stoddard. Now, yours?”

“Allie Tuttle. My pap is Bill Tuttle.”

“Where’s your pap now?” he urged.

“Pap was run off last night. Him and Maw.”

“You mean they ran off and left you?”

“They was run off, I told yo’. Slade Forbush and some
of Craftkin’s scum druv’ up last night jest afore dark
with their wagons. They knocked Pap down and throwed
him in one of the wagons; they tied Maw up and killed
the dawgs and loaded all the old traps thet we didn’t
want into one of the wagons, leavin’ the best stuff in
the house. Slade Forbush locked me in a bedroom, and
then they sent Pap and Maw drivin’ away with the
wagon of old traps. They threatened to shoot ’em if they
come back or even turned to look around. The same
thing hes heppened to nearly all the folks livin’ in this
hyah country. Craftkin is a land-grabber, and thet’s the
way he gits aholt of other people’s property. It don’t do
no good to fight him. Them thet has fit has been killed.”
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