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  Bourke Prine went into the Palace, looked around the crowd a moment, and saw the door of the back room standing ajar. He turned into that room and paused with his shoulder rested against the door's edge. Sound rolled in from the front part of the saloon, the sound of men's voices cheerfully arguing, the scrape of boots and spurs and chair legs, the dry clatter of poker chips, the sudden rush of horses coming off the Piute Desert at the dead run. A little current of air pulled smoke through the doorway, and somebody's question broke above the steady racket. "When's this weddin'?"




  Bourke spoke to the man sitting so alone at the table. "Thought I'd find you here."




  He tried another match to the limp cigarette between his lips and a half-severe, half-amused glance slid over the edge of his cupped hands. This back room was small and scarred and bare, holding only a table and two chairs. There wasn't anything on the pine-board walls except a pen-and-ink drawing of two horsemen trying to hold a grizzly with their ropes. Every time Bourke came here he said the same thing, and he said it now. "That fellow don't know how to draw horses." But his attention returned to Owen Merritt, who sat so loose-muscled before a table which supported one bottle, one glass, and a coal-oil lamp.




  The lamplight threw its yellow shine directly against Merritt's face. He said in the softest voice, "Shut that damned door."




  Prine closed it with his heel and came over and settled down in the opposite chair. The saloon's noise dropped away to a steady rumble beyond the partition. The smell of tobacco smoke and stale whisky and resin from the pine boards strengthened. Prine took the only glass on the table and helped himself to a drink, and pushed the glass back to Owen Merritt, meanwhile bracing himself to the shock of the whisky by pushing his shoulders forward. He was tall and heavy-chested, and the muscles of his upper body stirred the gray fabric of his shirt. Solidness was the key to Bourke Prine, solidness and a dark skepticism lying deep in his eyes.




  He said, "The Methodist missionary bishop just staged in from Winnemucca, so it will be a proper wedding. The hotel is lighted up like a burnin' haystack, and the women have started cryin' already. What makes women cry at weddings, kid? Skull's riders are all out there belly flat to the bar, plastered with bear grease and bad intentions. You drunk yet, Owen?"




  "The bottle," said Owen Merritt, by way of refuting the charge, "is still half full." He decanted himself a drink but let it lie a moment, speculatively watching the amber shine of the liquor. His long feet were slid under the table and he lay thoroughly slack on the chair, no muscle of his body holding perceptible tension, which was a sufficient reason for Bourke Prine to study his partner with a fresher interest. Owen Merritt's hair was as yellow as the lamplight, lying well down along his forehead. Skin made a tight fit across high cheekbones, turned a ruddy bronze by sun and wind, and his freshness of complexion made his blue eyes a shade darker than they really were. At the moment his expression was wholly unreadable. It was a way Owen Merritt had of dropping a curtain in front of his feelings. He was still and he was loose, but two small signals gave him away to Bourke—the upward strike of his lip corners, as though a smile lay somewhere near, and the manner by which, after downing the drink, he laid the glass on the table and worried it with the blunt ends of his fingers. This was the signal of rashness crowding him hard.




  Prine said, "I don't know where they hide but there's a lot of pretty girls in town. Helen Tague's here. Well sure, she's Sally Bidwell's bridesmaid. And Nan Melotte, and Swanee Vail's daughter, and Irene Spaugh, and some homesteaders' women. Takes a weddin' to bring 'em out. Maybe it's hope."




  Owen Merritt shifted on the chair. Gently, restlessly prodded by Bourke Prine's deliberate talk. "I remember," he said, "one time when my old man was alive: We rode to the rim of the Bunchgrass Hills. It was fall. Heat smoke lay across the desert. Out Christmas Creek way we could see dust rolling up from a band of Piutes crossing down to the antelope country. Wonder what makes a man think of things that mean nothing?"




  Bourke Prine's talk once more pushed against Owen Merritt. "Fay Dutcher is at the front door of this joint, keepin' tally on the Skull riders. Wearin' his pearl-handled gun for the ceremony. Maybe it's a Texas habit." His voice swung away to a lighter, quicker note. "Hugh Clagg's in town," he said, his glance touching Merritt and going away. "I saw Sheriff Medary hangin' around the hotel to kiss the bride. An easy way to keep his politics in good shape. Well, it takes a weddin' to bring 'em out."




  "Antelope are running heavy over in Fremont Basin," said Owen Merritt, in a voice gently controlled. "I guess it's time I had another look at that country."




  Bourke Prine took his turn on the glass and bottle. He split the contents of the bottle, drank his share, and pushed the glass back toward Merritt. He said, "That's your trouble. Always goin' off to take another look at a piece of country. Fiddle-footed. Always smellin' the wind for scent. And so you lose out." He swung his broad torso around and gave Owen Merritt a stiff, hard survey. "When I came by the hotel I saw Sally Bidwell lookin' down from a room window. She saw me and waved. She wasn't smilin' at all. Why shouldn't a prospective bride smile, kid?"




  This was the way he fed it to Owen Merritt, stubbornly, slyly, with an irony drying out his words. He kept observing how Owen Merritt worried the glass around the table with his finger tips. There was a wild temper in that long man with the whalebone frame, a temper as unpredictable as dynamite.




  Merritt had the last drink. "Damn bottle's empty again. Maybe we should take a walk."




  "What for?" grunted Bourke Prine. "You're always takin' a walk. Why?"




  "Maybe because I'm sick of listenin' to your speeches." They turned out of the back room, into a full and heavy racket. Everybody on the Piute Desert, it seemed certain, had come to The Wells this Saturday night to celebrate the wedding. Tom Croker's saloon could hold fifty men if the poker tables and the faro rig were pushed against the wall, but there were more than that many in here now, everybody turning and colliding, and pleased to have it that way after a long summer's work and isolation. Lamplight splintered against a long back-bar mirror, and smoke lay low and thick, and the front swing door kept squalling on its hinges, and sweat ran down the points of Tom Croker's mustache as he stood behind the bar and tried to serve this crowd. The whole Skull outfit was here. So were Mike Tague's riders from Wagon Rim way; and all the smaller ranches nestling along the base of the Bunchgrass Hills were represented. Drifters from the Broken Buttes made a show, and four cavalrymen had ridden in from distant Camp McDermitt. Juke Slover, six feet from Owen, yelled to make himself heard. "Hello, pilgrim!" Skull's foreman, Fay Dutcher, worked his way slowly through the jam, using his shoulders, using his elbows. There was a quietness to this Dutcher almost like insolence—a kind of overbearing assurance in the way he pushed others aside. It was a quality, Prine thought idly, that Fay Dutcher had imparted to his men. All Skull's riders were like that. Dutcher was short and broad, with a weather-blackened skin and a heavy cropped mustache half hiding his upper lip and a pair of eyes that showed a slanted, short- tempered shining. He only nodded at Bourke Prine. But he took in Merritt with a full glance, a careful and far more aroused glance, and said, "Hello, Merritt," and moved aside. Other men turned to watch this scene, and then Will Isham came into the saloon and made his way forward.




  Bourke Prine knew that it was a purely accidental meeting, yet Isham used the accident to a good purpose, as he always did. He stopped in front of Merritt. "Owen," he said, "I'm glad to see you. Because I want a word with you."




  This room had no privacy in it, and yet men pressed away a little and gave Isham a space. Bourke Prine considered that with his sharp mind. Will Isham could have elbow room any time he wanted; for he was owner of Skull, and Skull was a quarter million acres lying along the southern base of the Bunchgrass Hills, one of the great ranches in the state. Nevertheless, it was some other prompting which moved the crowd away. Here was Isham marrying Sally Bidwell, not Owen Merritt who had gone with her so long a time. One man was winning and one man was losing, nobody on the Piute knowing the reason, and now they were face to face. This was why the crowd withdrew and let them alone.




  "Owen," said Will Isham, "I want to know how you take this. If there is to be trouble between us, I'd like to know it now."




  So coolly, so softly—and yet with so much willfulness lying behind that easy speech, with so direct and unwavering a determination to have his answer. In a country of physically big riders, Will Isham was small, almost slight; in a land of carelessness and laughter, he remained grave, he held himself under stiff control. He was, Bourke Prine remembered, close to forty—at least ten years older than Owen Merritt and still older than Sally Bidwell whom he was shortly to marry.




  It occurred to Bourke Prine suddenly to look over to Owen Merritt, whereupon he noticed the blond man's wide lips placed in a faint half-smile. That was all. Nothing else got through the consistently smooth expression. Merritt said. "I congratulate you, Will."




  Isham's tone was thoroughly courteous, but it held the same insistence that had been there before. "You're sure?"




  It seemed then to Bourke that a break hovered over these two. They were both calm, they were both softly and deceivingly gentle with their words. Prine felt the weight of Isham's will; definitely he could feel it. And he knew enough about his partner to guess at the wildness lying behind Merritt's half-smile. Owen said, in his summer-soft tone, "What are you worried about, Will?"




  Fay Dutcher, on the edge of this scene, hauled his shoulders about and placed his agate-black eyes against Merritt. Isham kept still a moment, but Bourke Prine witnessed the minute break in the gravity of Skull's owner and identified the faint heat of a touched pride. Isham said, "I want no war of words, Owen. We'll be living in this country a long while, you and me. I should like to continue to regard you as a friend. If that is not to be, I want it made clear."




  Bourke Prine, who disliked Will Isham and Skull and all that Skull stood for, had his moment of admiration for the man. Here Isham stood, asking for his showdown, sidestepping nothing, doggedly insisting on a clear answer. He wore a black broadcloth suit and a white shirt. An elk-tooth charm swayed in the sag of his watch chain, and a diamond showed a flicker of light on his right index finger. He was sparing in his gestures and mild in his talk—and somehow very formidable to Bourke Prine at the moment. A quality set him apart from every other man in the room.




  "The luck," said Owen Merritt, "is yours. I will not complain."




  "Owen," counseled Will Isham, "it isn't like you to dodge. I want the truth—and I want everybody in this room to hear it. I will not have rumors going around."




  "I have said I wish you luck," stated Owen Merritt. "Better let it go like that."




  Isham hesitated at the answer, and Bourke Prine saw the man's steady glance search Merritt's face as though to find a direct and visible hostility. He was balancing the issue in his mind. Behind Owen's answer lay so much that was unsaid, as Isham knew, and as all the crowd knew. But in the end some caution or sense of propriety made an answer for Isham. He said, "Let's drink on that," and led the way to the bar, adding a word for the crowd. "Gentlemen, this is on Skull." Afterward, when the drinks had been put before them, he took up his glass. "To the future Mrs. Isham."




  Bourke Prine felt a chill ride down his back. Isham had turned; his eyes suddenly struck Owen Merritt. There was an expression on his face more personal than before, touched with a triumph and yet showing the bright thin edge of bitterness. The man wasn't sure. Merritt said, "Her health and yours, Will," and drank down.




  Isham placed his untouched glass on the bar, and gave his apology. "I would not care to appear before the bishop with a drink on me. Croker, I'm buyin' the house for the rest of the night." He turned then and went down the alley at once made for him, a small, grave, and thoroughly cool man.




  Men began to talk again. Juke Slover came over to stand with Prine and Merritt—these three making an accustomed familiar group. Lee Repp, an obscure rider of the Broken Buttes, came out of the night, using his hands to clear a trail. He was drunk, and his lips moved loosely across a white skin. He stared at Merritt. "I guess the Broken Buttes crowd ought to feel pretty happy, huh? Sally's old man is out there braggin' about his son-in-law already."




  Owen Merritt looked at him without interest. Lee Repp described a circle in the air with his hands. "Yeah, so. Sally's old man sure has got a pretty easy thing now. Maybe—"




  Merritt said, "Shut up, Repp."




  Fay Dutcher plowed over from another corner of the house. "Repp," he said, "get out of here." But Repp was watching Owen Merritt and his mouth closed slowly, without further sound. Merritt's shoulders lifted. The smooth surface of the man was beginning to wear thin. Small, sudden flashes of wildness got through his eyes, the ruddiness of his cheeks glistened with an overlay of sweat, as though from strain, and the cut of his jaws showed a straight, solid line. He looked at the glass in his hand, caught in some odd debate, and put it down, and nodded at Bourke. "Let's have a look at the joyous night, Bourke." Somewhere on the street a gun banged twice, but nobody in the Palace considered the sound of any import.




  Pay Lankershim shoved his way through the crowd. He tapped Owen's shoulder with a hand blackened and bony and crippled from seventy years of hard living. But his eyes, cool and bright, were still young. He stood above most men in the saloon, being Merritt's exact height. He said, "Owen—I want to see you sometime tonight."




  Merritt said, "All right," and moved toward the door. Following Merritt closely, Bourke Prine cast a quick glance across the room and discovered Hugh Clagg shouldered against a far wall. Owen, Bourke knew, hadn't noticed Clagg so far, which was a pretty good lead on Owen's frame of mind.




  Out in the faint cool of the street Prine said, "Will Isham had a reason for buyin' you that drink in front of the crowd."




  "Peace and good will," said Owen Merritt in a short tone.




  "Don't talk like a sucker."




  Love Bidwell stood by the saloon's door, talking to Mark Medary, who was the county's sheriff. Love was a thin one with a gray goatee and a windy, irritating voice. His accent was altogether Southern and he always wore a Confederate campaign hat, which now lay far back on his head. Both thumbs were well hooked into his suspenders. "I lose a daughter," he said to Medary. "Sho', I lose a daughter. I reckon that time comes to us all, Medary. But I'll be travelin' that way to see her a lot. We was always close, Sally and me. Whut's eighty miles of distance? If my saddle horse gives out I guess I got a son-in-law to supply me fresh, ain't I?"




  Medary listened casually, his eyes traveling elsewhere.




  He put out a hand to Owen Merritt. "Wish you'd stop by sometime and talk with me, Owen. Hello, Bourke." Love Bidwell at once checked his voice and looked at Owen Merritt. He pushed his lips together, as though afraid of committing himself to error in his new situation as Will Isham's father-in-law. People were gently moving up in the direction of the hotel. Owen Merritt paced over the street and stopped in the dark arch of Sam Nankervell's blacksmith shop. He turned, leaning against the wall. There was glow enough from all the lights shining across the dust for Bourke Prine to see how stiff the edges of Merritt's lips had become. The smiling ease had gone out of the big man.




  He said, "Don't seem only ten years since the Piutes killed Bill Grandgent right where the hotel stands now. Country's beginning to grow up."




  The Wells consisted of two rows of pine-boarded buildings separated by a wide street whose dust reflected a pale silver shining where the store lights touched it. The Palace threw off a brilliant glow; the hotel's windows all showed yellow radiance. Elsewhere lay the stores and sheds of a cattle town. Saddle horses and single buggies and wagons lay banked against the street racks, and people moved up and down, the walks, doing a week-end shopping, and children raced in and out of between- buildings alleys, and at those points where the lights of town failed to reach, in velvet-thick shadows, soft-speaking men stood, their cigarettes making firefly glints.




  Wind rolled softly and coldly in from the deep distances of the Piutes, with the smell of sage and Indian summer's baked earth in it, and with the faint smell of wildness in it. This dark desert lay all around The Wells; it held the town to its flat breast, it had weathered the town to its own uniform powder- gray and bronze-brown. North and south and west there was no horizon at all, but eastward seven miles the Bunchgrass Hills lifted a long black shadow. This was 1878, and the town was only nine years old. This was cattle land, fenceless and vast and lonely; and tied to a far-away outer world only by dim, dusty trails half lost in the ever-growing sage.




  "You were a fool to take Isham's drink," said Bourke Prine. "It ties your hands." Darkness lay wholly around Nankervell's, but he saw Owen Merritt's head turn and lift, which meant his partner would be watching that bright second-story window where Sally Bidwell waited for her wedding. The bitter-pungent smell of singed hoofs and heated metal and of grease and forge-fire ashes drifted from Nankervell's.




  Bourke's voice had pushed insistently against Owen Merritt all evening. It did so now. "Listen. Go up the side stairs of the hotel. It takes you straight to her door. You've got time. I'll get a rig and drive around back—and wait there for you both."




  "A little late, Bourke," said Owen Merritt. "A little late."




  "When I saw her she wasn't smilin'," repeated Bourke. "Her heart ain't in this weddin', or she would be smilin'. God knows why you let Isham make a fool out of you."




  "Maybe not her heart, Bourke. But her mind's made up to it. The damage is done."




  "You sure? Something mighty odd happened between you two to make it like this. Listen, Owen, this business will eat on both of you for a hell of a lot of years. So you better be sure it can't be changed."




  "I guess," murmured Merritt, "I've done my share of talkin'." He threw his cigarette far into the street and drew a long breath. He said, "I'll meet you in the saloon—five minutes. Another drink and we'll leave this damned town behind."




  He cut straight across the street, going into the alley near Shannon's store to avoid the crowd gathering up by the hotel porch, and came through the back lots of town to the hotel's side stairway. This was a boarded-in affair marching up the outside wall of the building. Letting himself through the bottom door, he closed it and rose through solid darkness until he came to the top. He pushed that door partially open.




  Rooms opened upon a hall running the length of the second floor, and little streaks of light crept beneath an occasional sill, breaking the blackness. At the hall's far end a stairway led to the lobby, from which came the run and murmur of a good many people's voices. Suddenly the door of a near-by room opened, and he saw Helen Tague come quickly out and turn toward the lower lobby.




  He came into the hall. "Helen," he said.




  She wheeled with a half-startled lift to her shoulders, this tall and calm daughter of Mike Tague. She came up to him, very serious and very pretty in her half-excitement—the full light of the near-by room showing all this to him—and a sense of risk made her push him back into the stair landing, into the shadows. She pulled the door half shut.




  "Helen," he said, "tell Sally I'm here."




  The shadows obscured her expression, but it seemed both sad and disapproving to him. She spoke in her pleasant voice. "You're sure you want me to, Owen?"




  "Tell her I'm here, Helen. I'd like to see her for a moment—if she'll come."




  "She'll come. But are you sure you want her to?"




  "Why not?" he said. "Why not?"




  Her answer was soft and faintly regretful. "Oh, Owen." She went back into the room, not quite closing the door; and he heard her speaking to Sally, the words low and quick and insistent.




  He stood on the stair landing, thoroughly motionless, his blond head tipped down. Such light as reached the landing broke vaguely against the blue surfaces of his eyes and made strong shadows beneath his jaw corners and in the exposed hollow at the base of his neck. He was quite a long man, flat and wide at the shoulders, whipped in at the flanks from all the riding he had done. Even now, in this remote corner, he kept his feelings away from his face. His breathing lifted and settled the cotton shirt gently. And so he stood as Sally Bidwell's room door fully opened and she came toward him.
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  She said, "Owen," and came into the landing, near enough to see him clearly, near enough to touch him. "Owen."




  Certain things were in this girl, as he had learned them through long courtship. Pride and a strong will above all. Even in this dismal corner she showed these qualities to him, her head thrown back and her deep-copper hair showing its luster. And because they had been very close to each other for so long a time, he understood that she was near the weakness of tears. It was a feeling that came from her to him.




  He said, no break in his voice, no lift and no urgence, "You're sure it's got to be this way, Sally?"




  "Is that all you came to say?"




  "It's enough to say, isn't it? We'll live a long time. I can do a lot of remembering in the next thirty years and so can you. I can remember I didn't play my hand right. Or I can remember I came up these stairs at the last minute and tried to get it straight."




  "Owen," she said, "your voice is so hard. You've condemned me already."




  He shook his head. He let the silence ride a moment, staring at her. "No," he answered at last. "No, I'm just keeping back a lot of things that I can't say—or won't. I won't beg, Sally. You're the one that made the choice, not me. All I want to know is if you're sure."




  "Yes," she said. "I'm sure." Then she finished it out with a phrase that was quick and vehement and odd. "I've got to be sure, haven't I?"




  She wore a russet gown that showed her arms and shoulders. She was, he decided, almost as tall as Isham, and that thought gave him an odd feeling, as though it were improper. She had a firm chin and a straight, swinging body and he remembered that her smile always changed the color of her eyes, placing a frank, invitational smoothness on her lips—for him. She wasn't smiling now. She touched him with her hand, and drew back with a startled swiftness; and immediately the memory of a good many things lay between them, hot and disturbing and compelling. She murmured, "Do you really understand, Owen?"




  "I wish you luck," he said. "And so-long."




  "Wait. You're coming to the wedding?"




  "Why? I'd be the ghost at the banquet."




  "It isn't like you to run away. From anything. From anything on earth."




  "No," he said, flat and final. "I won't be there."




  She said, "Then I want you to do one thing for me. When I leave the hotel to ride home I want you to be there. Wish me luck. Please. So that everybody sees you do it."




  "To make the record complete," he said, dryness rustling his talk.




  "Don't try to hurt me any more, Owen. It isn't that at all. I don't want anybody on the Piute to think you ran away from this. Not you."




  "Thanks," he said. "Thanks for the interest."




  She came a little nearer him, her lips remaining even and composed while she watched his face. When she spoke again her words were not as unerringly direct, not as certain. "Is it—is it so hard to believe—that I take an interest in you? That I'd still fight for you? Oh, Owen, you don't understand it yet."




  "I guess we've talked that all out. Which was one of our troubles. We always talked too much. And did too little. You're an ambitious girl, Sally. You set your mind on certain things long ago. I couldn't break up that."




  She said in almost a whisper, "Is that all? Do you really think that's all?"




  "I lay no blame on you. None. You reasoned it out—the bargain and what it called for. You're getting something from Isham and from Skull. But you're an honest girl, Sally, and you'll give him more than he'll give you. And you'll stick with it, even if it gets bad."




  She said, in a lower and lower tone, "Why should it ever be bad. Owen?"




  "There's one thing you never found out. You're a stubborn girl and you always figured you could make your mind pull your heart along. Well, your heart ain't in this. You figure you can make it go with him. But you won't. You never will. That's why it will get bad."




  She was somber and strained and still, listening to the run of his voice, listening to its repressed feelings and to all those others he could not quite keep back. She said at last, quick and broken, "Owen, why—"




  He cut in with a voice on the ragged edge of anger. "We always talked too much. Nothing's any good but this." He looked at her, dismal hunger shining out of his blue eyes, the rashness of his temper having its way at last; and he seized the points of her bare shoulders and drew her against him. Her breath rushed out from the strength of his arms and a faint cry escaped her lips, and was shut off when he kissed her. She didn't breathe and she made no more protest. Helen Tague's voice came from the hall. "Sally—you've got to hurry."




  Sally Bidwell drew away, with an emotion in her worse than sadness. It was like despair; it pulled her lips together until they were no longer pretty and it took the pride out of her slim, self-confident body. It was a reflex of all that which made her push at him, and sway back; afterward it was her own desire that sent her forward again. She dropped her head against his chest, struggling against a quiet, terrible crying.




  Owen Merritt stood still, holding her loosely with his arms and stirred by the fragrance rising from her copper hair; and his mind did cruel things to him then, reminding him of the sweetness and laughter and womanly softness she had once held for him. These were things gone by. He had suddenly a sense of loss that pumped him empty.




  Helen Tague said again, "Sally."




  Sally drew back. Her chin lifted, and he had this last look into her eyes, this one unguarded moment before she remembered where her loyalties lay. She said, brokenly, "Why—why didn't you—" and, leaving it unfinished, ran back to her room. Someone came up the stairs from the lobby at a heavy tread, and Helen Tague closed the door on the outer stairway, leaving Owen Merritt in the solid black.




  He went down the stairs and let himself into the alley. He paused here, his breath springing from the bottom of his chest. So standing in the gloom, he heard a man stumbling around from the hotel's back side. This man went by him at a distance of two yards, walking fast, and reached the street. A light from Shannon's store touched the area, and by its glow Owen Merritt identified Hugh Clagg.




  He waited until Clagg had turned the corner of Shannon's before following. People were still coming into The Wells and the faint breeze had turned colder and in the sky all the stars of the universe made a cloudy glitter, deepening the thorough blackness lying over this world. Troubled as he was, Owen Merritt paused by Shannon's to have his look at that sky. High-built and rangy, he tipped up his head and thus stood—absorbed in the sight and smell and sound of the night.




  This was the way Nan Melotte saw him. Coming out of Shannon's, she passed within a yard of him, and threw him a quick, lively glance of curiosity. He wasn't, she saw, aware of her, or of anyone on the street; and after she had gotten by him, she turned to watch him, and remained that way until he moved on, toward the Palace.




  People were moving toward the hotel for the wedding. Love Bidwell came by Owen Merritt, nursing a long cheroot between his lips. He slanted a quick glance toward Merritt, and his hand rose and touched his goatee, as though to hide the forming expression on his cheeks. Sally Bidwell's brother, Starr, followed indolently behind, taciturnly amused by all this and yet watching the town with the close and wary manner of one on risky ground. His eyes lifted on Owen Merritt and were at once reserved.




  Owen Merritt strolled into the Palace, finding Bourke and Juke Slover established over a bottle of pale Kentucky moonshine at the bar. Bourke nodded to Owen. Liquor had stirred him up; he showed the room a small, rash grin: "Help yourself to a smile."




  "Sure," murmured Owen. "Well, it's a historic occasion, Bourke. May you live to tell it to your grandsons."




  Bourke said, idly, "Seems too long."




  The four cavalrymen from Camp McDermitt stood along the far wall, their uniforms making a splash of color in the scene. But they were lonely in the crowd, for this was cattle land which had no particular liking for the military. All the poker tables were in full blast; the faro rig was surrounded. Owen Merritt hung over the glass of moonshine, both his elbows on the bar. He was turned away from the room and seemed to see nothing; yet the whole room was pictured before him in the long, back bar mirror, and certain things began to break through the heavy indifference of his mind. Hugh Clagg stood alone in a corner, which was a signal to catch Owen Merritt's rising attention. Clagg had his slender frame to the wall. His long arms hung motionless, and the smoke of a brown-paper cigarette made a vague shadow in front of his narrow-shaped face. He was a roan-headed man, deliberately withdrawn from others. Quickness was written into him, still- placed as he was, and the world he saw was a world colored and changed by the smiling malice of his eyes. He had a wide, resolute mouth. A scar gouged a white dimple out of the left cheek, and his fists were very broad and very heavy for one so otherwise lean-shaped. At this moment he seemed to be thoroughly idle and thoroughly off guard.




  This was the thing that held Owen Merritt—this idleness. He knew this man too well to be fooled by it.




  Bourke Prine spoke out his growing, dissatisfaction. "You were a sucker to take Isham's drink."




  Pay Lankershim came out of the crowd. He put his thin-old shape against Merritt, speaking into Merritt's ear. "Son, you going to let Isham do it?"




  "What?"




  Pay stepped back. He turned to Bourke. "What's a follow to think? Ain't you talked to him, Bourke?"




  Bourke said, "No use," and turned to the bottle.




  Pay lifted a finger, catching Merritt's attention. He drew the finger sharply across his throat. "That's what it is—tonight. Dammit, Owen!" He pushed back through the crowd.




  Owen Merritt considered the room more carefully, which was a thing he had so far failed to do. It was a little odd to see Hugh Clagg inside four walls with a Skull outfit. The politics of it wasn't right. Searching the crowd, via the back bar's mirror, he saw four others who had come out of the Broken Buttes country with Hugh Clagg this night. Ray Neale stood by the faro rig, not playing. Pete Mariels, the half-breed, remained nearest the shadows of the back end, as he always liked to do; and Tempe Killeen and Lee Repp were at one end of the bar. Will Isham had bought the house, and here Hugh Clagg's riders were drinking Skull whisky. It was a little odd.




  "Unless," he said, "there's been a change."




  "What?" said Bourke Prine instantly. Juke Slover looked up from his glass.




  "The charity of Skull extends all the way to the Broken Buttes tonight."




  "So finally you're awake," grumbled Bourke Prine.




  Fay Dutcher came into the Palace and called out, "All right, boys," Skull's men immediately milled toward the door, bound for the wedding. Mike Tague, who owned most of the Wagon Rim country outright, rose from one of the poker tables, his Irish cheeks a flame-red. He came by Owen. He called, "Large night—large night," and followed the crowd outward. There remained a few homesteaders and a few riders who had no direct interest in the wedding. And Hugh Clagg and his four riding companions. Owen Merritt poured another drink into the glass and laid full weight on his elbows, looking into the oily shine of the liquor. For a little while he forgot Hugh Clagg and remembered other things. There was a growing silence in The Wells. Everybody would be up at the hotel, listening to the Methodist missionary bishop.




  Bourke said, "You goin' or stayin'?"




  Lee Repp made a turn away from his partner, Tempe Killeen. He had to support himself on the bar. Tempe Killeen called, "Come back here, Lee." But Repp moved up to Owen Merritt. His long lips squashed a smile into crookedness. Killeen said again, "Repp." Something as definite as the stir of wind crossed the saloon, and Bourke Prine, always alert to trouble, made a half-turn away from the bar, watching Hugh Clagg, Juke Slover, quick to follow the gesture, wheeled to keep an eye on Pete Mariels.




  Repp looked up at the tall Merritt. He was unsteady on his feet; unsteady and full of some kind of secret amusement that had to come out. He said, "Listen. I guess Sally's brother won't have anything to worry about now, will he? I guess Starr's going to feel a lot safer now, ain't he? Well, it's one way. It sure is one way."




  Tempe Killeen stepped forward, but it was too late to help Repp then. Owen Merritt raised one arm and hit Repp fully in the soft flesh below his ear. Repp wheeled gently around and fell with his mouth wide open. The sound of it made a racket in the still saloon; and afterward Repp lay on his belly and kicked his legs against the floor.




  "If I hear it again from you," Merritt said, "I'll rub you out."




  The saloonman, Tom Croker, spoke half in apology and half as a protest. "Well, he was drunk, Owen."




  "It is something I didn't care to hear," said Owen Merritt. "Even from a drunk. But maybe there's a sober man in the place that wants to repeat it."




  Temple Killeen came up and looked down at Repp, not showing any concern. "Repp," he said, "get off the floor."




  Repp rolled over, pushing himself to his knees, his head lobbing down. A round red blotch showed where Merritt had hit him. He called weakly, "Give me a hand, Tempe. Give me—"




  But Tempe wasn't watching him now, and nobody else in the saloon paid any attention. The people in the saloon were riders who knew the Piute and the ancient grudges of the Piute thoroughly. Lee Repp's foolish talk, meaning nothing in itself, had led into something else. Repp was one of Hugh Clagg's men and the play was up to Clagg. So the crowd watched Hugh Clagg and Owen Merritt, knowing the old, old enmity between those two.




  Repp got to his feet at last and put a hand on Tempe Killeen's shoulder for support. He said to Owen Merritt uncertainly, "What the hell? I didn't—"




  "Go on," said Merritt. "Go on."




  Repp hesitated and at that moment Hugh Clagg broke his long silence. He called across the room, even-voiced, "Get out of town, Repp."




  The wedding was over, for men's returning boots drummed on the outside walk. Repp reached the Palace doorway, turned a moment to look behind him, at Killeen and at Merritt, and at Hugh Clagg for a longer length of time—and left the saloon.




  Hugh Clagg said, not changing the tone of his voice, "I'll let that ride, Merritt. He had it comin' for the remark." He was a high shape against the far wall, holding himself aloof, careful to keep his talk level in the quiet of the place.




  Merritt said, "Sure," and turned to nod at Bourke Prine and Juke Slover. The three of them left the Palace just as the returning crowd reached its door. Standing aside from that thirsty current, Owen Merritt said, "I guess I've had enough of this."




  Bourke said, "Repp wasn't drunk. No drunk man's eyes pull down small like his did when he walked at you. So, one of that crowd forgot somethin'."




  Owen said irritably, "How'd you get spooked up?"




  "I know enough to pay for my own whisky, son."




  Part of Skull's riders were up in the saddle and waiting. Will Isham came out of the hotel and went over toward Nankervell's shop for his buggy, whereupon Owen Merritt remembered something. He said, "Wait for me," and walked toward the hotel. Short of the hotel's porch, in the shadows of Shannon's store, he stopped and waited a moment for Isham to wheel the buggy around to the porch. He laid his hand on the store wall, thus supporting his long shape; and in this concealing darkness his expression let go for a moment and an impulse almost sent him hack to the saloon. Sally came out of the hotel door and stepped into the rig. People were standing all about the porch, and she was smiling in answer to their laughter; but her glance came around, as though she were looking for him. Seeing that, he went to the porch.




  The people nearest the buggy gave way for him. She had stopped smiling; and Isham, now in the buggy, turned with a swift motion of his shoulders, his smooth manners unable to hold back his quick displeasure. But Merritt had removed his hat and he had bent a little toward her. Before all these eyes he was a cheerful man with no care at all on his face, with no regret on it. He said, "Well, I wish you all the luck."




  She was trying to smile. Her hand touched his hand and he felt its momentary pressure. She said, just above a murmur, "Owen—"




  Isham bent nearer, speaking only for the two of them. "I think that's enough." Anger unsteadied those soft words. "I wouldn't overdo it." The next moment the rig was in motion, with a dozen Skull riders trotting behind. Rice flailed the air.




  Mrs. Nankervell turned against Merritt, crying openly—as she cried on any and all occasions requiring sentiment. He turned away and had gotten to the edge of the porch when Helen Tague said, "Owen," and stopped him.




  He removed his hat for this tall, calm daughter of Mike Tague's. Usually she was a cheerful girl, frank and blunt as a man, and since she practically lived on a horse she usually wore a man's overalls and shirt. Tonight she had been Sally Isham's bridesmaid and the reflection of that excitement was in her eyes, softening them, making them gently shine. He couldn't recall when she had looked prettier, and told her so. "Don't know when I saw you last in a dress. Ought to try wearin' 'em regularly."




  "For whom, Owen?"




  "Country's full of young men."




  "Full of gophers and rabbits, too. I'm choosy."




  "Any preferences?"




  "Sure," she said and looked at him soberly, sweetly. "What am I offered?" Then she said, lowering her voice, "Don't make a fool out of yourself, Owen."




  He laid out a cigarette between his fingers and quickly rolled it. When his glance lifted again she saw something that made her say swiftly, "Oh, Owen! Don't. It's over. I like you both, but there isn't any woman in the world worth your tearing yourself apart. I know you, you big bruiser, And you did a dangerous thing tonight. You and Sally. I don't think it was quite square."




  "What's square, Helen?"




  "Yes," she said, "I know. I guess I can understand."




  Wagons were moving out of town, and horsemen cantered into the farther darkness, bound across the long darkness of the Piute. A small, slow wind turned the night cold. Alice Langdell stopped by and said, on the verge of resentment, "I wish you'd ask Juke to come out of the saloon for a minute. He was supposed to meet me here. Seems to be one of those bottle babies that never got weaned."




  "Sure," said Merritt and went on down the street. He met Slover and Bourke by the side of the Palace. "Juke," he said, "you got a call up the street."




  "Yeah—well."




  Fay Dutcher strolled from the hotel to join the remnant of Skull in front of the saloon. Love Bidwell came across the street, meeting him. Love was drunk enough to walk with a precise straightness, and the glow of his cigar showed the red, thin tip of his nose. His flat and annoying voice bore against Skull's foreman.




  "Dutcher," he said, "I'll be over to see my daughter in a few days. Ain't got a very good saddle horse any more and the travelin' will take it down. I want you should pick me a good one from Skull's remuda."




  Fay Dutcher answered in a cool, colorless way, "Mr. Isham say anything about that?".




  "The man's my son-in-law," retorted Love Bidwell, taking quick offense. "Of co'se it'll be all right. Dammit, Dutcher, I'm tellin' you what to do."




  "I hear," drawled Dutcher.




  "Well, then," growled Bidwell, and marched into the saloon. When he spoke to the saloonman his voice carried back to the street. "Tom, there was a time when you called my credit into question. I reckon it ought to be all right now, ain't it?"




  Tom Croker's answer was civil, nothing more. "Sure, it's all right."




  "Damn right," replied Love Bidwell. "You know who's back of me now. I'll take rye. The same kind of rye you drink, Croker. The bottle below the bar."




  Merritt remained on the edge of the shadows and watched Skull's foreman with a considering interest. There was a time when Fay Dutcher would have answered Love Bidwell with a harsh brevity; but now he had to mind his manners toward Skull's new father-in-law. His black head dropped a little; his lips rolled together, displaying surliness. But this lasted for only a moment. He whipped up his chin and caught Owen Merritt's stare, and at once pulled all expression off his cheeks. He turned back toward the hotel.




  "Juke," murmured Bourke, "I see Alice up there—"




  "Yeah," said Juke Slover. "Yeah, well, so-long," and went away slowly.




  Bourke and Owen Merritt turned on to the face of the stable without additional talk, stepped into the leather, and wheeled out of town at a pitching canter. Wagons, bound homeward toward the Kitchen Meadows, raised a high dust on the street, and lighted lanterns jiggled fitfully at reach-ends, and here and there along the land's farther flatness ran the drowsy "Good night" of neighbors and the diminishing run of horsemen and the faint, irritable wail of some child kept too long awake. Gradually these lights and this sound faded away into the vastness of the desert, sinking into it without trace, until nothing was left but the everlasting shine of the remote stars and the cold, slow wind roiling up the smell of sage and summer- cured grasses. It was as though all these people, saying a last farewell, had ridden at once into oblivion. The darkness was that solid, the illusion of a huge and empty world was that strong.




  So Owen Merritt left The Wells behind him, too deeply engaged in his own thoughts to look back. Therefore he did not notice the particular attention of two people. The first of these, Nan Melotte, stood near Nankervell's, about to step up to the saddle of her own pony. She stood still, one hand holding to a stirrup, and followed Merritt with her glance until his shape sank into the Piute's darkness; breathing stirred and reformed the round swell of her breasts and her eyes were dark and controlled by a dreaming, distant speculation.




  Meanwhile, Fay Dutcher paused in the black mouth of the alley near Shannon's store, watching Merritt and Bourke Prine with a strict attention. As soon as the partners left town he returned to the saloon, halting in the doorway and calling out to the rest of Skull's crew, "All right—all right. Time to ride." Hugh Clagg stood idle in a corner. Clagg looked over the room at Skull's foreman, and looked away. Dutcher backed into the street, waiting for his men. When they came out, turned surly and unwilling by their drinking, he watched them go on their waiting ponies, his mere presence subduing their grumbling protest. The last settlers from Kitchen Meadows were leaving The Wells. The hotel lights winked out one by one, and some of the stores were closing up. Hugh Clagg strolled from the saloon and stood on the walk to try a fresh match to his cigarette. He was within arm's reach of Fay Dutcher and for this minute nobody else was near. Fay Dutcher said in a low, dissatisfied rumble, "What's the matter, Hugh? What's the matter?" Then he wheeled to his own horse, calling up the stragglers in the crew. "Come on—come on!" In a moment he led Skull out of The Wells at a ripping gallop, throwing the dust high behind.




  Ray Neale and Mariels came from the Palace, joining Clagg. Afterward Tempe Killeen came out. These four stood together, not speaking until Clagg broke the silence. "What was wrong with you, Ray?"




  Ray Neale was waiting for it, and his answer, irritably pitched, jumped back at Clagg. "Slover was watchin' me. And Prine stood there, cocked like a gun. They smelled somethin', What'd you want me to do? No—not then. Where's Merritt now?"




  "Started across the Piute."




  They stood still. Mark Medary came from Shannon's and advanced on the saloon. He threw them a quick glance and passed into the saloon without speaking. A few of the town's citizens straggled over the street for a ceremonial nightcap. Afterward Clagg said, "All right." He threw away his cigarette. His words had a sudden lift, as though he had made up his mind. The four of them went to their horses down by the stable, and left town, following Merritt and Prine.




  Quiet came to The Wells. The four cavalrymen departed for McDermitt, sixty miles away. The lights continued to die and presently there was nothing left but a lone glow from the saloon where Medary and Croker and a few others kept up a last watch at one of the poker tables. The street showed no life, and in the overwhelming darkness of the desert the square fronts of the buildings made a ragged outline. The street's dust cast a faded, phosphorescent glow against the dark.




  III. A MAN IS SOON DEAD
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  After that first quick run out of The Wells, Merritt and Prine settled into the customary mode of travel across the Piute—walk awhile, gallop awhile, and walk again. They aimed into the black, not speaking at all during the first few minutes. Above them lay the glittering wash of stars; on the left, which was east, the low summits of the Bunchgrass Hills made a perceptible outline. There was no sound except the hoof scuffs of their ponies and saddle leather's soft squealing, and the occasional jingling of bridle chains. Wind traveled steadily in from the west, with a sharper edge to it; for though it was Indian summer and cloudless by day, the Piute lay around five thousand feet elevation and at sundown warmth soon left the earth. In this wind, too, was the aromatic blend of sage and bunchgrass cured on the stem, and the impalpable smell of water from little marsh lakes scattered here and there along the desert; and the vague scent of an enduring wildness, which was less an actual scent than some powerful influence rising from a fresh earth to stir a man's senses.




  Bourke Prine was first to break the long riding silence, at once revealing his irritation. "It was a hell of a thing to happen—and you let it happen, Owen. It is none of my business, but I'd like to know why."




  Owen Merritt let the silence drag until Prine thought his partner meant to refuse an answer. But then Merritt said, quite slowly, as if the words were hard in coming, "I went to her at the hotel, I asked her if she was sure she had figured it out right. She said she had. So that was all."




  "No," answered Bourke Prine. "No, that wasn't all. You put a question to a woman just like you were pointin' a gun at her head. What the hell were you doin'—just stand in there? What sort of an answer you think a woman would make, asked that way? I never saw you back up before. You just quit."




  "Woman's heart is one thing," said Owen Merritt. "Her mind is another. I told you this before. Sally had made up her mind. Suppose I argued her out of it? We'd both remember she once figured the other way. We'd remember it a long time."




  Bourke grumbled, "I don't get it at all."




  "All right," said Owen Merritt, "I'll make it plain, and then we'll say no more."




  His words came slower and drier and with no emphasis at all. Bourke felt the big man was pushing his words up through bitterness. "She's an ambitious girl, Bourke. She made up her mind long ago to be somethin' better than her people. Look at them. Love Bidwell's a shiftless Southerner. Poor white trash. Her brother Starr ain't worth a damn. She saw her mother work like a horse to keep the family alive and decent. She saw her mother die—out of shame, mostly, for what the menfolks were. You know the kind of a shack they live in, and the hardscrabble outfit they've got. Sally had that burned into her. It left a mark. She made up her mind she wouldn't let any man pull her down like they had pulled her mother down. She's got a will and a lot of pride. You want to know what's back of all this? Well, here it is. She figured to do everything her dad didn't do. So here's Isham and here's Skull, and now she's got her place—the wife of the Piute's richest man, and part boss of the biggest outfit in the state. That's it."




  Bourke kept still, and they rode a mile or better through the black until he had digested it. Then he said, disbelief in his voice, "A woman doesn't do a thing like that. If it was a matter of bein' poor white trash or Isham's wife, maybe yes. But it wasn't. She had another chance to get away from Broken Buttes and hardscrabble, which was you. You ain't rich but you've got a good ranch. And unless I'm a damn poor guesser, she was in love with you. You ain't tellin' all the story, kid."




  "No," said Owen Merritt, in the same dust-dry monotone. "No, I ain't. The rest of it's me. Love Bidwell is a drifter and a fellow always squattin' in the sunshine. She's put up with that all her life. It burned too deep. I'm a fellow that likes to ride over the hill, too. I like to squat in the sunshine. Maybe go see where the antelope are runnin'. Maybe follow a trail into the hills just for the fun of it. She wouldn't take the chance on what I might be when I was as old as Love."




  Bourke rolled his weight around the saddle. "No woman would trade off a man that way, like an old shirt for a new one. She wouldn't be much of a woman if she did. It's still out of joint, my boy. I'm not so wise, but I can smell old cheese."




  "I've told you the straight of it."




  But Bourke went on as if he hadn't heard that answer.




  "Maybe," he grumbled, "Lee Repp wasn't so wrong."




  "What's that?"




  "Well, her brother Starr is no good. He's been stealin'. I know that. So maybe Isham used a little pressure on her—"




  Owen Merritt hauled in, which also halted Bourke.




  "Bourke," said Merritt—so softly, so deceivingly gentle—"I'll hear no more of that."




  "All right—all right," said Bourke, full of irritation. "But Isham took your girl, which has made a sucker out of you before the country. It will get you in trouble soon or late. Mighty damned funny he should make it a point to drink with you in that saloon. It don't make sense—but Will Isham is no hand to do foolish things, so it means somethin'. And it is pretty queer Hugh Clagg should be in the same room with a bunch of Skull men."




  He quit. The two men held their horses still, listening to the muffled run of a group of riders in the foreground. After the sound faded Bourke said, "Where'd Repp go?"




  "Ahead of us somewhere."




  "You goin' home?"




  "I guess so."




  "So-long then." Bourke pulled away. But he halted and called back, not sure of his partner, "Want me to ride on to the ranch with you?"




  "No. Good night."




  "Sure," murmured Brouke, and struck eastward toward his own ranch at the base of the Bunchgrass Hills.




  Owen Merritt traveled on through the solid dark, giving his horse its own head. A falling star made its faint, spectacular scratch across the low heavens; and the wind threw an increasing chill against him. Far, far away the bark of a coyote lifted up—that saddest and loneliest call of the desert. Released now from the necessity of keeping a straight face to the world, Owen Merritt let his innermost feelings carry him downward until even the little light of the stars seemed to die away. This was the way it went with him, with the thought of Sally riding toward Skull burning through him and leaving its fatal scars. There had been a moment in the Palace when, confronted by Isham, he had held himself narrowly aside from an open quarrel, when the effort to keep down the actual impulse to kill had drawn sweat into his palms. Isham, he knew, had seen the shadow of that in his eyes, and this was why Isham had proposed the drink. He could have destroyed the man at the moment and Isham had been smart enough to realize it.




  Sweeping over the long miles, all this kicked its violent course through him until there was nothing left, until he was physically tired. There was a growing shadow straight ahead, which would be the Broken Buttes guarding the southern margin of the Piute Desert. His own road turned left at that point and went another four miles eastward to where Stage Coach Pass separated the Broken Buttes from the Bunchgrass Hills. A single light glimmered through a window of Nan Melotte's frame cabin by the side of the isolated Christmas Creek school.




  The scene in the upper hallway remained distinct. Sally, so sad with her talk and so full of a woman's gifts, had waited for him to reveal what was in his mind. He could have taken her out of that hall and cheated Isham in the end. He knew he had that power with the girl's heart and would always have it, as she had the same power over him. Yet in that moment when he knew what he could do, he kept remembering how willfully she had set her mind the other way. And so he had let his chance go by. Distantly and dimly he could admire her for the strong will which rode over her heart's desire; he could admire what she had done, and still want her as he wanted no other woman. But in him, too, was a thought that would not change. He could not take half a woman.




  One more thought came to him, harder than the others: Coolly and calmly as she had made her bargain, she didn't yet know to what ends she had fully committed herself. Isham was a quiet man and a slight-figured one, but behind his composed features lay a will greater than her will. She didn't know that yet.




  He said to himself, half aloud and deliberately trying to break the emptiness he felt, "I guess I better ride over to Fremont Basin and see where the antelope are running."




  He had been watching the light of Nan Melotte's cabin ahead, watching it and seeing nothing. Now at once his normal senses revived, and he pulled the pony in. Somewhere before him two or three shapes cut across the beam of light and the beat of fast- traveling horses ran back, and presently a voice, muffled and quick and ridden by fear, said, "Hey-hey!" It was immediately drowned by the quick beat of gunfire.




  Two or three guns—all going at once and quitting at once. He heard no more signaling from that voice as he laid his spurs along the pony's flank and ran dead into trouble. The yonder riders streamed across the light, and a horse careened vaguely forward, causing him to veer aside. When it passed by he saw the empty saddle. In the near foreground he heard a man call, "Merritt!" And before he could stop he was in the center of a suddenly renewed firing. Gun reports flattened into the enormous dark. Exploded powder pushed little fingers, of sulky light through the shadows. His horse bunched up and came off its front feet and those riders were beating toward him as he laid his own answering shots at them.




  Nan Melotte's lamplight died. There was a voice calling insistently to him as he pulled his pony aside from this converging lead. "Merritt—Merritt!" Lying low in the saddle he tried another shot, ran on, and halted to listen.




  They had likewise stopped, but he heard the heaving of their horses not far away, to his left; and afterward they seemed to grow uneasy and to drift along the desert, the rustle of that travel softly coming to him. He lifted his gun, aiming it at the general sound, and gathered the pony beneath him. When he opened fire he let the pony go, driving it straight for them. Muzzle light bloomed before him. He heard a man yell, long and broken- winded. Wind breathed on his face and the smell of his own shots was in his nostrils. His horse shied from something on the ground, the farther firing quit, and he pulled in once more and heard them racing toward the Broken Buttes.




  He said to himself, That was Clagg. Not in anger, for he was past anger or any kind of emotion. Dismounted, he waited for the sound of their retreat to sink away, at once knowing that this affair was a consequence and a continuation of the wedding. He reached for a match, walking back a few yards and squatting near a loose shadow on the ground. He scratched the light on his boot, held it cupped a brief moment over the face of Lee Repp dead on the ground, and whipped it out. There was no more echo from Broken Buttes.




  Nan Melotte's lamplight reappeared in her window. He returned to his horse, thinking. They thought I was riding ahead of Repp. They thought it was me. Nan Melotte's door came open, releasing a square-shaped glow. She was silhouetted in the doorway, one hand thrown out to touch the door's frame. He rode that way.




  "Owen?"




  "Yeah," he said, and got down. He saw the whiteness of her cheeks in the light; he saw the black shine of her hair. It was the strong, slow, and concerned tone of her voice that dragged him out of his own tangled thoughts. "Yeah," he said.




  She said, "Come in. Come out of the light."




  When he passed through the door she closed it quickly.




  He turned to find her resting against it, her small, square shoulders dropped at the corners. He had the feeling that her glance ran over him, top to bottom, with a strange anxiety. Her lips softened and she murmured, "I'm glad." But her eyes were very dark and they watched him with a continuing interest. He had known her three or four years, he had occasionally ridden the desert with her, he had now and then danced with her. But there was a difference here at this moment. He felt it and could not reach it with a definition. His legs were heavy, and all the whisky he had taken in during the evening began to have its way, grabbing at his stomach and threading his nerves. He removed his hat.




  She said, "Do you need a drink?"




  "No," he said.




  She started to speak again and didn't, her expressive shoulders shrugging away the impulse, At the moment she saw him pretty clearly for what he was—a long, loose man with a yellow, head of hair above smooth and angular features. He was, in a way, a good-looking rider who had a ready smile and seemed to take the course of his life with a complete indifference. Lazy until roused, with deep, darkly blue eyes wise in the reading of the desert's face or the shadows under the far pines. Laconic and hard to fathom. But she saw him now off guard, at a moment when he showed what he had been through, and she thought to herself, I have been mistaken. A sun-darkened skin lay tightly across his cheekbones; his flat muscles stirred beneath the cotton shirt when he turned his shoulders.




  He said, "How'd you get home so soon?"




  "I left town right after you did—and rode the short trail."




  "Pass anybody?"




  "No. But I heard those riders come around the house and stop out there."




  "Repp's still there," he said. "Dead."




  He was mildly interested in knowing how she would take the news, and saw no change. There was a resoluteness in the lines of this girl, a self-reliance. And still her lips were soft, and a quality in her stirred his attention.




  She said, "I guess they made a mistake."




  He asked, "Now how would you know that?"




  "I know. Do you want me to make you some coffee?"




  "No, I'll ride along."




  She moved away from the door and watched him put on his hat. He opened the door and his expression changed while he listened to the yonder night; it was keener and more alert, as though this were a game he knew very well. He looked back and gave her a faint smile. "Thanks."




  "Better watch the road."




  "Sure," he said. They stood this way a little while, considering each other, at once strongly aware of each other. Color showed on her cheeks. She held herself still and steady, as if waiting for him to have his look, as if willing he should consider her and draw his own conclusions. He said, "Good night," and watched her lips form the words "Good night," quite conscious of the little rhythm in her voice, somehow affected by its rise and fall. Afterward he went to the horse and swung away, bound for his ranch on Christmas Creek, four miles east.




  Nan Melotte moved over to close the door, and stood against it, listening to his horse strike the hard footslope of the Buttes. Her expression relaxed. It was pleasant and warm, touched with the heat of an inner dreaming. She said, so softly, I have been mistaken. Afterward that warmth and softness faded, to leave her still-checked. For she was thinking then of Sally Isham who had once owned this man. And still does, she thought. I wonder if he realizes that?




  IV. "I'LL KEEP MY BARGAIN"
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  Fifteen miles east of The Wells the flat desert gave way before a hundred-foot rim which boxed in Skull River and its valley. A road cut down this rocky face, crossed a wooden bridge, and went along a double row of young poplars as far as a long, deep-porched house. All in the surrounding darkness lay the out-quarters, the barns and corrals and sheds of a really great ranch. Water in the near-by diversion ditches made a liquid rustle. Haystacks showed their square patterns along the adjacent meadows. Above the ranch, rising steadily away from the Skull's other border, lay the darkling peaks of the Bunchgrass Hills.




  It was midnight when Sally Isham stepped inside her new home. The lamps were bright In the place and through the open door of the mess hall she saw the long tables set for the wedding supper. Isham carried her luggage up the stairs, following her into the bedroom. They could hear Skull's crew and all the following crowd coming cheerfully across the bridge; but they had a moment alone, and it was Isham who used it.




  He looked at her steadily, not quite smiling. "No doubt it's been a long day for you and I think you're tired. But it is a little difficult not to take care of these folks. I hope you can manage to be cheerful."




  "Will," she said immediately, "we're starting off wrong, if that's the way you feel."




  He showed surprise. "I did not wish—"




  "No, wait." She was cool and calm, she was almost blunt. "You don't need to treat me carefully. You want me to entertain them. Certainly I will. I'll make them feel pleased to be here. Or anyone else you bring to Skull. That's one of the reasons you married me, isn't it?"




  He said quietly, "Yes. Did we speak of that?"




  "No, but I knew it at any rate."




  He said, "You know, Sally, you're a smart woman."




  "I want to do the right thing. I don't want to cheat you."




  He shook his head. He was puzzled and he was alert. "Is it altogether a bargain, Sally?"




  The visitors were in the yard, loud and cheerful. They were in the front room below, calling for Will Isham, for Sally. She said, "Yes. But we can talk about that when they're gone."




  "I'd like to," he said, dryness definitely in his voice, and went out. She waited a little while, altogether still in the middle of the room, listening to the robust racket below and yet paying no attention to it. Afterward she tidied herself and walked to a window and opened it to the wind rolling off the high hills. She stood with her hands on the sill, thinking—because she could not help it—of Owen Merritt and the way he had talked to her in the dark stairway at the hotel, the way he had held himself back, the way he had failed to hide himself completely from her. She was a cool-minded girl and an honest one with herself as with others, and she knew there had been a moment this night when Owen Merritt, had he wished, could have changed her mind by the least pressure of his hand. She had almost wanted it, and had been glad when he left her. It was that way with her. Hurt and worried by the memory, she went down to join the crowd.




  They were all here, Mike Tague and Helen, and Swanee Vail and his daughter from the lower Skull, and the Nankervells, and Mark Medary, and the Spaughs who ran cattle near the Fremont, and half the families of the Piute. She knew why they came. Not so much for her sake as for Will, who was a power in the land. She came down the stairs, tall and sorrel-headed, and smiling in a way to accent the serene confidence so much a part of her character. There was one man here—Pay Lankershim—whom she was quite surprised to see. Pay was a neighbor who had a small place on the southern end of the hills, adjoining Skull. He was a thin and smart and stubborn old man, who bore Skull no love, but he came to her and took her hand, the weather wrinkles around his gray eyes deep-cut for a moment. She didn't know if he was smiling or not. She couldn't tell. But he said, quietly, "You're a good girl, Sally, a good girl," and went away.




  Her father was drunk and had followed from The Wells, though she had asked him to stay behind. He had cornered Will and was speaking with a good deal of hand-waving. She watched this for a moment, observing the noncommittal expression on Will's face. Then she went over and said, "I want to see you, Dad," and drew him out to the porch. He was just sober enough to be angry at her. He said, "Ain't I good enough?"




  "Get on your horse and go home."




  He started to speak, but she cut in without regard for him. "It's a little bit early to start panhandling Will Isham. Get out of here and stay out till I tell you to come back."




  He said, mumbling oddly, "Daughter, I—"




  "No," she said, "go on. I'll never let you starve, but I don't want you here. Haven't you made people laugh at our name enough? Where's Starr?"




  "Don't know."




  "Tell him," she said, "to quit riding with Hugh Clagg. Tell him to quit stealing."




  She waited until he had gone from the porch, and drew a long breath, smoothing her face with an effort, and turned in. She saw Sheriff Medary and went over to him, gay for his benefit. He said, deeply flattered, "Lord, Will's lucky," and then she saw Will in a corner of the room. He was watching the way she handled herself, and her slow smile went over to him, making him smile back. Presently the crowd flowed into the mess hall. She sat at the foot of the table, with the sheriff to one side and old Mike Tague, whose cheeks were vermilion-bright, on the other. Outside, the crew had opened a steady gunfire. Clay Spaugh rose and proposed a toast. This was the way it went for an hour or more, the room growing warmer and the talk livelier and livelier, with Isham all the while looking on with a kind of reserve that nothing could thaw.




  Afterward, in the living-room again, she joined the women, careful in the way she treated them. Will stood in another corner with Tague and Spaugh and Swanee Vail and Lankershim. Now and then her glance went his way. He was a smaller man than the rest, but it was odd to note how they listened to him and nodded when he spoke and were, all the while, faintly ill at ease with him.




  Isham said to Spaugh, "You heard about the new brand law?"




  Spaugh nodded, but Pay Lankershim said, "What law?" Isham said, "We got it through the Legislature this time. It's an offense for a rider to carry a running iron unless he's directly in the hire of some ranch. Too many stray riders in this country. They pack a straight iron and come in on the edges of our outfits. It's no trick to catch a cow and doctor a brand."




  Pay Lankershim gave him a strong glance. "If I was a free rider and wanted to pack a runnin' iron I'd do it and to hell with you, Will."




  Isham said in good nature, "All right, Pay, all right. But you don't suffer from stealing like I do. That is just one way of making it harder to rustle. A big outfit is always fair game for the little fellow."




  Pay said, "Yeah? I always thought it was the other way around," and walked into the crowd. Isham looked at the man's high back, a remote show of irritation in his glance.




  Sheriff Medary came up. He faced Isham, meanwhile bracing himself genially between Mike Tague and Clay Spaugh. He was well fed and content and said so. "But I got a couple of questions, Will. Been a couple of complaints about your fence riders. You throwin' lead at trespassers?"




  Isham said, "Never heard anything about it, Mark. I'll find out from Dutcher. We try to keep riders off our range. You know. We've been having a lot of trouble like that. Maybe some of the boys wasted a few shots at the sky. Just for warning."




  "Sure, sure," agreed Medary. Tague and Spaugh and Vail listened with a poker-cheeked disinterest. Isham's voice was soft, almost apologetic, and Mark Medary permitted no trace of skepticism to show on his face. "Sure. But just have Dutcher keep an eye on your riders. We don't want any shootings. Well, I'll be saying good night."




  He walked over to pay his respects to Sally. Mike Tague's great body stirred with a suppressed laughter. He said to Isham, "And I thought only Irishmen spread the blarney!" Spaugh and Vail said nothing.




  Isham added at once, with a degree of sharpness, "I've got to protect myself. And, so have you fellows. It's all right to be fair. But this country won't respect anything but strong medicine. I won't tolerate stealin'. It is getting worse. I—" He stopped on that, for Pay Lankershim had come up again.




  Pay said, "I guess I know when plenty is enough. I'll make the deal."




  Isham said, calmly, "All right, Pay." He put out his hand. But Pay didn't take it. The old man wasn't friendly. Isham said to the others, "So Skull goes south another five miles."




  Mike Tague shook his head. "You grow too fast, Will," Will Isham said, "Life's pretty short and a man has to hurry. Pay, what made you change your mind?"




  Pay looked at him through a sustained and unfriendly interval. "I never thought you was so tough, Will. But I made up my mind tonight that you can't be beat. If a man like Merritt won't fight for what belongs to him, I guess I'm too old to try."




  Isham stared at Lankershim, and the touched temper showed. "What belonged to him, Pay?"




  Pay looked at him with an old man's tight-mouthed secrecy. But everybody there knew what he meant. Tague and Spaugh and Vail remained still, vaguely embarrassed. Isham's cheeks colored.




  "Pay," he said, "you're my guest and I will say nothing tonight. When you ride off Skull tonight, be sure you don't come back on my land."




  Pay said, "I may and I may not. You been pressin' me a long time to sell out. You ain't very careful and you ain't very particular how you persuade a man. I ain't a fellow to forget, Isham, and I'm plumb too old to be charitable. There's a lot of people in this country who'd like to see you humble. It may come." This he considered sufficient, and stalked from the house.




  The crowd had meanwhile started to break up, and Sally had moved to the door. Isham joined her there, accepting congratulations and shaking hands. Mrs. Nankervell fell on Sally's shoulders, wept a little, and strode into the night with her husband. There was a good deal of calling and hallooing through the night. The river bridge boomed from its traffic; then quiet returned to Skull, and the trickle of the irrigation ditches began to make a little melody in the overwhelming dark.




  Sally left the door, crossing the long room. Will Isham's voice came over, turning her around.




  "You have a way with people. You can handle them, make them feel good. I was very pleased."




  She said, "That's what you want, isn't it?"




  "Yes," he said, "yes, it is. The ranch is pretty big. It has plenty of enemies. Size always brings parasites. I can make friends, but a man's wife can do a good deal—as you did with Medary. It has been a rather lonely house. I'd like people to drop in—and feel welcome. That's what you can do. The bigger the place gets the more I'd like people to come in."




  "Is it going to be a bigger place, Will?"




  "Much bigger," he said. "It grew ten thousand acres tonight. Pay Lankershim sold out to me. I've been after the man a long while."




  The distance of the room lay between them, and the odd constraint lay between them, hard to fathom and yet quite definite. He crossed over until he stood before her, not altogether as composed as he seemed to be. She was a shapely, beautiful girl, she had a dignity that placed her apart from all the women he knew. It was a quality he had noticed long before; it was the thing that had drawn him so strongly to her. Standing against the room's side-lamps her shoulders showed him a lifted silhouette. Her hair was deeply and richly auburn and her features—so smooth and gently colored—were very grave. He was thinking that a man and a woman at a time like this should be compelled to warmer words, that an intimacy and a gladness ought to be touching them now. But he could not seem to break through that strange, quiet distance.




  He said, as near impulsiveness as was possible to him, "I watched you tonight. You belong here, Sally. You belong in the best of surroundings. You've got a manner. You can handle anybody. I think I'm pretty lucky. I want you to know that."




  "You're very ambitious, aren't you?"




  "Why, yes," he said, really surprised. "I didn't think you knew me that well."




  She drew a long breath. She turned, more squarely facing him. "Maybe you don't know me very well, Will. I'm ambitious, too. Perhaps that's why I see it in you."




  He considered it, and spoke with a dry restraint. "What is it you want?"




  She answered quickly, as though he had misunderstood. "Nothing more than I'm getting now. We've got to be honest, Will. You know my family. You know what my father and brother are. That's what I come from and that's what I'm getting away from. I'm grateful to you. I really am. I won't let down on my part of the bargain, not ever. Remember that—I'll play the part you want me to play."




  A small tone of regret lay in his words. "Is it nothing more than a bargain with you, Sally? Nothing else?"




  Silence came. She continued grave and serene; she was a slim, erect shape against the light, and as he watched her, hoping for an answer he knew he wouldn't get, he recalled the scene at the buggy and the way she had turned and placed her hand on Owen Merritt. The memory dug into him, it threw him out of his calm, and the narrows of his eyes showed her a flicker of distrust and anger. She saw that, but she said evenly, "It's a bargain, Will. Did I ever give you another impression?"




  "No," he told her, short and hard. "No, you never did. I'll give you credit."




  "Sometimes," she went on, gentler than before, "ambition can be bad for people. It can hurt them so much. Sometimes it makes them pretty hard." Then she thought of something else. "My father won't trouble you again very soon."




  He shrugged his shoulders. "I'll put up with him. That's part of the bargain, too, isn't it?" He brought a cigar from his coat and held it in an open palm, looking at it a long time, meanwhile trying to find the words he wanted. Presently he looked up to her and she saw him then as few people ever saw him—openly disturbed and embarrassed by the things he felt. "Sally, I had hoped for more. I'll still hope for it, as time goes on."




  She gave him a small smile and turned to the stairs. But afterward she swung around, waiting for him to come to her if he wished it that way. He recognized the gesture and said, "Good night," and didn't move.




  She went on up to the room and crossed to the window again. The thin quiet of the desert lay about Skull, and the stars were all aglitter in a thorough-black sky. This was the end of the wedding, and weariness was real in her, made heavier by an uncertainty like fear. Will Isham was steel-strong in so many things and she knew he expected much of her. It would be hard, sometimes, to know what he wanted, and it would be hard to change her ways to meet his will, though she would do it. In one thing lay danger. The memory of Owen Merritt unsettled him, and would always bring that quick distrust into his eyes. She had to watch for that. These were the things of which she thought now, these and so many others. And always, as a picture that would never leave, the shape of Owen Merritt was before her, his turned-down face hungry and hurt and reckless.




  Isham poured himself a drink and settled before the empty fireplace, nursing his cigar with a keen relish. He was like this when Fay Dutcher came in from the yard, deep-eyed from want of sleep and a steely stubble blackening his square face. Isham said, "Thought you'd be in the blankets."




  "Night's gone—it's three-thirty. I'm on my way up to Corral Flats. The boys will be starting out for Winnemucca in another hour."




  "Help yourself to the whisky."




  Dutcher found himself a glass and poured a good drink into it. He jiggled the glass at Isham and said, "How," and downed the whisky at a swallow, afterward standing before Isham with his lips well drawn back, braced against the liquor's jolt.




  Isham said, "We'll talk this over, Fay," and considered his foreman more carefully than before. This man was huge and surly and had his weaknesses, all on the side of violence. But whatever his faults, he was loyal. Skull was Fay Dutcher's passion. He was jealous of it before the country, he would stand no abuse of it, and he had taught all Skull's hands to be the same way.




  Dutcher said, "About this Love Bidwell. He came to me and said he wanted a horse. What do I say to that fellow?" He didn't like Bidwell and took no pains to conceal it, which made Isham smile slightly.




  "Give him the horse."




  "If you do he'll be around here moochin' all the time."




  "That's all right, Fay."




  "Damn bum."




  Isham slid a hand through the air, which was a signal Dutcher knew. It meant the subject was closed. "Fay," said Isham, "Pay Lankershim's sold out. So our south side extends to the head of Christmas Creek now."




  Dutcher nodded. "Pressure got a little strong for him, I guess. He was a stubborn son-of-a-gun." He watched Isham carefully, and Isham looked at him with that characteristic quietness which meant so much. The short silence which followed contained its own understanding, for these two knew each other very well. Isham was not a man to change his ideas. Once fixed they stayed fixed, and the foreman never was at loss to know what his own duties were.




  Isham said, "Mark Medary made a complaint tonight about our shootin' at trespassers. Who's been on our land lately?"




  "Couple of homesteaders."




  "Use your judgment, Fay."




  The foreman considered this. "We didn't hit 'em—just scared 'em. But you want I should ease off on them fellows?"




  "No. You keep right on being rough. I want everybody to know it's a damned dangerous business coming across Skull's fences. People always figure a big outfit is fair game. They figure that what Skull loses it won't miss. So we got to throw the fear of God into these easy riders. Skull keeps what it owns, and never mind how the little outfits or the homesteaders yell. Only, use your head. Be sure you've got a good reason for everything you do. I can handle Medary, so long as you furnish me with a decent reason every time you rough up a trespasser."




  "I'll rough 'em up," stated Dutcher, and showed a surly pleasure in his eyes. He moved around the room, turned back. "Well, that puts our line up against Owen Merritt."




  "Yes," said Isham.




  And silence came again, very thoughtful, until Dutcher murmured, "Maybe we put the pressure against him now, huh?"




  "There's a horse of another kind, Fay."




  Dutcher pulled himself together, touched by Isham's caution. "Listen, I never saw the man I couldn't handle."




  "Be careful."




  "You tellin' me to go ahead with him, or to leave him alone?"




  "I only said," repeated Isham evenly, "to be careful."




  Dutcher put down the glass. "I never thought much of Owen Merritt and never will."




  "Why?"




  Dutcher shook his shoulders together. There was weight to them, a latent crushing power. His broad hands moved idly before him. He spoke with a remembering darkness. "The man's a little too brash. Well, I'll be going."




  He went into the yard, changed his saddle to a fresh horse, and swung aboard. But instead of immediately lining out for the hills he came back to the front of the big house and stopped there, and laid his hands on the horn, watching Isham through a window. He saw Isham march up and down the room, and turn and settle into a. chair. Thereafter Dutcher raised his glance to the house's second floor, to the window of Sally Isham's room. He hated this woman with a sultry, secret thoroughness; he hated her for her intrusion, for the extra problem she created. Loyal to Skull, he felt she was a trespasser, and he knew at once, from the one brief glance she had given him during the night, that she distrusted him. But there was more to his resentment than that; there was a reason deeper and more personal for his instant antagonism. She was on Skull now; she was one of Skull's owners and its inheritor if Isham died. He thought of that quite carefully, his heavy mind weighing the fact against his own inner ambitions. Isham, he told himself, was a fool in this regard.




  The light in Sally's room died, whereupon Dutcher wheeled away from the yard and turned to the hills.




  Isham meanwhile listened to the delayed run of Dutcher's horse. He lighted his cigar and settled into a chair. There was no sound in the house. Chill came into it and daylight, long after, grayly stained the windows and his cigar burned out. But he continued to sit before the fireplace, small and half rigid, and he kept thinking of Owen Merritt because his mind would not leave the big man alone.




  V. ON TRAIL
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  Climbing steadily out of the valley of Skull into the heights of the Bunchgrass Hills, Fay Dutcher reached Corral Flats at five o'clock and found an empty camp. He pushed ahead energetically through an open pine country, across the bright flash of an occasional creek, over little meadows marked with elk and antelope sign. All the sky was bright with first sunlight but the shadows in the timber were quite cold and the expelled breath of his pony made steamy impressions on the air. Half an hour from the flats he overtook the Winnemucca-bound trail herd of five hundred steers and the accompanying four riders. Skull's riding-boss, Theodore Bale, was in charge. Dutcher went at him in a rough voice. "You got away late. By now you ought to be clear beyond the head of Christmas Creek. Damn a man that waits for daylight to get up.".




  "Sure," said Bale, ignoring the hard words. "Wasted some time tryin' to find a feller. Was a couple of shots over west about four o'clock. Couldn't find anything."




  "I'll take a look when I go back. Be sure you make the King River crossin' by tonight. Another thing. Keep out of fights in Winnemucca. Be back here the sixth day. If you get in the cooler you can rot there."




  "Sure," said Theodore Bale, whose small, tight-skinned face showed the ancient bruise of many a bar-room fight. "Never started a quarrel in my life."




  "Never won one, either," grumbled Dutcher. The trail herd made a scattered file ahead, tramping up the dust. A Skull man rode point, far ahead; two swing riders were off on either side of the beef. Dutcher and Bale held the drag position. Dutcher said, "I'll go as far as Christmas Creek—"




  Some flash of light, or some bit of motion in the timber at the right, caused him to pull up instantly; and searching the scattered timber he saw perhaps three hundred yards away, the rump of a horse slide from sight. He turned immediately, calling to Bale, "Come up, Theodore," and rushed on. Yonder, a rider came into view, emerging from a thick stand of pine, and saw Dutcher approach. Immediately the rider swung about and stopped. It was, Dutcher saw, Juke Slover, and Juke had a quarter of antelope lashed behind his saddle. Theodore Bale, galloping behind, said, "Well, that's where them two shots came from."




  Dutcher pulled in, confronting Slover. He said, short and darkly tempered, "You know the rule, don't you?"




  Slover was a young man with a gawky diffidence about him, with a broad and rather pleasant face. "Where's the fire?" he complained.




  "Maybe we'll find out," said Dutcher. "Get down. Throw off the game. And stand fast."




  "Hell with you," said Slover. He saw trouble storming up but he kept his seat. "Wasn't hunting in your territory. I chased this thing over from Pay Lankershim's land." Dutcher snapped up his gun. "Get down," he repeated. Slover left the saddle reluctantly and, with equal reluctance, loosened the quarter of antelope and let it fall. He said bitterly, "You people are entirely too proud. One of these days—you'll get gentled."




  "Pull out your gun and let it fall," ordered Dutcher.




  "What for?" demanded Juke Slover. "Not on your tin-type."




  "Lift it and drop it," said Dutcher. "I'm going to tie you to a tree and beat hell out of you. Maybe it will be a lesson to the country."




  It was dark in this timber, dark and cold. Dutcher had dismounted. He was a huge, blunt shape before Juke Slover. The surly will showed in his eyes, and a slow brutality rolled with his lips, pretty clear to Juke Slover. Theodore Bale came up and stood a little way from Dutcher. Bale was grinning. Juke Slover straightened; he pulled up his chin. Breathing quickened in him and then he was pale and fear pinched his features together. He knew these men too well, and all the black reports of the country came back to him. But he said, knowing it could be no other way, "Not me, Dutcher." There was no change in Dutcher's expression, but Bale's grin got wider and whiter and more wicked.




  Early this same morning Owen Merritt stood in his yard and had a look at the brightening land. Christmas Creek came out of the high timber and dropped over a twenty-foot fall at this point, flowed evenly across the narrow bench and, dropping again along the slope of the hills, toward the Piute. On this bench sat the ranch house, backed by timber and facing the desert which, a thousand feet lower, ran on under morning's transparent light to the distant shape of the homestead windmills of Kitchen Meadows far away. Four miles distant lay Nan Melotte's cabin, and the adjoining school which she taught. This was the southern edge of the desert, at which point the Broken Buttes rose and heaved away, fold on fold, poor of graze and timber but slashed by a hundred crisscross ravines and canyons. Between the prow of the Bunchgrass Hills—which was where he stood now—and the beginning of the Broken Buttes lay the low pass used by the stage road.




  Cultus Charley, who was Merritt's full-blood Piute cook, came out of the house. "You back when?"




  "Thursday sometime—maybe."




  "Maybe," repeated Cultus Charley, who knew his boss pretty well. Merritt grinned and turned the gelding up through the timber. Two miles away he came upon George Vird, who held a hundred of Christmas Creek's knotty steers for the drive. There wasn't any delay. The trail to Winnemucca lay plainly down the side of the hill and ran its yellow way out across East Desert toward Nevada. The cattle were fresh, well watered and well fed, and already on the walk. George Vird took point, leaving the dust for Owen Merritt, who rode out to cover either flank as the occasion demanded.




  After he had reached the desert floor he sighed Skull's long crooked column dropping off the east flank of the hills, behind him. He had not known that Skull was driving at the same time, and didn't care much, though it was a satisfaction to be in front. Later he caught sight of a lone rider dropping down from the Broken Buttes, advancing toward him. Presently he recognized Nan Melotte.




  She came up briskly, riding with the swing of one accustomed to the saddle. She wore a riding-skirt and a gray jacket and a hat pulled low over her very dark hair. She said, with a low and lazy voice, "Need a hand, mister?"




  He was pleased and showed it. "You're hired if you can cook."




  "Well, I can make mince pie, if you brought you mince- meat."




  A steer moved off the column, to the right. Nan Melotte put her horse around by a turn of her hips and cut the steer back into the column. She returned and fell in beside Merritt. Color deepened the smooth surface of her cheeks, and fresh sunlight showed its flash against her hazel eyes. There were ways about her Owen Merritt had never observed in another woman. A kind of indifference that covered her, a kind of bluntness, a kind of reserve. She was a girl of average height, supple and shapely, with long and full and expressive lips.




  He said, "What happened?"




  She knew what he meant. "Hugh Clagg came out of the buttes this morning before daylight and took Lee Repp away."




  He had not thought of it before, but now it seemed odd to think of her living alone at the base of the buttes. Odd and risky. It impelled him to say, "Clagg bother you?"




  She didn't immediately answer. Instead her eyes came around and watched him a little while, as though he had aroused some kind of speculation in her. "No. What made you think of that?"




  "Just occurred to me!"




  "Well," she said, smooth and grave, "it was a nice thought. But I can tell you one thing. It's been a comfort, on more than one occasion, to look across the desert and see your light shining on the hill."




  He spoke quickly. "That bad?"




  She had a way of turning certain things aside with a lift of her shoulders and did so now, as though things past didn't matter any more. Her voice held a lazy, indifferent note. When she talked it was as though she didn't expect him to answer, and didn't care. "I'd like to be in Winnemucca now. I'd sit on the edge of the loading-pens and watch the train go by. It would be something different."




  "Thought I hired you for cook?"




  She looked at him again with the same slanting, speculating interest. Her lips showed the faintest of change. "Isn't it a shame, but I forgot to bring the rolling-pin."




  "Anything I can get for you?"




  She smiled and produced a sample of cloth from her jacket and reached over and slipped it into his pocket. "I need five yards of that, if you can match it. If not, use your judgment. The pattern doesn't matter much but the color does. Stay away from brown."




  "Sure. Anything else?"




  She stopped, and caused him to stop. Turned and ready to hit the back trail, she showed him the smallest, sweetest, and briefest of smiles—as though she was afraid to offer more. "Why, yes, Owen. Stay away from trouble, too. It comes easy to you—and it will come still easier, because you're in a frame of mind to have some."




  She went away at a dead run, turning in a short while to lift a hand and call, "Good luck."




  He reversed his neckpiece and pulled it above his nose to cut the trail dust, and settled down to the long day's grind. The coolness of night had gone completely from the desert, and sunlight began to bite his skin. Skull's outfit, being larger and therefore slower, had dropped farther behind. Slack in the saddle, he watched the day march on, now and then leaving his position to round in a straying beef, now and then rolling up a smoke. At noon they threw off for an hour, eating cold bacon and bread by the wet seep of Lizard Spring. When they pushed forward again Merritt went up to point and George Vird took the drag. All this was done without talk, for Vird wasn't a hand to waste words and Merritt had his mind full of many things. Heat crowded around them, and the alkali soil glittered between its patches of rock and dried bunchgrass. To the left East Desert ran toward the smoky rim of Idaho. To the right the near-by buttes grew more barren and more rugged. Before them, in an empty land, the packed cattle-trail ran up and down across gentle sea-swell undulations. Twice or so, riders appeared in the far distance, stirring up vague spirals of dust. In the middle of the afternoon a band of antelope scudded down a barren draw and crossed the trail with the speed of gusty wind, racing into the desert. Four piled cattle skulls marked the Nevada line and at dusk of that long day they came to the crossing of King River, which, at this point no wider than an irrigation ditch, lay half-hidden in the rank- growing tules.




  They watered the herd and turned it off the trail to graze. Over the campfire they boiled coffee and made a quick supper of bacon and canned tomatoes and bread and settled back to smoke away the last of the day's light.




  Long afterward the column of Skull beef broke through the violet dark, whereupon George Vird speechlessly rose and pulled his Winchester from its saddle boot and squatted beyond the fire's light. But Skull swung aside and made camp down the river two or three miles. Suddenly the stars were shining out of a sky blacker than any black could be and the night wind turned quite cold and Owen Merritt saddled his night horse and went out to the herd.




  Singing gently at the cattle, he rode his continuous circle. The land's wilderness ran with the wind and the coyotes were calling out of the near hills, and at a time like this a man's thoughts ran freely, and odd, and a little sad. In the still and massive earth, pressed by the black and pressed by the weight of all the overwhelming sky, was a feeling. In the wind was a feeling. It touched his skin and his nerves and got in his bones. He couldn't name the feeling, but it made him listen to the long, weird calling of the coyote with, understanding; it made him lift his eyes to the high blackness and grow larger, brushed by sudden mystery. Riding like this, a man's mind got closer and closer to something like an answer to all his mortal questions—so near that a sensation ran up and down his spine; and then the answer faded away, and left him riding, and wondering. Then he was thinking, because everything led back to her, of Sally Bidwell.




  At twelve o'clock when he returned to the fire he found George Vird hunkered before it, cross-legged like an Indian. The light showed the long, half-bitter lines of the man's face, the thin pressure around the lips; Vird was near forty, small and tough and wiry, and showing the knocks of a pretty hard life. He was a deceptive man, and though he had been with the Christmas Creek ranch five years he had never spoken of his past other than to say that once he had been in the Seventh Cavalry. All Merritt knew was that this man, so taciturn and melancholy and secretive, had the instincts of an Indian. He slept light, he rode always with an odd vigilance, scanning the country and the ground around him and seeming to listen after dark for the little sounds of night. He never went without his revolver and never put himself far away from the carbine lashed to the horse, and at those times when strangers, came to the ranch he invariably disappeared from view. He had ash-white hair and the steadiest blue eyes Merritt had ever noticed in a man and his language was better than average, and though all these habits pointed to some kind of past, Merritt trusted him without reservation. He was a good hand in time of trouble.




  Merritt said, "Night-owlin' again?"




  Vird looked up at him oddly. "Can't sleep," he murmured, and rose to saddle his spare horse. Merritt had rolled up in his blankets when Vird came back, in the saddle. And Vird remained there a little while, looking down with a plain impulse to speak. But his habitual silence controlled him and presently he turned out to the herd. Looking up at the cloudy glitter of the stars, Owen Merritt thought, Maybe I did wrong. I could have taken her away from the wedding. Which is the worst regret? Not to have a woman, or to have half a woman? And then, with the cold, wild-scented wind blowing against him, he fell into a healthy man's instant sleep.




  He awoke to find himself standing on his feet and his gun lifted against the night. A quick burst of firing rolled over the dark and a voice howled in the near shadows and ponies' feet made a solid, arriving rumble. Racing for his saddled night horse, he called "George," and caught George Vird's answering halloo through a fresh volley of gunfire. Up in the saddle, he turned and rammed the pony straight toward the herd. The shadows there were stirring along the earth; all this racket had spooked the steers and they were on the edge of running.




  George Vird plunged toward him. "We better keep together! Those fellows are comin' dead off the hills!"




  Pale shafts of light stabbed the night and died, and bloomed again. He swung beside Vird, They rushed on, cutting around the edges of the herd. Lead laced around them and the attacking party wheeled in the foreground and began to turn the far edge of the beef, pressing it toward Merritt and Vird. Merritt heard a man's easy, unexcited call, "Here, here," and thought it was the voice of Hugh Clagg. He went ahead with Vird beside him and laid a sight on a vague yonder shape and let go. Vird began firing with him and that group over there wheeled again and came back around the side of the herd, straight on. Steers pitched past Merritt and his pony bucked against this pressure. The campfire was scuffed out. Clagg's voice was more definite. "Here!" Merritt saw shapes clearly above the general line of the herd. He fired and kept going, and smelled powder smoke's rank back-drift. There were, he thought, four of them, and suddenly they wheeled and ran back and were absorbed in the black, and a man's voice, Clagg's again, let out a long whoop. That was all.




  The cattle were not yet on the dead run, but they kept drifting along the margin of the river. Merritt yelled, "Take the right!" and turned out to the left. He got clear of the melee, ahead of the steers, and he began to sing, in a soft way, "Easy, easy, easy," and bucked the pony against them, moving along the line, back and forth. George Vird was singing, "Way down south in the land of cotton, go to sleep you knotty horns." Alkali dust rose thick as smoke and in the distance he saw the still-shining point of the Skull campfire. The sound of the retreating party died completely in the direction of the hills and the pressure went out of the herd. Owen Merritt turned the edge and started them into a circular milling. Presently George Vird slid from the black and said, "Guess that's all. It was Hugh Clagg. And I heard a yell that sounded like Starr Bidwell."




  "Maybe."




  "We can remember it," murmured Vird, and moved away, singing gently again. Meritt rode the edge a little while longer, afterward returning to locate his blanket and roll up. When the dust had settled he was asleep.




  In the middle of the aftenoon, two days following, Merritt and Vird drove the beef down a gentle hillslope, crossed the Humboldt and threw the beef into a loading-pen adjoining the Central Pacific. Winnemucca town, raw and dusty and bare, lay adjacent, its single street paralleling the track. Lee Benneckdorf, who did a cattle-shipping business here, came pegging down the gravel and tallied the beef and gave Merritt a receipt, whereupon Merritt and Vird took their horses to the stable and idled into the saloon to wash away the dust of the drive.




  Merritt had his drink. He said to Vird, "We'll stay over till morning. I'm going to get a little sleep."




  Vird was nursing his thirst with a kind of jumpy, taciturn humor, and so Merritt left him like that and went to the hotel. The room was on the second floor, facing the depot and eating- house, Stretching on the hard bed, he felt the trapped heat soak into him and loosen up sweat. Heat had likewise warped apart the rough partition boards; and in the next room a man and a woman were violently quarreling. The woman said, "Not in this God- forsaken country. I'm taking the next train out!" Merritt fell asleep with this in his ears. When he awoke, dusk had turned the room blue, and he lay thoroughly soaked in his own sweat—and Bourke Prine stood at the foot of the bed, calling his name.




  VI. IN THE BAR- ROOM
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  It brought Merritt immediately upright.




  "What're you doin' here, Bourke?"




  "Just the ride," murmured Bourke. But he had something on his cheeks that gave him away. Merritt pulled off his shirt and sloshed around a basin of lukewarm water; the heat wouldn't leave the room. He said irritably, "Let's get out of here." They went to the street and stood in a faint breeze drifting off the hills. The lamps in the yellow depot restaurant came on, across the street; a train sounded its whistle out on the far reaches of the Humboldt. Sleep had made Merritt groggy. He said, "What's up?"




  George Vird sauntered from the saloon, walking with a stiffness that showed he was drunk. He looked hard at Bourke Prine but said nothing. His eyes turned to Merritt, round and strained, and somewhat wicked.




  "Owen," said Bourke, "we found Juke Slover dead last Sunday morning, up on Skull's land, just beyond Pay Lankershim's line. He had two bullets in him and had drawn his own gun. There was a quarter of antelope on his chest, which they laid over him deliberate. They shot his horse."




  The train hallooed again in the nearing distance, the flare of its headlight beginning to show. George Vird wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, watching Bourke Prine.




  Merritt said, "How did you know it?"




  "He came by Pay's house pretty early and told Pay he was goin' to hunt. He didn't come back. Pay went to look." Bourke cleared his throat. "Pay said he thought he heard the shots. About the time Skull's trial herd passed out of the timber into East Desert."




  "Same time I left," mused Merritt.




  Vird broke his long silence. "Skull just got into the Ioadin'- pens."




  The train came ringing into Winnemucca and stopped with a huge blast of brakes. All the coach windows threw out squares of yellow light; people stared through the glass. The conductor called, loud enough for train and town alike to hear, "Twenty minutes for supper!"




  The three partners moved over the dust, into the railroad dining-room, and sat up at a long table set ranch-style, with all the food before them. Easterners came in from the train and took places around them; making a great racket. A woman, alone and stylishly dressed, sat at the end of the table and watched Owen Merritt with a full, frank interest—until his glance came up to her. She held his eyes a moment, and lowered her own with a warm color showing on her cheeks. A man across the table murmured sibilantly, "Cowboys," but Merritt and Bourke Prine and George Vird ate rapidly, with a glum indifference. When they were finished they rose to go. George Vird lagged back, and at the door Owen turned to see the cause and found Vird paused in the middle of the dining-room with an odd half-grin on his mouth, with a sort of deviltry showing; and suddenly Vird lifted his revolver and fired twice at the ceiling and let out a long wolf- howl. A woman screamed, and faces turned toward Vird, very pale in the lamplight, and one man knocked over his chair and rushed toward the track door. Vird wheeled from the room, stopping in the street's dust until Prine and Merritt came up.




  "George," grunted Merritt, displeased, "that's the first time I ever saw you make a sucker out of yourself."




  Vird wasn't smiling now, He said, "Just wanted to please the pilgrims. They expected it." His face was solemn, it was gray. A long-legged man came over the dust, pointing his hand at Vird. He was in his shirt sleeves and a star glittered high up on his chest. "Friend," he said evenly, "do your shootin' after the train's gone. You got no call to scare hell out of travelers."




  "Yeah," murmured Vird, and watched the marshal go away. Rashness stirred again in his odd eyes. He was, Merritt saw, on thin edge. Twilight came down from the roundabout hills; it swept up the Humboldt flats and laid its softness over the unlovely edges of this desert town. Dust was in the air and the smell of scorched boards was in the air, but the heat of day was fading before a slow wind out of the east. Lights laid yellow bars across Winnemucca's single street and riders drifted into town from ranches deep and lonely in these hills, and a row of Indians sat on the edge of the walk, all humped over. Looking toward the saloon Owen Merritt saw Skull's trail crew—Theodore Bale and three others—standing by its door. He said, "Come on," to Prine and Vird and led them back to the hotel.




  The room was still hot. Light crept through the interstices in the board partition, and he heard the woman in the next room crying with a stifled, heavy labor. The train's bell began to ring and in a little while it pulled away from Winnemucca. Vird stood by the window, watching the street with a surly expression. Merritt spread out on the bed. Bourke Prine, standing with his back to the door, said, almost sharply, "You got nothing to say, Owen?"




  Merritt shaded his eyes. "It's a funny thing—what a man will think. I've been remembering that girl Juke was going with. Alice Langdell. She rode him pretty hard sometimes. I wonder if a woman ever thinks of things like that when it's too late. Well, Juke was a skookum man. We had some good times. Now he'll ride no more. Bourke, the country's changing pretty fast."




  Vird, still watching the street, said in a low tone, "They're goin' in to eat—Skull."




  Bourke continued to watch Merritt. His glance was sharp, it was impatient. "You keep dodging."




  "I keep thinking," murmured Owen Merritt. "It must have happened pretty near where Theodore Bale was camped with the trail herd. Corral Flats. Was it Bale? I don't know if he'd cool a man off—unless Fay Dutcher was along to start the play."




  Bourke said, "You're still dodgin'. Dutcher stands behind Bale. Sure. But somebody stands behind Dutcher. That's what you keep dodgin'."




  "Why should I dodge?" said Merritt. But before Bourke Prine answered, he added, "We'll keep off one subject, Bourke. I told you that before."




  Bourke said, "Two things I never argue over with a man. Whisky and women. But maybe you don't know something else. Pay Lankershim sold out his hill range to Skull. Isham wanted that and got it. You're up against Skull's fence now, my boy. If Isham wants your graze he'll get that too. I figure he wants it."




  "Why?"




  "Growin' big is like playin' poker. It gets into a man's blood." He came over to the edge of the bed. He had a temper, this Bourke Prine, and sometimes it got away from him, as now. He reached out and pushed aside the hand which shaded Merritt's eyes. He stared down at Merritt. "Listen, you damn fool, wake up. You lost a girl and you go around moonin' over that while other things are happenin' to you. I said Isham had made a sucker out of you when he married Sally. You lost a lot of standin' when you let him do that. Now he'll scare you off the hills, because it's the way he plays. Likewise, maybe you don't remember Lee Repp was one of Hugh Clagg's men. What you figure Clagg's going to do?"




  Vird said, "Come over here, Bourke." Bourke walked to the window, looking out. He turned back, a change on his cheeks. "Fay Dutcher."




  Merritt said, "Here?"




  Vird crossed the little room and opened the door. "I'll be on the street," he said, and went out.




  Merritt sat up on the bed and rolled and lighted a cigarette, and lay back again. Smoke swirled around his face until Bourke, tramping back and forth in the drab room, couldn't see his partner's eyes at all. Bourke paused at the window again, watching the street. His big shoulders bent down and rose, and he shook them, as though irritated by what he saw and felt "What's the man here for?" he grumbled. "Well, for something. What you going to do, Owen?"




  Owen Merritt let the question hang in the heated air. The woman in the adjoining room quit crying. A man plugged up the stairs and went into her room, his voice pretty plain to the partners. "I thought you figured to take that train?"




  The woman said, in a sadder voice than Owen had ever heard, "I guess I've got to stay with you, Claude. Pillar to post. Always broke and always in trouble. Is it always going to be like this?"




  The man said, "I know. I'm leadin' you a hell of a life. Caroline, I'll try—I'll try to make it up!"




  Owen Merritt rose; he went to the window. Store lights brightened the street's deep dust. Night lay black and star- brilliant across the great arch of the sky and riders drifted like vague shadows in from the surrounding desert. He turned to observe Bourke Prine's face.




  "What did you come here for?"




  Bourke shrugged his shoulders. "You're a fool to go battin' around the country without help. It's too risky."




  "Bourke," said Owen, "you keep pushin' at me. You keep telling me something I don't seem to get."




  "All right. You're a gone coon, but you don't know it. Your mind's cluttered up from thinkin' of a woman, and you don't realize that Will Isham is after your hide—and will get it, because he never lost a play yet. I know why you don't say anything. You figure you won't fight Skull because Sally is there now. I know Isham better than you do. The man can't bear anything to stand in his way. You do. Not just your ranch, kid. But you had Sally before he did and he won't forget. He's an Indian. I'm telling you."




  Merritt shook his head. "After all, Isham can't afford—" He stopped, a new thought cutting across his mind. He came away from the window, jerking open the door. "Come on, Bourke. I just remembered about George Vird." He took the stairs two at a time, and came to the street, Bourke close behind. Vird wasn't on the street. "Saloon, naturally," Merritt grumbled, and turned that way, at once noting Fay Dutcher's big sorrel mare standing at an adjoining rack. Men came out of the saloon, and turned and made a little group by the door, a dozen of them or more. When Prine and Merritt came up, one man said, in clear caution, "A little warm in there, mister."




  There were two windows to the place, both painted over, and a single swinging door that was closed. Another man came out, opening it long enough for Merritt to see Vird standing in the middle of the room, alone and motionless, with his face pointed to one corner. Merritt couldn't see into that corner.




  Bourke called, "Wait—" and touched Merritt's shoulder. Merritt shook free, kicked the door open again, and stepped into the smoky, ill-lighted room.




  The place was square, with a few poker tables on one side, a bar at the far end, and a hallway leading off one corner of the bar to rear rooms. This much he caught at a glance, meanwhile watching Vird's head turn, watching Vird's shoulders loosen in real relief at sight of him. A barkeeper stood behind the counter, not moving. Near the hallway corner the bar turned at right angles, and here, half protected by it, three of the Skull riders stood in apparent idleness, side by side. Vird had his back to these men, more interested apparently in Theodore Bale, who had maneuvered himself over to the bar's other end. And then, looking at the near-by poker tables, Merritt found Fay Dutcher's big shape planted in a chair.




  The quietness of this place was a thorough thing. No man stepping into it could mistake its meaning or the intent of all those quiet shapes in the dismal light. Dutcher sat in a manner to command whoever might come in the front way. It was, Merritt considered, a deliberate situation; and now Dutcher's long and surly face came together at all its angles. He stood up, kicking the chair back of him. He said, "Hello, Owen, what's news?" It wasn't a question. It wasn't anything except so much sound flattening into the silence, calm and unhurried and very deliberate. The saloonman took half a dozen steps deeper into the room, the squeaking of his boots very loud.




  George Vird was sober, as Owen Merritt saw. But the rash and crazy temper which had ridden him all evening still held. He looked around the room; he made a complete circle on his heels and showed Merritt the pale surface of his eyes. He was smiling his insolence at them, eager for what was so surely on its way. "Owen," he said, "these boys are a little tough. Go back outside a minute and let me oblige 'em."




  Merritt turned to Dutcher. "What's the matter here, Fay?"




  Dutcher said, "You can see, can't you?"




  "George," called Merritt, "shut up and come on out of here. You're drunk again."




  "No," broke in Dutcher, "he ain't drunk."




  "Wait a minute," broke in Merritt, actually curious. "You're all standin' around here braced for a fight. Now just which one was going to handle George—or was it the whole four?"




  "You can find out," said Dutcher. He was affected by the talk. His bold face turned complexion, and the surly temper came up into his eyes more powerfully.




  "Skull style," murmured Merritt. Then he said, "You're a fine bunch of dogs."




  "You want some?" said Dutcher.




  "I'll just cut in," agreed Merritt coolly. "And I'll call my ball, to boot. You and me, Fay."




  George Vird said in his high, taunting voice, "A little fun, Owen. But I don't think they like the odds."




  "Why you damn fool," said Theodore Bale in the far corner, "you're dead when the fun starts."




  "Me and Juke Slover, hah?" said George Vird.




  Silence came down then. On Dutcher, Merritt kept a steady eye, waiting for the break. There wasn't any fear in Skull's foreman, and no doubt at all. The man hated everything that stood against Skull and he had a contempt that was very real for everything in Skull's way. He remained dark-faced and taciturnly composed; physical power flowed out of him. But there was something else that Owen Merritt clearly caught, something that told him more than he had hitherto known about Skull. Fay Dutcher wanted this fight. He was playing for it.




  Theodore Bale called to Dutcher in a quick, disturbed voice, "What's it goin' to be, Dutcher?"




  Owen Merritt let his arms hang. Coolness came to him. He said, "Let's find out, Dutcher." A man's life was full of trouble and full of question—and so it was like relief to stand up to certainty, to know that he was in front of reality. He would survive or he wouldn't, and at once he realized that for him there was no fear of going out. He lived this long, long interval with a sureness, with a strength; and then he was thinking of Juke Slover and mercy went out of him.




  This was the moment when Bourke Prine, having circled the outside of the saloon, came down the little hallway back of the bar and laid his risen gun against the three Skull men in that corner of the room. He said, "You fellows scratch for it."




  It knocked them out of the play; it evened up the fight instantly, and some reflection of this showed on Fay Dutcher's face. His eyes grew round, grew blacker as he stared at Bourke Prine. His words flattened into the silence. "Better stay out of this, Bourke. You ain't so big." Theodore Bale was obviously disturbed. He scraped his feet on the floor and threw Dutcher a silent appeal, and afterward, for a reason Owen Merritt never understood, Dutcher left his corner of the room and walked deliberately over to Bale. He turned there, pushing Bale away. Bale came half down the room, clearly puzzled and not knowing what Dutcher wanted. At this instant, the saloon-man rose from behind the bar and shot out the saloon's three lamps.




  Darkness crashed down upon the room, and Owen Merritt cat- stepped aside, hearing the rip of cloth and Theodore Bale's long, loud cry fade into a full roar of aroused gunfire. Everybody opened up at once. Owen Merritt kept side-stepping toward the wall to clear George Vird in the middle of the room. He spotted the flash of Dutcher's gun, and laid his shot on that. He saw muzzle light leap from Vird's piece, flashing and fading and flashing again. Something seemed to come apart in the corner where Bourke was. Merritt heard the smash of bodies against the wall and the fall of table and chairs. Sound battered the saloon room; it shook the walls and rang painfully against Merritt's ears. He kept moving, he kept shifting his feet like a dancer, he kept throwing his bullets at the corner. Everybody in this place stirred around, as the powder flashes showed. Somebody went down, striking with a dead solid weight. A bullet hit the bar's back mirror, dropping a shower of glass to the floor. The saloonman shouted. A rolling body clipped Owen Merritt behind the legs and threw him flat on his chest. One man went out of the saloon doorway low and fast, falling on the yonder walk, and greatly swearing. Rising, surrounded by blackness and oppressed by the stink of close-held powder, Merritt heard the heavy run of a man's feet in the back hall. The firing had quit and somebody's breathing sawed up and down. He stood there a long while, sweat crawling down his cheeks. He said, "George," and stepped aside quickly. But it was Bourke who answered, from the far corner, "All right." Bourke's voice had a flat sound, a faraway sound. This was what the racket had done to Merritt's ears. The saloonkeeper said, "Wait a minute, boys," and a little later a light went on by the bar.




  Vird was still in the center of the room, impossibly surviving the crisscross of fire. He said, "Put out that damned light."




  Merritt spotted Bourke immediately. Then he saw a man lying near Bourke, one of the three who had been in that corner. Theodore Bale huddled, face down, near the opposite wall. Vird repeated, "Put out that light." His cheeks were pale and his ash hair was disheveled. He was a good-looking man, a little tired around the mouth and no longer showing the trace of wickedness in his eyes. His expression was almost serene.




  The saloonman whipped his hand across the globe and the room fell into darkness again. A single shot smacked through the saloon's flimsy wall and boots scuffed the walk. Merritt jumped to the door. Bourke and George Vird were rushing over and both were warning him, but he charged through the doorway and faced a street fast emptying. Men were vanishing into alleys and into the smooth velvet shadows surrounding the depot. He put himself flat against the saloon wall, looking to his left where Skull's horses were. Fay Dutcher was an obscure shape yonder, backing unhurriedly away; the two other Skull riders had paused by the horses, but now they moved farther into the street. George and Bourke ran out of the saloon. Merritt turned from the wall and walked toward Dutcher. He fired when his left foot hit the walk, and moved on, and fired again in rhythm with his pacing. Dutcher gave ground slowly, saving his lead. Bourke and George Vird were out in the middle of the street; they pounded away at the two Skull men, who whipped their bullets up from the shadows.




  Dutcher halted and raised his gun, taking careful aim. The steady racket of all this fled away into the high night sky and instantly faded in that vastness. One of the other Skull men cried, "Dutcher!" and dropped in the dust. Dutcher took his aim and pulled the trigger, but the hammer fell on an empty. He wheeled and rushed for his horse and the other surviving Skull hand raced back. In a moment they were mounted and rushing away.




  Merritt stopped. Bourke Prine sent a useless shot after those two, and George Vird walked toward the dropped Skull man. Quietness came back to Winnemucca. Light flowed freshly through the saloon windows, and people of the town began to drift from the shadows. The sound of horses diminished in the black distance beyond town. Bourke and Vird came back to Merritt, and for a while the three of them stood together. George Vird's face maintained its gentle expression. "I can sleep a little better now. It kind of takes care of Juke Slover."




  VII. DANGEROUS INTERVIEW
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  When Dutcher returned from Winnemucca with the other survivor of the Winnemucca fight, Isham was in the home meadow watching a crew work on an irrigation ditch. He came straight up to Dutcher. The first thing he said was, "Where've you been?"




  Dutcher's solid face was covered with a steel-black beard. His eyes were red from dust and from the need of sleep, and the man's surly temper made it hard for him to be civil. "Winnemucca."




  "I didn't tell you to go there," said Isham. Part of the home crew had come up. Isham said to them, "Go on, boys," and waited until they were out of earshot. His own hard temper was rising, but he was cool enough to spare his foreman embarrassment in front of the men. He said, "Where's Theodore Bale? Where's the others?"




  Fay Dutcher stood with his legs apart, with the powdered dust of the trip clinging to him. He had lost a fight. This was the thing that burned in him. He said, "In the graveyard by now—" and then this man, who was afraid of almost nothing on earth, dropped his glance. It was the bright heat of Will Isham's eyes that made Dutcher look down.




  Isham said, "Come in the house," and led the way. He walked over to close the dining-room door; he looked at the stairs. Sally stood on the upper landing.




  She called, "Is there something wrong, Will?"




  When Isham was really stirred, his manner always turned quiet and smooth and very soft. It was now. He said, "Nothing Sally," and waited till she went back along the hall. He listened to the tap of her footsteps. Dutcher was a huge, waiting shape in the center of the room. Isham said, "You went down there and started a fight, and took a licking. What did you go for?"




  Dutcher murmured, "Merritt started down with some beef the same morning. I got to thinkin'—"




  Isham made a sliding gesture with his hand, instantly cutting off the explanation. For Dutcher didn't need to explain what he had thought. The hint of it was in the corners of his eyes; it lay arrogantly in the thick-fleshed line of his lips. Isham said, "I told you to be careful."




  Dutcher burst out, "Before God, I'll make up for that!" A raging sense of defeat unsettled him. "I'll take care of Merritt. I'll—"




  Isham's hand once more checked Dutcher. Against the bulk of his foreman, Isham was a small, almost ineffectual shape, thin in all his features and possessing little hint of physical power. But his coolness grew, and his talk, so soft and so smooth, was nevertheless like acid on the dismally listening foreman.




  "I warned you about him. Merritt's different from other men. We can scare most riders out of the country. We can break most of them by fear. But it won't work with him."




  Dutcher said sullenly, "The hell it won't. I'll find out about that."




  "Be quiet while I talk," said Isham with a lecturing insistence. "In some things, Dutcher, you can't be beat. In some things you are a fool. I give you credit for being loyal to the ranch. But you have caused me a lot of trouble. I'll have to share the blame for telling you to be tough. The thing is done and we've got to stand it somehow. But why didn't you use your head?" He stared at Dutcher, "I'm not talking about Merritt now. I'm talking about Juke Slover."




  Dutcher gave his grumbling, heated answer. "We caught him cold. He had a quarter of venison on him. I told him I figured to beat hell out of him, for warnin'. That's the way you got to treat these people unless you want 'em all swarmin' over our fence. The man wasn't smart. He decided he'd try a fight. What else could I do?"




  "You could have put him out of sight," said Isham. "Instead you leave him for Pay Lankershim to stumble over."




  Dutcher said earnestly, "Well, what's the matter with that? It'll teach the country a lesson. Dead men ought to be seen."




  Isham weighed his foreman unfavorably, at last saying, "After this you let me know when you figure to do something."




  Dutcher immediately hoisted his great shoulders. "Listen, Mister Isham. I have done my best for Skull. If I don't suit you any more just say so and I'll pack my bed."




  "If I wanted to fire you," said Isham dryly, "I wouldn't waste this much talk on it. You're all right, Dutcher, but just leave the thinking to me. And let Merritt alone until I say something to you."




  Mention of Merritt's name increased the somber glow in the foreman's eyes. It hardened the muscles of his face. His defeat cut deep in him. He couldn't forget it—and wouldn't rest until the injury had been wiped out. Isham saw this much and warned Dutcher more definitely. "Do you hear what I say?"




  Dutcher said, "Yeah," and scowled, and turned to the door. But protest swung him around. His own philosophy was too positive to let him alone. "It won't work at all. The man's got to pay for what he did. If we don't do something about it everybody in the country will be shootin' at us. You got to keep 'em afraid, Mr. Isham. Maybe I ain't so smart, but I know this country. You can't crowd a fellow and expect him to grin. You been crowdin' this country. Well, those folks will crowd back if they can. That's my job—to keep 'em humble. You can feed 'em at your table all you like, and you can set up the drinks in the Palace all you like, but you ain't goin' to make any friends that way. Skull is too big to have any friends, and it has been too tough. I don't think you got that straight, Mr. Isham. You can have things your way—if you're prepared to fight. Well, you've got things your way, and it is too late now to think of soapin' people to make 'em forget. You got a lot of enemies and there's only one way to keep on top, which is by beatin' hell out of 'em. If you ain't prepared to do it that way then you never should have started to crowd other folks in the first place. People don't forget. Think that over."




  Isham opened his mouth, and closed it again. He studied his foreman carefully and in the end only nodded, whereupon Dutcher left the room. Isham took a fresh cigar from his pocket and lighted it. He stood by the fireplace, hands locked behind him, considering Dutcher's talk. Considering it and vaguely feeling its truth. Slover's death would be a scandal and Medary would be questioning him about it. He'd have to smooth things down somehow. It left a bad impression on the Piute, it made the rest of his plans that much harder to accomplish. He thought of all this as he smoked, his little shape motionless and drawn together. Of this and of many other things.




  Sally came out of an upper hall and down the stairs.




  She said, "Are you going to town with me, Will?"




  He said, "Yes," and studied her face, wondering how much of all this she had heard. He couldn't tell. Her expression was smooth, almost willfully so, and she had nothing in her eyes that gave him a clue. She was, he thought, a poker-faced girl when she chose to be; and always just beyond his reach.




  Immediately on returning from Winnemucca, Owen Merritt took a swim in the creek behind the house, and saddled a fresh horse and lined out for The Wells. Within a mile of town he met Mark Medary, who turned back to The Wells with him. "I was comin' to see you," said the sheriff.




  "I'm on my way to Skull."




  The sheriff gave him a considering glance. "We'll have a little talk first."




  They were on the edge of town then. Merritt pulled up at the Palace and went in with Medary. They had a drink and walked on through to the back room. Medary took a moment to adjust the door so that it was within an inch of being shut, which gave Merritt an idea of the sheriff's state of mind.




  "Owen," he said, "there's trouble enough for a lot of us. Yours, the other fellow's, and mine. We'll talk about your troubles first. Who was with you when you went home from the weddin'?"




  "Bourke, for half the distance. Alone the rest of the way."




  "And who was with Repp when you ran into him?"




  Merritt said, gently, "I wouldn't know about that, Mark. Did I run into him?"




  Medary said, "You remember what you did to Lee Repp in this saloon? And what you said you'd do to him?"




  "I remember," said Merritt. "But I didn't do it. Somebody saved me the trouble."




  "It may be," murmured Mark Medary. "But the remark does you no good. I hear you had trouble in Winnemucca."




  "That got here in a hurry."




  The sheriff gave him a sad nod. "Sure. Bad news always does. You'll find it's like a smell in the wind. And the smell sticks to a man. Then Juke Slover dies, who is a friend of yours, and now you're on the road to Skull. I believe I wouldn't go, Owen."




  "I'm not after trouble, Mark."




  Medary said, "Trouble just comes." He made his long appraisal of Merritt. The big man sat loose in the chair, his arms idle on the table and his face composed. But his lips made a solid roll across the tanned skin and his eyes were fathomless at the moment. It made the sheriff say, "If I was you, there's a couple of things I'd do. I'd be mighty careful of my own temper, and I'd look sharp at the other man's. Things are kind of rollin' up on you. That's what I came to say."




  "About Repp," said Merritt, "what was it you meant?"




  "Nothin'," said Medary. "Nothin' yet—and maybe nothin' ever. But—" He stopped, searching for a word. The years had made Medary pretty smart. "But if you should ever see me comin' toward your house in the next couple of weeks, Owen, I'd just say to myself, 'There comes Medary—and I wonder what for?'"




  Merritt grinned. "Thanks, Mark," he said, and rose.




  Medary turned to the door, looking back. He answered the grin, but was soon sober again. "My boy," he said, "I'd hate to see you laid out like I saw Juke Slover."




  Merritt said, "You talk like Bourke Prine."




  "Bourke," said the sheriff, "is a pretty sharp man. Use your eyes like he uses his." With this admonition he went out.




  Merritt built himself a cigarette and lighted it and sat a little while in the room's heated silence, Afterward he walked to the street to his horse, got in the saddle, and went on toward Skull's road. Passing the hotel he saw Helen Tague in the doorway. She said, "Hello, traveler," and beckoned. He went over there, smiling at the sight she made. He said, "You're the prettiest thing—" and then heard the quick run of horses around the bend of the hotel. A moment later Isham and Sally galloped in.




  They rode to the hotel's porch, and for a moment silence was a solid wall between these four people. Owen had removed his hat for Helen Tague. He held it in his hand, watching Sally's face change. It was this way between them, and had always been, and always would be. Nothing was any different. She had her effect on him, her eyes and her lips and the flow of her smooth body holding something for him, something he remembered and couldn't forget. There was a riding color on her cheeks, a color that remained while the moments passed, and this was what Will Isham saw with his suspecting glance—this scene between his wife and the man she hadn't married. At that moment he was ignored, and knew it. Helen Tague, so quietly in the background, saw the dangerous lines on Isham's cheeks just then, the pale composure, the stiffening of his small shoulders.




  Sally's eyes dropped, and Merritt turned his attention to Isham. He said, "I was riding your way."




  "Glad I saved you the trip," said Isham, the rustle of emotion in his talk. He got down and gave his hand to Sally. She stepped to the porch, joining Helen Tague, and called, "I'll be here quite a while, Will." Both women went into the hotel.




  Merritt left the saddle and for a moment was close to Isham, standing head and shoulders over the Skull owner. Isham, always quick to feel the affront of such comparison, moved quickly back from Merritt until the added distance made the disparity less pronounced. Rued pride put a change on his cheeks. He showed it, as a man shows weakness in an unguarded moment.




  Sun slanted out of the west and late summer's light was golden, clouded here with the street's disturbed dust. Sam Nankervell's hammer pounded hard echoes into the drowsing day. Medary came from Shannon's store and turned toward the hotel. But he saw the two men here and wheeled around. Owen Merritt used a fresh match on his cigarette; when he cupped his hands around the match the knuckles of his hands made solid shapes underneath the tanned skin. Little things like this showed his physical toughness, the punishing power of his body, as Will Isham noted with a slow, deep jealousy. It was hidden and no man suspected it; but the feeling always came bitterly to him when he stood by Merritt.




  "Will," said Merritt, as direct as he could be, "did you send Dutcher down to Winnemucca to start a fight?"




  "No."




  "I'm glad to hear that."




  Isham said, "Don't draw your conclusions too fast. I didn't send him. But he went on ranch business and I'll stand by him. Skull takes care of its people. Who started that fight?"




  "Ask Dutcher," said Merritt, constantly watching Isham. The little man's eyes were cool and uncompromising; they were not friendly. Merritt said then, "Better make it a little clearer, Will. If you stand back of Dutcher, then you stand back of everything he does. He had his fun down there. I don't propose to be a target for Skull. If that's what it is going to be, I want to know."




  Isham took it with a growing restlessness. He showed it. He said suddenly, "It comes poorly from you to complain of that affair when you killed three of my men. I can't let that go by." They were on the border of a quarrel, but his feelings kept pushing at him, and, afterward his talk went at Merritt with a greater and greater intolerance. "You can't expect to bait Skull's riders and not get a play. Well, that's what you've been doing a long time. You're like the rest of this country, figuring Skull is fair game for anything. If Winnemucca was in Oregon I'd ask Medary to lock you up."




  Merritt said, "I get this a little bit clearer. All right, if you want it that way you tell Dutcher to take care of himself."




  "Hold on," challenged Isham. "I won't listen to a threat. If I told that to Dutcher the crew would be on your trail before night."




  "It's been on my trail longer than that," pointed out Merritt. "Which I'm just beginnin' to realize." He grew calmer and drier- voiced as Isham's temper slipped.




  Isham realized it and made a strong effort to pull in his talk. For a moment his voice was conceding. "Wait, new. The fat's in the fire and I can't answer for the men. It wouldn't make any difference what I said. They'll be remembering Theodore Bale and the other boys. There's one way out of it. There's always been a way out. I'll buy Christmas Creek from you, Merritt."




  Merritt said, "You been playin' freeze-out with me a long time. So far, no luck. You can go to hell."




  "Wait," demanded Isham. He stepped another pace backward and stepped and made a thin shape in the golden daylight. Something bitter and implacable came out of him, clearly reaching Owen Merritt. A state of mind that wouldn't yield, a pride that burned higher and higher. "I don't care for that, Owen."




  "No?" said Owen. "You don't?" His tone was summer-soft. It was within his power to reach forward and break Will Isham with his hands, and some of the old anger nagged at him and the old sense of loss had its hard effect on him. He held it back, knowing that for once he had broken through Isham's surface, knowing that he was hitting Isham hard, unsteadying him and so getting the truth out of Skull's owner at last. "Some things I never believed about you, Will. I gave you more credit than you ought to have. I been thinking of Juke Slover the last two-three days. I've been wondering what he thought about, up there in the brush, when Skull brought him down. He was a better man than anybody you've got on your ranch. I don't know who did that, but maybe I'll find out. When I do, you'll find that fellow lyin' in the brush, too."




  "Hold on," warned Isham. "Do you want trouble with me?"




  "I've been having it, Will. The point is, now, you're going to have trouble with me. Skull is getting too tough."




  Isham said, "If that's an offer, Owen, all right."




  "Yeah," murmured Merritt, "it's an offer."




  Isham wasn't armed, and had never to Merritt's knowledge carried a gun. But at this moment, considering the pure temper rise to the man's narrow face, he wondered what Isham would have done had he been armed. The Skull owner's coolness was all gone; his judgment seemed to have left him, and so he stood, small and rigid and a figure of infinite danger before Merritt.




  It was Merritt who turned away; it was Will Isham who said in a voice turned rough by suppressed passion, "Merritt!" Owen turned about. A distinct pallor lay on Isham's face, as though a venom deep in him had drawn all the blood from his skin. He said, "I will tell you something, I have never liked you—your manners or your style. You're too easy for my taste, too easy entirely, friend. I am thinking of something—and you know what I'm thinking. What belongs to me is mine, land, stock—or anything else. Remember that. You hear? Stay away from anything that belongs to me. I know what's in your mind. But stay away! I don't forget things and I don't give up easy. You had better remember it."




  "Let's see if you can hang on to what's yours," answered Merritt, and knew then, from the look on the man's face, that Isham, with a gun, would have tried to kill him. It was all the warning he needed as he once more turned down the street, and he put it away in his mind, with an ironic satisfaction at knowing how effectively those words tortured Isham. For they were thinking of the same thing. They were thinking of Sally Isham. When he stepped into the saddle he saw Medary in the saloon doorway. Medary had a question written all over him, though he didn't speak.




  "I guess you and Prine are right, Mark," Merritt told him, and trotted out of town.




  From the hotel room on the second floor, Sally Isham had watched the scene below with a real fear. She knew how hot a flame burned in her husband, she knew the unsuspected depths of his pride. In a way it was an immense relief when Owen Merritt rode away, and yet she turned to Helen Tague and murmured, "I've got to see him, Helen."




  Helen Tague said, gently saddened, "Oh, Sally. No. It isn't right."




  "Nothing's right."




  Helen looked at Sally carefully. "Have you found that out already?"




  "Don't, Helen. I've got to have somebody I can turn to."




  "Why, honey," said Helen, and put her arm out to Sally Isham's shoulder. "I'd never draw away. I'm so sorry for you. And have been since the night you married him."




  "That won't do, either." Sally came from the window and a moment later, unable to hold in her curiosity, went back to it, watching her husband walk toward the saloon. She made a tall, supple shape in the room. Even her worries couldn't take away that sense of vigor and self-sufficiency and readiness to do what had to be done. She was darkly composed and color made her pretty and her lips were even and sweet. "Don't be sorry for me, Helen. I'm not sorry for myself."




  Helen Tague asked her a quiet, softly insistent question.




  "It was a mistake, wasn't it?"




  "How can anybody know when a mistake is made, Helen? There are things we know we must do. Good or bad, we do them. Because there isn't any other way."




  "You're thinking of Owen now and wanting to see him. And you're not happy."




  "No, I'm not happy," Sally admitted. She turned on Helen and added at once, "But I never expected that kind of happiness. Most people fool themselves. I have tried not to. I wanted something. Now I have it. I can't explain, but if you had been brought up to see and hear and feel the things I have, you'd know. I just can't tell you. But I've got to see Owen."




  Helen Tague was thoroughly honest. She said again, "That's not right."




  Sally looked at the girl with the firmness of her will showing through. She had a tilt to her auburn head, a kind of unresting vitality that would not die. She said, "He's in trouble, Helen," and watched the girl's eyes widen with concern. "You see," said Sally, "I know how you feel, too."




  Helen drew back, alarmed and turning color. "If you ever breathe—"




  "Sometimes," murmured Sally in a softer voice, "I have thought—" But she suppressed whatever the thought was and faintly moved her shoulders. "Now, whatever I say, back me up."




  They went to the street, toward the store. Isham was returning from the saloon and met them. Sally said, "Irene Spaugh is coming in later. We had planned to meet her, but it's late—and I think Helen and I will stay over tonight at the hotel. You don't mind?"




  He said, "No," civilly, and clapped on his hat. From the porch of the store the women watched him ride out of town on the Skull road.




  Helen murmured uneasily, "I don't feel right about it." It was then early afternoon. Much later they ate in the hotel's dining- room; when night swept in Sally Isham turned her horse down Skull's road a mile or more to throw off the town's curious eyes, and turned south toward the Broken Buttes. Night lay solidly about, relieved only by the crystal wash of stars above. A small breeze brought on the desert's wild and stirring incense, and she was thinking—because Helen Tague had brought it back to her harder than she could ever admit—of a forbidden happiness, of Owen Merritt and herself.




  VIII. SALLY AND NAN
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  Merritt was on the porch of the Christmas Creek House, well to one side of the beam of light flowing through the doorway. George Vird, lost in gloomy silence, squatted on his heels against the wall, and Cultus Charley rattled around the kitchen, making his customary racket with the pots. The falls behind the house maintained a rustling sound that was pleasant to hear, and far off on the lower desert the light of Nan Melotte's cabin drilled a glittering point through the black. It was Vird, very sharp of ear, who heard the horse coming up the slope. He rose and put his back to the wall, murmuring to Owen, "Better kill that cigarette." Always a spooky man, he had grown more wary since the affair in Winnemucca, as Owen observed now. "You're on edge, George."




  "I feel it," admitted Vird. "Close. Like a man feels a gun pointin' at him even when he can't see it." He stopped talking so that he might listen more carefully, afterward adding in a dull, dry voice, "Not that I give a damn about dyin'. Life ain't that valuable to me, or to any man. But when I go I figure to take company along. One horse yonder and a light rider."




  They saw the silhouette of horse and rider against the shadows. For a moment Owen had a definite reaction of pleasure, believing it to be Nan. He stepped from the porch. When the rider called his name he stopped in his tracks and whirled around, throwing George Vird a warning altogether unnecessary. "You haven't seen anything, George." She came up and swung down and paused before him, and the little ease went out of the night. It had always been this way before, and was now—her presence reviving old memories, old hunger, and a sense of incompleteness that would not let him alone.




  He said, very slow with his words and very gentle, "Not a good place for you to be, Sally."




  Her voice had a quick swing of uncertainty, a singing melody, as though nothing had changed. "Is there anyone on Christmas Creek I couldn't trust?"




  Vird went into the house, closing the door and cutting off its light. A narrower glow came from the window, vaguely staining the dark; and that was all. Her presence here was strong and compelling and the fragrance of her hair, so close she stood to him, had a way with his feelings. He said, "Sit down," and watched her turn and sink to the porch steps.




  This silence ran on, hard to break.




  "Owen," she murmured, "what are you thinking?"




  He said, brusque with his answer, "Things I shouldn't. You know that."




  A long sigh came out of her. "I was afraid you would," she murmured. But then, because she was too straightforward to hide her thoughts, she immediately added in a low, faintly pleased tone, "And afraid you wouldn't, too."




  "You had better make up your mind, Sally. You know where your bed is now."




  She said, quickly and humbly, "I know—I know."




  The old sense of irritation drove him on. "What was it you came here to say?"




  "Owen," she said, "Fay Dutcher means to kill you."




  "Is that all?"




  She stood up. She stepped close to him, placing her hand on his shoulder.




  "Don't try to hurt me, Owen. Not now. I know more than you think I know."




  He said, "What does Isham say to that?"




  She didn't immediately answer, but held her arm where it was, her fingers hanging to the cloth of his shirt. Her face was vague and white in the darkness; the fragrance of her hair drifted to him again. She said, more quietly, "I can't repeat the things my husband has said. You wouldn't want me to. But it is different with Dutcher. I have no reason for liking him. He's a dangerous man, Owen. Dangerous even for Skull, I think." She stopped, and the long pause told him how difficult this was for her. Then she added, "I wish I could tell you the rest of it."




  Merritt said, "The rest of it, Sally, is that Isham agrees with Dutcher. We threshed that out in front of the hotel this afternoon. I have got my walking papers with him. I can sell him the ranch or I can make out my will."




  Her tone was low and weighed with concern. "Owen—Owen!"




  "What else would you expect? Skull's up against my fence and it won't stop there. I thought, one time, that maybe we could work it out without trouble. Since what happened in Winnemucca, I know better."




  "It isn't just a matter of land, Owen. It's Will—the way he feels about you. He keeps remembering—"




  He waited for the rest of it, and afterward prompted her. "What Sally?"




  What impelled her to finish the sentence was an utter honesty that now, as in times past, had made her so desirable to him. There was no evasion in this girl. "He keeps remembering," she went on, so slowly, "that you once were first. His pride is so terribly strong. It makes him wonder now if I still feel about you as I did."




  In a calmer moment, in a more clear-sighted moment he would never have asked the question he did now. Her presence caused him to say, "Do you, Sally?"




  She was very near to him, so near that he saw the change on her pale-shining face. She was not a girl to cry or give way; she was stronger than that. Yet she was a thorough woman, with a woman's dreams and desires making riot in her; they showed through, on her lips. This was what he saw, and this was what made him reach out and seize her and draw her in to him. He had his kiss, and felt her arms push him away. He stepped back, hearing the uneven rush of her breathing.




  "Owen," she cried, "don't! You make me feel dirty, you make me feel so ashamed."




  "Maybe," he said dismally, "you'll remember what I told you the night you were married."




  She flung her protest at him. "You could have had your way that night. If you'd wanted me—if you'd only said it—I would have gone down those side stairs with you. You knew it, too! But you spoke as though you hated me. Why, Owen?"




  "Because," he said, "you made up your mind the other way. Half a woman ain't enough, Sally."




  Her voice fell down to a tired, throaty whisper. "I wish you had known how tired I was of making up my own mind." This was her moment of weakness. Afterward her will came back. It pulled her together. "Listen, Owen, you have never really known why I married Will. I never said I loved him. He knows that. But there's my father, a shiftless liar and a panhandler. There's my brother, a thief. Will knows it, for Dutcher caught Starr a few months ago. Do you know how hard pride can be? I grew up hating my family, and I made up my mind I'd make myself into something, no matter what it cost. I told Will this. He knew what he was getting, and what he wasn't getting. I'll keep my bargain. But, Owen, I wish you'd sell out to him and leave. Dutcher is too dangerous."




  "Dutcher?" he said.




  "All right, it is Will I mean. There are many fine things about him, but Skull is his whole life. And even if he wished. I don't think he could keep Dutcher from hunting you. Why don't you sell, and go over to East Desert?"




  He said, "No, Sally."




  Her breath drew in and went out as a long, long sigh.




  Her shoulders dropped and she murmured, "All right," and moved past him to her horse. He came up to her. They stood without talk, both looking into the yonder desert. Wind ran brisker and colder from the high timber behind them, and coyotes were lifting their mourning voices along the bench. The darkness held a kind of silver fog. She said, "You've made up your mind to do something."




  "Yes."




  "I can hear it in your words. You see, I know you better than anybody else knows you. But, remember, Will controls the country." Suddenly she changed the topic. "Is that Nan Melotte's light down there?"




  "Yes."




  She watched it a moment and presently turned, coming nearer him and looking into his face. Her voice changed. "I hadn't realized you were that near as neighbors. Do you visit?"




  "Sometimes."




  She spoke with a controlled indifference. "She's rather pretty. I never knew her very well. In fact I have thought, from the few times we've met, that she didn't like me. I have often wondered how she puts up with so lonely a place."




  "Seems to find her own pleasures," commented Owen.




  "Perhaps," said Sally and stepped to the saddle. But she kept looking at him through the darkness and all at once a surprising resentment came out of her. "Owen, you aren't very wise about women. Don't be a fool."




  "What have I said?"




  "It is what you haven't said that gives you away," she reported, and spurred down the slope.




  Darkness covered her. She reached the bottom of the slope fifteen minutes later, skirted the black mouth of the Christmas Creek Gulch, and turned north toward town with the light of Nan Melotte's house shining insistently over the fiat.




  Now and then, riding at a fast clip, she looked back at the light and each time something like fear went through her, although she didn't recognize it.




  She had made the trip without trouble, and thought that the night protected her. In this she was mistaken, for in passing the mouth of the gulch she had been very close to Hugh Clagg, who stood slightly back in the gulch's shelter. All he definitely saw was the shape she made in the saddle. But there were few women in this country, and of the two who might possibly have reason to visit Merritt, one was in her cabin a few miles away, as the light showed. So this, he decided, was Sally Isham. He brought his horse from the gulch and cut back up the Bunchgrass Hills, aiming for Corral Flats where he thought Fay Dutcher might be.




  After Sally's departure George Vird rode in from the rear of the ranch. He said to Merritt, "Going back of the north fork. Can't sleep and might as well be doing something."




  "Better let it go. Skull's got cattle in there, just over the fence. You might run into somebody."




  "I wouldn't mind that," grunted Vird, and wheeled away.




  Merritt built himself another smoke, aware of the loneliness of these hills. It was a queer thing, for this was a land he knew as a man might know the pages of an oft-read book—its covert places, its silence and sunlit spots and deep ravines, its mystery. He loved it and was at home in it. Yet tonight the stirring of Cultus Charley in the kitchen was a single sound accenting emptiness. It bothered him, it turned him restless, and when his glance came about to Nan Melotte's far-shining cabin light he made up his mind without second thought, went in to get the roll of gingham he had bought in Winnemucca, and strolled to the gelding. Half an hour later he knocked on Nan Melotte's door.




  He heard her come across the rom and stop a moment, and this pause made him think of the cabin's isolated position and of the risks any woman took in living alone on the mysterious Piute. A moment later the latch turned and the door was open and he saw her grave face show a fleeting expression—a lightening and a softening. It passed over her features and went away, leaving her sober again. She stepped aside, saying, "Come in," and closed the door behind him. In the middle of the room he turned about and found her with her shoulders against the door, her hands placed behind her back.




  She was a dark and silent girl and it was hard to know what lay behind that composure, Whether it was indifference, or speculation, or some other feeling closely guarded.




  He felt better for coming, he felt eased by the cabin's warmth and by her presence. He said, "My house is empty and I'm just ridin' around; making poor company for myself."




  Her voice was steady and soft and pleasant to hear. "I know how that goes. But I hadn't thought you'd ever feel it."




  "Why not?"




  She shrugged her shoulders, and he remembered that this was her way of explaining or dismissing many things; she had the trick of using her hands and her body to fill in the meaning of her words.




  "You are pretty self-sufficient. And always very active. Sit down."




  He said, "Is it all right?"




  She said, instant and direct, "Why not, Owen?" He remembered the package he carried and laid it on the table, and sat down, his long shape sprawling in the chair.




  She said, "I didn't think you'd remember to get that, after what happened in Winnemucca."




  "How did that news get here?"




  "It's all over the hills." She remained by the door, watching the way ease went over his muscles, relaxing them. The lamplight brightened the surface of his eyes, it built up the solid angles at the base of his ears, at the bridge of his nose; it deepened the ruddy coloring of his skin. On Nan he always made definite impressions. Of a kind of lazy indifference covering a tremendous strength he had never used. He had long, full lips set in a faint smiling and even in repose his chest seemed very wide to her.




  She was thinking that he showed the world a deliberate indolence but that behind this indifference were perceptions keen and grasping, and a hungering zest for the sensations of life. She felt a lurking gaiety about him, a strong and vital sense of humor, and emotions that could powerfully lift him, and powerfully depress him.




  All this while she stood against the door, her expression quite sober. Her thoughts, though she did not know it, colored her cheeks a little and changed the soft curve of her lips. She was not quite as tall as Sally Isham, nor did she have that other girl's driving, willful temper. Or if she had it, it was hidden. Supple-shaped and idly placed at the door, she waited for him to speak. Her hair was black and had a strong shine, and when she suddenly came away from the wall, prompted by something that lay in this deep quietness, he noticed the round turn of her arms and the graceful way her hands stirred and were still. She was a woman thoroughly. He had not noticed this before, and saw it with a slow surprise; there was more to her than a man might see unless he had a careful look.




  The silence had run away with both of them; she said rather quickly, "Wait," and went into the adjoining kitchen.




  He put his head against the chair's back and closed his eyes, listening to the tap of her shoes along the floor. Comfort loosened him; a sense of pleasure ran through him. Listening, he heard no sound in the outer night, and at once his thinking carried him straight back to Will Isham. When, ten minutes later, Nan Melotte came in from the kitchen with a cup of coffee, she found him crouched forward in the chair, his long arms lying across his knees. He had rolled up a cigarette. Its smoke trailed over his face and a single crease tracked across his forehead.




  She handed him the coffee and stood in front of him, putting her arms behind her. There were little things about this man she kept observing. He had wrists almost as broad as his hands, with a white scar cutting across one of them. She said, "Owen, don't ride so much alone."




  He put the cup on the table, and rose. "Maybe," he said, "you know something that I haven't caught."




  "I know what's ahead of you."




  He watched her, he was increasingly aware of her. She was smart and she was quick-eyed. He said so. "You don't miss much, Nan."




  "Listen," she said. "Skull is on one side of you and Hugh Clagg is on the other. You're going to fight. I saw that on your face just a moment ago. Is it so hard to guess? What else can you do? You won't be left alone. Tonight, or tomorrow—or some day—they'll come after you. I don't—"




  He said, after a while, "What?"




  Her voice dropped. "I don't see how you'll do it." She gave him a long, direct glance. "You could do it the easy way, Owen. You could leave. But you won't. I know."




  He said, "I guess not." He was at the door, his hand on the knob.




  She said, "Wait," and went to the table. "You're thinking mostly of Skull. But don't forget Hugh Clagg. If—"




  She stopped, and after a while shrugged her shoulders.




  "Good night," she murmured, and blew out the lamp.




  He called in the darkness, "Nan, you sure you're all right in this place?"




  Her answer to that was rather odd. She said, more quickly than before, "Good night, Owen."




  He thought about that, and put the thought aside.




  Opening the door he stepped to his horse and struck across the flats.




  At the base of the hills he looked back to see her light shining through a window.




  IX. THE PIT OF NIGHT
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  After the sound of Sally Isham's fast-traveling horse faded in the distance, Hugh Clagg turned up the slope of the Bunchgrass Hills, thinking to catch Dutcher at Corral Flats, which was where Skull's foreman could usually be found. Following the cut-bank of Christmas Creek, Clagg reached the bench near Owen Merritt's ranch. He had, at the moment, no definite idea, but curiosity caused him to drift in toward the ranch until he was scarcely more than two hundred yards from the front door. Here he stopped, observing Owen Merritt swing around the yard into the beam of light coming through the open door, speak to Cultus Charley, and presently travel down the slope. In a moment darkness absorbed him.




  Clagg was a man with a deep streak of curiosity. It impelled him to keep drifting along the creek, still nearer the house until he reached a point from which he might look directly into the lighted kitchen. The kitchen was empty, but while he watched a shape momentarily blocked out the doorway's light, causing Clagg to back his horse away. Cultus Charley's voice ran out through the night at him. "Who there?"




  Clagg wheeled and drifted into the hillside, followed by Charley's repeated call, "Who there?" He cut into the trail and started climbing toward Corral Flats. He was amused by the Indian's nervous voice, and he chuckled to himself, murmuring, That's turnin' the thing about—white man huntin' an Indian. But the humor didn't last long. A new thought stopped him and turned him and sent back along the trail at a gallop. What was Merritt doing out there on the flats of the Piute?




  This was Hugh Clagg, a man with quick and restless nerves and no solid bottom. Impulsive, quick to change from hot anger to laughter and back again, few things held his mind steady. His temper could swing to startling extremes in the space of a long- drawn breath, from tolerance to a streak of thorough brutality. A word could soothe him or a word could set him afire; such was the way his tremendous egotism jerked him about. If there was any dominating thing in a life as impermanent as a shadow on the earth, it was a consistent jealousy of Owen Merritt, who in almost every respect was his opposite. For Hugh Clagg was a man cursed with the ability to see his own weaknesses; and so he hated Owen Merritt who seemed to be all that he, Hugh Clagg, was not.




  This was the reason he went pounding down the long slope of the hills into the Piute again. Halfway to Nan Melotte's cabin he saw light flood through her opening door. He knew then it was Merritt who had gone into the cabin. And, paused near the place, Hugh Clagg waited out a long half hour, nursing almost ungovernable impulses. Nothing kept him from putting a shot through the window but Nan's presence. When the light died in the cabin Hugh Clagg literally ground his teeth together and started on at a dead run. But a natural slyness soon stopped him, and presently he listened to Merritt's retreating echoes. For a moment he had the strong urge to follow Merritt, to close in, and make a quarrel of it. What changed his mind was the appearance of light again from Nan's cabin. He went up to the place, dropped out of the saddle, and knocked.




  It was a long minute or more before she opened the door—and he saw the surprise and half-fear on her face. It was a comfort to him to know that he could make this girl show that concern; it soothed his vanity a little as he stepped through the door and shut it.




  He said, in a swift grating way, "That's a hell of a thing for you to be doing, Nan!"




  He had rust-red hair and blue eyes below sun-bleached eyebrows. His face lay rather long, sharpening chin and nose, and a constantly plainer jealousy kept changing the set of his cheeks. Nan knew how dangerous Hugh Clagg's temper could be, and was never certain of the way he looked at her, and never felt safe when he visited her. But she let none of this show, presenting him an unstirred countenance.




  "Why not, Hugh?"




  "My God, Nan! You're alone out here. It's a bad thing—"




  She understood the way to handle him. "I trust Owen," she said evenly. "Just as I trust you."




  Change went over him swiftly. Her words had that effect on his pride. He said, "Sure," grudgingly, "sure you do. But it's a bad thing to let men in this place at night."




  "You're here, Hugh."




  "Yeah," he said, and drew a long, long breath. "Why not? Did I ever do anything that wasn't right?" He was fair-skinned and quick to flush up. A blood vein showed its heavy track on his forehead. There was a note in his talk, a little wild, a little overinsistent. "If I thought you gave Merritt much of a show, I'd—" JIe cut it off. He looked at her, the hazel light in her eyes bright and bold. "Don't give that man any rope. You hear?"




  "Why are you riding around here tonight, Hugh?"




  He said, at once cautious, "Just riding." But his quick- changing thoughts veered to something else and he was smiling in a gray, ironic way. "Maybe you'd like to know that Sally came down from his ranch about an hour ago. Just before he came here."




  He had quick eyes, and noticed the instant shading on her face. Her lips tightened, her breathing drew deeper. "Hugh," she said, "what are you up to?"




  "Never mind," he said, irritated again. "You keep him out. One woman's enough for Owen Merritt. Maybe Isham would like to know that. Merritt must figure Isham for a fool, and that's about the biggest mistake Owen Merritt will ever make. Thinking so."




  She said in soft-voiced prompting, "How, Hugh? What will Isham do?"




  He gave her a slanting, bright glance. He had at once turned smart and ironic. "Maybe you're curious. I wouldn't be curious, Nan."




  "It's time for you to go, Hugh."




  He said, "There's a dance in town Saturday night."




  She watched the way he considered her, and was afraid again. The man's assurance held something on the faint edge of danger; in the corners of his eyes—as she delayed her answer—the bright suspicion began to grow. He had a possessiveness she couldn't manage. So she said, "All right."




  The faint lines loosened away from his mouth, and his confidence somersaulted up into a broad grin. "Fine," he said. "Fine!" But it carried him on, so odd and so unstable were his emotions, to an intemperate outburst. "Nan, why don't you smile at a man? Here I am—and what's the matter with me? I'd tear off my arms, I'd burn The Wells down to ashes if you'd want it! My God, you don't know what I feel! Sometimes I've come out of those hills after dark and stood yonder—just watchin' your light. Sometimes I've come close to your door. Maybe it's been a good thing, those times, you had the door barred. I'm honest—I'm telling you how it is. But I'd do anything—anything! Honey, is there a chance for a man?"




  She said, her calmness covering quicker fear, "Time to go, Hugh."




  That outburst, so startling, so passionate, brought the ruddy color heavily to his face; it had laid a fine glitter of sweat on his forehead. Wildness lay in his eyes, clear to see; and for this moment he was suspended on the very edge of rash desire. The silence got deeper, and she heard the run of his breathing and saw the tightness in his shoulder muscles, as though he meant to jump at her. It was that near. She said again, her tone like the cool strike of silver on crystal, "Good night, Hugh."




  He could be swayed by the tone of anybody's voice. And this swayed him. His head, held high and stiff, dropped a little and he shrugged his shoulders and said with a dry, faintly shamed amusement; "I guess maybe I'd better."




  She stood entirely motionless, afraid to make any gesture that would rouse him again, and watched him go out. After the door closed she went swiftly to it, drawing the bar, quietly so that he wouldn't hear how soon she had done it; and put her back to it, turned weak by the scene.




  Merritt had been quite tired earlier in the evening, but now the chill of the night whipped him wide awake. When he reached home he found Cultus Charley squatting in the yard. All the lights of the house were out.




  Merritt said, "George come home?"




  "Not here. You ride by here maybe one hour back?"




  "Not me."




  Cultus Charley's head bobbed in the darkness. "Somebody he ride over there an' stop—and go up trail around falls. Same way George do."




  Merritt had dropped from the saddle. He climbed into it again. "I'll go that way."




  Cultus Charley grumbled. "Everybody always go. I always stay. Damn place."




  "Spooky, Cultus?"




  Cultus Charley was an old Indian with a long memory. "Like long time ago when Chief Egan come through here with his warriors. Bad feeling. Same as now. I hear trees talk. I hear water talk. Not good."




  Merritt said, "You quit drinkin' that vanilla extract, Cultus," and trotted from the yard. A short bridge carried him across the creek pool. Beyond the pool the trail ran steeply around the falls into the pines, Darkness here was like the darkness of deep water. The grade continued for a mile or so, underneath the steady rustle of wind in the pine tops. After that a meadow of yellow grasses showed a faint ghost-glow on the earth. Beyond this the forest crowded the trail again.




  The meadow marked the northern edge of his land and the beginning of what had been Pay Lankershim's graze but was now Skull's. Here he stopped, listening carefully into the night for the sound of travel. Corral Flats, which was where Skull kept a chuck-wagon crew the year around, was about four miles ahead—far beyond any reasonable trip for Vird. Yet he recalled Vird's words earlier in the evening and wasn't satisfied. The man bad been jumpy since Winnemucca, and in bad temper, and it would be like him to prowl for trouble.




  He went on with a greater care and a greater worry. Skull patrolled its land pretty thoroughly, and no doubt there'd be riders somewhere along this stretch—riders who made short work of those who trespassed. As with Juke Slover. Now and then in the perfect black he came to forks in the trail and chose his fork from memory; and kept on.




  Slover, he realized, had been a laughing young man, full of hell and fun. The three of them, Slover and Bourke Prine and himself, had made many a campfire in the Bunchgrass Hills. High up in the Broken Buttes they had shaken night's frosts out of their blankets to watch sunrise break like fire across East Desert. A lot of riding and a lot of laughter. Now Juke was dead and Skull's line came up against Christmas Creek, and he knew in his heart his own careless life was gone. Dutcher would never let him alone, and Will Isham would never rest.




  Owen Merritt hated to come to hard-and-fast decisions. This land was pleasant for a man who liked to cruise the deep, high hills—to hear the owl hoot by night, to see the red heart of the campfire deepen and die, to watch antelope scudding in fluid motion across the distant dry lake beds. To live and let live and feel the wine of freedom sink deep into his flesh, into his bones. A little money was enough and a few cows were enough; and for the rest the trails beckoned and of a Saturday night town was not far away. He knew his weakness, which was to drift. This was what Sally Isham had told him; this was why Bourke Prine kept beating at him with hard, violent words, trying to rouse him. So now Juke was dead and Sally was lost, and Skull pressed against his fence. The good days were gone.




  In Winnemucca he had discovered that he could stand under fire, and in Winnemucca some sense of security had left him everlastingly. Leaving that saloon he had known he would fight. Yet he had not told Bourke of this, for his thoughts kept reaching far ahead and seeing things Bourke had not yet seen. If he fought it would be to stay alive, but he could not stay alive as long as Dutcher and Isham remained on Skull. So, to stay alive he had to ruin Skull.




  It made an outlaw out of him, it spoiled Sally's life, and maybe it put Mark Medary on his trail. So—




  The gelding stopped short, its muscles bunching; it let out a trumpeting breath and cat-walked nervously on the dust. Ahead a vague shadow appeared in the night's blackness; the vaguest of shadows, at once defined by a whinny.




  Merritt flattened against the gelding, reaching for his gun. He slid off the gelding. He said, "Who's that?"




  The yonder horse whinnied again. Night's wind got colder and the rustling echoes up in the trees strengthened. Squatted against the earth, he caught a slanting silhouette of the horse against the pale-black sky, but observed no rider. Rising, he clucked his tongue gently, stepping nearer the adjoining trees.




  The horse moved toward the gelding.




  There was this long, risky moment in which all the sounds of the night came in with a gathering completeness—a continuous wash and scrape and snap and murmur. Merritt said, "Steady—steady." He reached forward, catching the horse by the bridle. He moved against the horse, making a shield for himself, his palm touching a hide that held only a faint warmth, so telling the animal had been standing here quite a while. Shoving his hand back to the beast's hind quarter he traced its brand with the point of his finger.




  What he discovered brought along an actual shock. He went around the horse, still holding his gun against the impenetrable night, continuing up the trail. He had not gone three yards when the toe of his boot pressed into something that yielded, softly and terribly, to his weight. He jumped back. Sweat cracked through his forehead, and his nerves began to move and the pit of his belly tightened. Dropped on his knees, he reached for a match, raked it along the barrel of the revolver and made a downward cup of his hand. The light burst into the black violently enough to have almost the quality of sound, and threw its oil-yellow glow upon the shape of George Vird on the trail. George lay on his stomach, both arms stretched forward, one of them still holding a gun; his face was tipped so that Merritt saw a final composure engraved on the waxed skin. This was all, this one moment. Merritt whipped out the light and drew back, waiting. The flare of that match had been bright enough to draw down the whole hill, or so it seemed. He kept waiting for trouble to break.




  But afterward the rustling silence ran on and then he knew that George Vird had been dead a good hour and that Skull's riders had long since ridden away.




  For it would be Skull's riders. As he stood there, he knew that with as much certainty as he knew anything in life. Skull, jealous of every acre it owned, had put its patrols out on this trail and Vird had run into them. For a moment he had one clear impulse, which was to ride on to Corral Flats, where they would be camped. But he held himself still, and let the first hot fury pass away. There would be plenty of sign on the soft dirt, which he wanted to see before he moved ahead.




  He put away his gun and bent down to his foreman. He had a bad quarter hour lifting Vird onto the waiting horse. He put Vird across the saddle and shook out the rope hanging to the saddle thong, and made a few quick ties, speaking to the uneasy horse. "So, Babe, so." Stepping into his own saddle he turned back to Christmas Creek with the other horse in tow.




  It was a long, long ride. When he came down by the falls into his own dark yard, he had searched his mind with a completeness that left nothing behind. It was like going through an empty house, looking into cupboards and closets and locking the windows, and at last turning a key in the door. Nothing remained. There wasn't anything to hold him. So he came into the yard, calling, "Charley—light a lamp."




  He had no answer. He said, more impatiently, "Charley, where the hell are you?" and got down. He went into the house, he lighted a lamp and traveled back to the kitchen. He went from the kitchen to the side room, which was the Indian's. The blankets were gone from the bed and Charley's handful of little possessions removed from the washstand.




  Merritt left the house, forgetting for a moment that the lamp he carried made a fine target in pit-black shadows. The tan horse was missing from the barn. Charley's bridle and saddle had been taken.




  Halfway back across the yard it occurred to him to blow out the lamp. He walked around the house and stopped at the edge of the porch. The sky showed its vague star-glitter, and wind breathed out of the south, colder and colder. Far away on the flat he saw Nan Melotte's light wink two or three times, as though somebody had passed across its beam.




  George Vird was dead and Cultus Charley, turned spooky, had gone from the ranch for good. He stood there thoroughly alone.




  X. OWEN RIDES OUT
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  Merritt drove a flat-bed wagon into The Wells around one o'clock that night, with the gelding tied behind. A single point of light showed from a second-story window in the hotel; otherwise the town was asleep and darkness solidly crowded the street. He put the wagon against Luke Gilder's harness shop and walked down a narrow alley and kicked his boot against the shop's back door. Luke was, among other things, coroner and undertaker, and accustomed to midnight calls like this. He took his own good time opening up. He had put on a pair of pants and shoes, and the lantern he held up showed the tangle of his gray hair, the taciturn sleepiness of his eyes.




  "Come around front," said Merritt, and went back to the wagon. While he waited there, hearing Gilder kick his way through the shop, he rolled a cigarette and lighted it, and listened to the shuffle and stamp of restless horses in M'Garrick's stable at the far end of town. It was that still in The Wells. Still and cold and black. Gilder emerged from the front door of the shop. He ducked the lantern into the wagon box and saw George Vird's palely composed face above the edge of the blankets. It was a pretty familiar sight to Gilder. All he said was, "When did this happen, Owen?"




  "Three hours ago. Medary in town?"




  "Yeah."




  Merritt's boots raked hollow echoes out of the loose boards as he walked, those echoes traveling over the street and coming back to him until it sounded as though two men tramped through the midnight. At the courthouse, which was a single-story house running back from the street like a shed, he turned to the rear jail office. The door was ajar but Merritt hit it twice with the flat of his hand, calling, "Medary." The sheriff's voice came right back to him, "All right."




  When he came out a few minutes later he said, "Was that you driving a wagon into town?"




  Merritt nodded, and the two of them went back to the wagon. Luke Gilder hadn't done anything; he slouched against the wagon box while the sheriff looked at George Vird. Medary said, "When was this, Owen?"




  "I found him up on the trail behind my house about ten o'clock."




  The sheriff put both hands on the edge of the wagon box. Gilder's lantern played a yellow light on Vird's face, showing its established gravity. The sheriff said nothing for a little while, seeming to wait for Merritt to finish the explanation. When it didn't come, he asked, "That's all?"




  "You figure out the rest of it. What the hell are we waiting here for?" He moved around and let down the tail gate. The three of them took Vird into Gilder's shop, into a small side room, and laid him on a bench. Medary and Gilder moved back into the main part of the harness shop, but Merritt stood over the bench a long while, trying to make up his mind about that grayly definite composure on Vird's cheeks. The longer he looked the more it struck him that Vird seemed younger than before and less careworn. He reached down and smoothed the man's hair back and drew the blanket over his face and left the little room, pulling the door to behind him.




  "Gilder," he said, "do me a favor. You take care of George. I won't be here the next few days."




  Gilder said, almost indifferently, "Sure."




  Merritt and the sheriff went out to the walk. Medary noticed the gelding tied behind the wagon. "What's that for, Owen?"




  Merritt had his own question to ask. "What are you going to do about Juke Slover, Mark?"




  "What can a man do? It would be a wild goose chase. I don't know who did it—and I'd have a hell of a time finding out."




  "Figure to do anything about Lee Repp?"




  The sheriff didn't answer that one quite so soon. Gilder had closed his door against the cold night air, but his light came through the front window and by this shining Merritt had some view of the sheriff's face. Medary said finally, and with a considerable reluctance, "Not unless I'm pushed to it, Owen."




  "Who'd push you to it?"




  "You're not that foolish, Owen. You know who would."




  "Well, suppose he did? What would you do?"




  "I'd have to think about that," answered Medary quite slowly.




  Merritt dragged cigarette smoke into his mouth, watching the pressure change the cast of the sheriff's face, watching reserve come there. Medary was under strain; something made him cautious. This was what Merritt felt and he knew then he could put no trust in Medary. He said, "So that's it?"




  "Which is what?" spoke up Medary, quick to catch the tone.




  "Never mind." Merritt climbed to the wagon's seat and kicked off the brake.




  "Owen," called the sheriff, "don't be too sure about that. But if I was you I'd raise a lot of dust between me and this country before morning. You can't beat Isham."




  "Why can't I?"




  Merritt drove down to M'Garrick's stable. He unhitched in the runway, stalled the horses, and led the saddled gelding back to Shannon's store. Medary's light was still on. Medary would be watching him from the jail office. For his own part he had sounded out the sheriff deliberately, and the sheriffs answer had helped him to make up his mind. He was pretty close to being a man on the dodge and had to know who his friends were. Medary wasn't one of them.




  He kicked on Shannon's door and stood back and yelled to the second-story window. "Shannon." The echo knocked around the cold, black silence. It made a great racket. The upper window squealed open, and Shannon called gloomily, "Go on home, you damn drunk. Who's there?"




  "Open up."




  "Merritt? Wait a minute."




  When he came down Merritt went in, got half a side of bacon and a package of ground coffee. He took several boxes of cartridges for the Winchester and for his .44. Shannon was an old-timer and knew the country inside out, and the ways of men. He shook his head rather sadly. "It's too bad."




  Merritt was on his way out. But he stopped and turned to ask a question. "What do you think of Isham now, Shannon?"




  Shannon again shook his head, caught by the same set of circumstances now controlling Medary. Shannon made his money largely from Skull, and could not afford to speak; and Medary held his office because of Skull and the other great ranches in the country. This was the way it would be with most of the people in The Wells. Skull was too powerful.




  He made a roll behind the cantle to hold his supplies, swung up, and left The Wells at a fast run. Once in the outer darkness, he looked behind to see a lantern swing across the street from the courthouse to Shannon's, which would be Medary coming over to find out what he had bought. Four miles along he passed the side road into Bourke Prine's place, and saw, far over, Prine's late light shining. But having already made up his mind to leave his partner out of this, he went directly to his own place.




  It was then almost three o'clock. He threw the saddle on Vird's white mare, put a halter on the gelding and on one other pony and started up the hill trail with these extra mounts in tow. All this he had worked out in his mind during the ride into The Wells. The air was thin and cold and the shadows at their blackest. This was the ebb hour, when a man's inner fire was only a heatless flicker and all his thinking ran a discouraged channel, and hope got lower and lower. The meadow, when he reached it, showed almost no shine. At the spot where he had found George Vird he pulled in, but only for a moment. Somewhere during all this riding he had discarded the idea of waiting for daylight to trace the prints on the trail. There could be no doubt as to where those prints led. Later, when the slope of the hills leveled away, he turned into the timber, picketed the two extra horses and came back to the trail again. Faintest light began to dilute the night sky.




  In his mind were many pictures to keep him company as he rode, some faint and turned vague by time, some so vivid and strong that they had a force for him. He thought of the way Juke Slover used to speak, soft and diffident and full of humor. He thought of George Vird, whose silence had covered so much personal bitterness and so much that was solid. He remembered the honk of geese high overhead, heard only yesterday as a reminder of winter soon coming; and this turned his mind to Sally who once, a year before, had ridden the Fremont with him to see antelope scudding out of the iron hills into the white glare of a dry lake bed. The memories of her stayed with him, detailed and warm, for a long while, until by some obscure connection he saw Nan Melotte looking across the mellow light of her cabin to him. Not smiling but near to a smile, with her shoulders risen a little and a color on her cheeks, and an odd feeling behind the shadow of her eyes. Then it was gray first-dawn and he was off the trail, halted on the edge of timber. Ahead of him a hundred yards stood the Corral Flats cabin where Skull's chuckwagon crew still slept. Horses stirred in the corral just beyond.




  He dropped from the saddle and drew his rifle out of its boot, softly working the lever. Its faint metallic click disturbed the huge silence of the hills; he could hear somebody in the cabin groan. There were, he recalled, five or six men stationed at the place and in another fifteen minutes they would be stirring. One end of the cabin, and its window, faced him. A bench outside the door held a bucket and a white tin basin that began to reflect the growing daylight.




  He had the rifle steadied against the side of a small pine, knowing well enough what he meant to do. But for a little while he held his fire, going back over his thoughts with a greater care, trying to find another answer, and failing to find it. Bourke Prine had continually urged him to fight and he had resisted, knowing that when he opened up he provided Will Isham legitimate excuse to turn the whole weight of Skull's crew on him. It was the old game of prodding the other man into a draw. Afterward the rule of the country made anything fair.




  But Skull was against his fence and his fence couldn't hold Skull out. Sitting on the porch of his house on Christmas Creek was pretty useless business. What he did now would start a jump- and-run fight, and make the hills tough for Skull to ride. When he pulled the trigger of the Winchester he said good-by to Christmas Creek and to the flat country. It would be high trails and fast horses, beans and bacon over a quick campfire, and fade away.




  A voice in the cabin grumbled, "Rise and shine!" Merritt took aim on the high corner of the window and let go.




  The flat and dry crack of the shot spread through the hills. It split into fragments of sound that rolled down the clear spaces and struck the solidness of trees and bounced back. One man in the cabin yelled.




  All of them struck the floor with a heavy smash. The window's shattered glass jangled down. The door swung open, slowly. Merritt turned the Winchester's muzzle. One bullet clunked through the filled water bucket; the next sailed the basin off the bench. The basin struck on edge and rolled three or four feet with a waggling motion and fell. The door slammed shut.




  Somebody in there fired through the window, but it was a high, slanting shot that struck nowhere in the timber. Merritt turned to the window again and fired through it, hearing lead flatten against the inner side of the logs.




  He filled the gun and waited. There was a faint sound in the cabin, like the furtive scraping of a body on the floor. Light came out of the east in higher and higher waves and dew began to glitter on the clumps of bunchgrass in the meadow. All the horses were milling around the corral, raking up a cloudy dust, He watched them a moment and shook his head, and saw the cabin door show its crack again. His shot hit the door's lower corner, knocking it partially open. A man yelled—the quick and incomplete yell of pain—and the door slammed. Merritt called, "Better not."




  They were cursing him. He listened to that full-hearted rage, and began to make out the shape of the stovepipe in the middle of the room. He turned loose on that target, stilling their voices for a while. His shots went through the pipe without knocking it down, but soot made a little cloud at the top. Stepping back from the tree he faded into the timber and ran parallel with the clearing. When he came up to the meadow again, behind another tree, he commanded a slanting view of a window on the cabin's front and knocked it out with a few quick shots and aimed at the door again, at the latch. It took half a dozen bullets to break the latch. The door swung inward and was kicked shut, but he laid his fire along the sill and a man howled and moved away; and when the door swung next time nobody seemed near enough to kick it. Through the opening he spotted the stove, reloaded the Winchester, and began to crack away at it. This was cast-iron and brittle, and made a racket at each direct strike. One shot struck a leg and broke it and then the stove collapsed and the stovepipe fell.




  Backing once more into the timber, he circled to his original spot and laid another shot through the side window. Full day swelled up from the east, the chill began to fade out of the air. Behind him the dark corridors in the pines slowly lost their heavy shadows, so that he could see farther into the timber, and could be seen as well. They had quit talking to him, but he heard them stir around a little and now he could look through the broken side window to the window on the far end; by way of persuasion he put a stray shot through to it, and spoke.




  "I'll be here all morning. Settle down."




  It was time to go. All this racket was enough to wake the dead, and before very long other Skull riders would be patrolling up from the Wolf Creek cabin. Slipping back from his position, Merritt led his horse quietly down the trail a distance, got in the saddle, and drifted away. When he was quite beyond earshot he put the pony to a quick run. The trail here dropped gently, winding with the land's contours, and so presently brought him to the place where he had picketed his extra horses. Catching them up, he slanted across the trail, aiming for the high ground on the southern prow of the hills. He had not quite cleared the trail when a dry, dry voice said, "Wait a minute, Owen."




  Merritt's nerves this morning were quick-strung. The sound came out of the timber, at his right elbow, and his reaction was to throw himself flat against the saddle and wheel the horse around, at once drawing. He saw a shape duck back behind a pine. Afterward Pay Lankershim called in the same rustling, amused way, "Now you were a mite careless, Owen."




  He waited until Merritt said, "All right," and then stepped from shelter and came on to Merritt's stirrup. Pay was a long, wire-tough old man with hatchet features and ink-black eyes that kept sliding quick glances all about the trees. He had a week's whiskers and a big chew of tobacco prominently nested in his cheek, and it was plain that he had slept in his clothes a long while. He seemed to be enjoying himself. "What," he wanted to know, "was all that larrupin' up yonder?"




  Merritt told him, observing the thin smile it brought out. Old Pay had always been an Indian for drifting, even in his prosperous days. He was the kind to light a campfire deep in the hills and sleep well away from it; he was the kind to rise without sound from some covert spot where least expected, as now. And he had a permanent hump in his back from leaning down in the saddle to study the signs on the earth. This was Pay.




  He said, "What you goin' to do for a ranch? Hell, you can't go back there and make a target."




  "Nothing on the ranch," said Merritt, and told him the rest of it, about Vird and Cultus Charley. Pay listened solemnly, never ceasing to place his bright-black glance here and there into the timber, like a fisherman casting a constant fly. "Well," he said, "I never thought you'd come to it, Owen. It sure puts you on the dodge and I dunno how you figure to come out. I think I better go tell Bourke Prine. Where you goin' to be?"




  "Up on the knob somewhere."




  "See you later," murmured Pay and faded into the timber. Presently he reappeared on an old brown horse and trotted down the trail with his bony shape jiggling at all its joints. The first flash of sunlight from the eastern rim flushed the high sky a light pink. Merritt turned south again and traveled into a rising, rougher country. An hour or so later he threw off in a brushy bowl on the heights of the hills, put the horses on picket, and cooked himself breakfast over a quick fire. Later he crawled well back from the bowl and stretched out for a short sleep.




  When Hugh Clagg left Nan Melotte's cabin he started again for Corral Flats, this time by the roundabout route through Stage Coach Pass. This eventually put him out on the margin of East Desert, at the southern base of the Bunchgrass Hills; here he turned into the hills, cutting across the high corner of Owen Merritt's range. Merritt's beef grazed through the thin scatter of pines, and after an hour or more of riding of the district he knew where the bulk of the beef lay. And later, riding northward, he began to see Skull's cattle in the timber. During that time he heard three quick shots break the immense stillness of the night, higher up and quite distant. Around midnight he reached Corral Flats and paused at the edge of timber, knowing too much about Skull's crew to ride into the meadow without due warning. There was a light in the line cabin and the drowsy sound of voices. Hugh Clagg put a hand to his mouth and whistled through his knuckles.




  The voices quit, and the light went out. A man's feet scraped the cabin floor. Somebody in the yard called, "Who's that?"




  "Dutcher there?"




  The Skull man repeated his question in a shallow, suspecting tone. "Who's that?"




  Hugh Clagg spoke his own name and drifted his horse over to the cabin. He saw the shape of the Skull man before him. The Skull man came up and seized the bridle of Clagg's horse, his tilted face appearing as a narrow white blur in the dark. The light in the cabin came on again. Other men stepped out.




  "He ain't here," said the fellow holding the bridle.




  "Been here tonight?"




  "No."




  They stood in front of him, carefully placed beyond the beam of light shining from the cabin—all five. They were motionless and close-mouthed and he felt their dislike rise as solidly as a stone wall. They were a tough lot, most of them having records of violence in other districts. But these were the kind of men Dutcher deliberately hired, knowing they would be loyal to the outfit which fed them. Dutcher had pounded into them his own hatred of anything that wasn't Skull, his own surly brand of vengeance.




  Clagg was a tough man himself and recognized toughness in others. So he said, "I'll ride to the Wolf Creek cabin. Maybe he's there," and drifted on, and was relieved when Corral Flats was well behind him. These men remembered that he had once rustled beef from Skull and wouldn't forget it, regardless of what his present politics might be. He had to be careful when he met them in the hills.




  The trail ran through the mealy blackness of the timber for another six miles and arrived at the small spring marking the headwaters of Wolf Creek. Another cabin lay here, formless under the night. He caught the faint scent of wood smoke and paused at the edge of the pines, calling Dutcher's name.




  Dutcher answered immediately, not from the cabin but from the trees near by. "Clagg?"




  "Sure. What you nighthawkin' for?"




  "I heard your horse comin'," said Dutcher, and moved forward. Clagg stepped down, and the two came together at the edge of the meadow. "You be careful how you ride around this country," added Dutcher.




  Clagg grinned in the darkness, ironically amused. He had his agreement with Skull but Dutcher, like the others, couldn't forget he had once lived on Skull beef. It clung to the foreman's mind. It was an injury he would never be quite able to forget. As well as any man, Hugh Clagg knew nothing but an uneasy and patched-up truce existed between them and one day when the need for this was ended Dutcher would go after him without mercy. The trickiness of it amused Hugh Clagg. It was a joke he enjoyed. He said, "I got something to make you feel good, Fay. Sally Isham came up to visit Merrit tonight. I saw her leave."




  He was laughing, softly and audibly. Fay Dutcher's talk lunged at Jilin. "What's so damned funny?"




  "You don't like that, Fay," said Clagg. "I knew you wouldn't."




  "The little flossy!" ground out Dutcher. "She comes up the line from nothin', onto Skull. A kid out of a no 'count, nigger- poor family, And she starts cheatin'. By God, I'll fix her.'"




  "Tell Isham? No, I guess you won't."




  "Why not?" said Dutcher in his growling tone. "Why not?"




  "A man don't like to have his wife talked about. He'd throw you off Skull in a hurry."




  "Me?" said Dutcher. "Throw me off? What would he do without me? He can do the thinkin', but I'm the man that does the work, which he knows." He quit speaking.




  Clagg knew the foreman was grasping at his thoughts and having a heavy time. It made Clagg repeat, "You won't tell Isham."




  Dutcher grumbled, "No, I guess not. There's other ways." He shot his next phrase at Clagg hard and fast. "Listen, you keep your mouth shut. I won't have it known around that a woman can fool Skull. Keep your mouth shut."




  "Sure," said Clagg. "Listen, Fay. Hold the boys at Corral Flats out of the timber tomorrow night. I'm going in to pick up some of Merritt's beef. It ain't so far from the Flats and I don't want to have any accidents with your boys. Keep 'em at the cabin."




  "All right."




  "What are you going to do about Merritt?"




  "Never mind," said Dutcher, at once suspicious. "How did you know I was here?"




  "Just a guess."




  Dutcher, said, "Your guess is too good." He stepped nearer. "Hughie, you know too damned much."




  "A man'," answered Clagg, a repressed laughter in him, "likes to keep track of his friends."




  "No," contradicted Dutcher at once. "You're no friend of mine, and I'm none of yours. You're a little slippery for me. I gave you a piece of business once—and you didn't do it."




  "About Merritt," murmured Clagg. "About Merritt in the saloon. No, it didn't work. I tried again, out on the Flats. Repp, the blamed fool, got in the road."




  "Two tries and two misses," pointed out Dutcher. "No, I don't believe it. That's the trouble, Hughie, You're too flashy. A man can't lay his finger on you. Which is too bad. I could put a few things your way."




  "If," Said Clagg pleased with his own audacity, "you had my head, Dutcher, you'd be farther along with the bug in your bonnet."




  Dutcher flared back. "What bug?"




  "Which," continued Clagg, "is why you don't like Sally Isham. She puts your nose out of joint. Makes it tougher for you to get what you want."




  Dutcher said, "Go on, ride. And quit comin' around this side of the range. You might get hurt. I'm through with you."




  "Sure," answered Clagg. "But I can still do you a good turn. Keep your men at the cabin tomorrow night."




  He cantered away, repressing his amusement. Beef was beef. With Skull out of sight that outfit's cattle was just as good as Merritt's. All cows had four legs. It was a joke.




  Dutcher returned to the cabin and lighted a lamp. He closed the door and dropped a burlap curtain over the window, distrusting Clagg too much to present him with a chance. It was far past midnight, but Dutcher, a born nighthawk, stoked up the stove, rolled a cigarette, and squatted Indian-fashion before the heat. The line of his black hair lay low on his forehead, narrowing it; his ears were small and flattened back against the scalp. Otherwise his features were quite large, heavy of bone and heavy of flesh. Small, vertical wrinkles broke the roll of his lower lip; his brows bushed out, throwing added shadow into his eyes. Lamplight glistened against the natural oil on his skin. He took up a piece of kindling and thrust it through the stove's front gate and as his solid, sulky thoughts had their way with him he slowly turned and crushed the live coals. Dutcher had his deep-lying ambitions and if he sat here in hulking silence while the night ran on, it was because he saw those ambitions blocked by Sally Isham and by Merritt.




  XI. COLLISION




  

    Table of Contents


  




  At nine o'clock in the morning Tuck Ring raced through the pines with the news of Merritt's raid and found Fay Dutcher on the way to the home ranch. Dutcher's immediate reaction was to turn and start back. "We'll pay that gentleman a visit," he swore. But after the first shock wore off he drew in again. "No, I got to tell Isham first. Never know what he'll want to do. You keep the boys out of trouble, Tuck. If Merritt's on the warpath he may go to pot-shootin' again. So drag back from the Flats. I'll be there later." At eleven o'clock he stood in Skull's big living-room, giving the story to Isham.




  Isham said, "He didn't hit anybody?"




  "No," answered Dutcher. And he showed his open contempt for that. "He just wasted a lot of lead. Was I out to make trouble I'd save powder till I saw somethin' to hit. I don't think Merritt's got the sand."




  Isham showed his foreman an irritated impatience.




  "He's smarter than you are. If he'd killed one of the boys we'd have something to hang on him. I'd have Medary pick him up. But he does it the other way. Now he's telling us to clear out of the Flats."




  "He can tell us nothin'," grunted Dutcher. "We'll go down and pay that fellow a visit."




  "You don't seem to understand the kind of a man you're up against," retorted Isham. "He won't be there."




  "Neither will his house, when we get through with it."




  "Wait—wait," Isham interposed. "That won't do—yet. The Piute won't like it."




  "What's that got to do with it? Is that your ranch or does it belong to the folks of the desert?"




  "We've got to have a better reason," insisted Isham.




  "He came on our land," pointed out Dutcher. "Reason enough."




  Isham looked at his foreman, cool and calm. "We've been on his, also. Ever occur to you that the people in this country can get damned good and mad?" He went past Dutcher, to the doorway, and called up a rider. He said, "Go down the valley and ask Swanee Vail to meet me in town. Circle over to Tague's—and to Spaugh's."




  Dutcher's contempt for public opinion was always pretty close to the surface. "What of it? What can they do? This is your land. Let 'em shout. If they tried to come in here, a whole damned army, they wouldn't get beyond the front gate. I been tellin' you a long while about this, Mr. Isham. You can't run Skull and play possum. I'll keep folks off Skull and I'll take care of Merritt. But you got to make up your mind about it. Who's going to kick? The Wells? Hell, if it wasn't for Skull, The Wells would dry up and float away. Those people ain't going to do anything. Ain't nothin' else but homesteaders and they got to mind their own business." He stared down at Isham's slight, pointed shape. "What you afraid of?"




  Isham flushed, and Dutcher closed his heavy lips, knowing he had made a mistake. Yet it was a sly mistake, working both ways. It offended Isham, but it roused his pride as well. "That's enough of that, Dutcher." Then he got to thinking, and said, "What started this?"




  Dutcher moved his vast shoulders. When he spoke he didn't quite meet Isham's eyes. "A little trouble, I guess. One of the boys ran into George Vird on the trail last night. There was some smoke. Vird's dead."




  Isham's face showed actual shock. He looked at Dutcher with an expression wild and unsteady, and his anger brought him up against Dutcher. He reached out and seized Dutcher's shirt front, twisting the cloth until Dutcher bent from the pressure. "Dutcher," he said in a voice half breathless, "if you go against me again I'll kill you."




  Dutcher brought both his arms down against Isham's hands, knocking them clear. He stepped backward into the center of the room.




  "By God," he said, "that's far enough for you to go, Mr. Isham."




  "Answer me!" yelled Isham.




  "No," said Dutcher, "I had no part in that. I told you once I couldn't hold those boys back. They had Vird marked and they got him. And that's the way it is with Owen Merritt. What kind of men you think work for Skull, Mr. Isham? You ought to know. You told me to hire 'em."




  Isham turned from Dutcher and walked to the corner of the room. He swung, pressing the palm of his hand across his forehead, scrubbing away the fine sweat formed there. His voice had flattened out; he had himself checked. "All right, Dutcher. Now listen to me. You find Clagg and tell him to work on Merritt's beef."




  "He's doin' that tonight," said Dutcher, observing his boss with a close glance. Hard man as he was, he had been set back; he had been actually astonished. Isham had shown him something he hadn't seen before, which was a temper that could kill. Dutcher had seen the yellow-white flame of that emotion in the Skull owners' eyes; it was something a man couldn't mistake.




  "All right," said Isham. "And leave Merritt alone until I tell you what to do next. Better stay away from the flats for awhile."




  "Suppose—" said Dutcher, and afterward closed his mouth as though caught in mortal confession. Sally Isham came down the stairs. She had heard a good deal of this, as both Dutcher and Isham immediately realized. Both men watched her with a reserved attention. She faced them at the bottom of the stairs, cool with her eyes and throwing their interest back at them.




  She said to Isham, "Should I go, or stay to hear the rest of this?"




  "I think there's very little left to hear," observed Isham, dry as dust with his answer.




  She pulled up her chin, meeting his glance with the same cool gravity. "If I am not to hear your conversations, Will, then you had better warn me beforehand. Both of you have been talking rather loud."




  Isham said to Dutcher, "What did you say?"




  But Dutcher shook his head. "Nothing," he grumbled, and kept his eyes on Sally Isham. He had turned sullen. There was this little silence, with its very evident feeling. Isham stared at his foreman and then, quite quickly, turned to see what was on his wife's face to cause Dutcher to close up. He had sharp intuitions and he knew something was wrong, though he had no information from her contained expression. It made Isham call out in half-irritation, "What is it, Dutcher?"




  Dutcher repeated, "Nothing," and left the room.




  "The man hates me," remarked Sally.




  Isham at once said, "Been discourteous to you in any way?"




  "No. If he were I'd take care of it. I can't blame him, for he knows very well I despise him."




  Isham's glance kept searching her. "Why?"




  "Will," she said, "I don't think he's a good man for Skull."




  "For Skull," replied Isham, very smooth, "he's the best man in the world." He said it smoothly, yet it had its challenge for her, its faint ring of insistence, as though he put his will against her will and wanted her to submit.




  She stood her ground, clearly realizing how perilous this moment was for her and how swiftly his latent suspicions would rise at anything she might say. Yet she had a will that was, in its own quiet fashion, equal to Isham's. It compelled her to speak. Paused before him she looked across the little distance at his set, self-disciplined expression. Her eyes were level with his eyes—and then he stepped away from her, a touched pride showing at the angle of his mouth because of that equality in height. She knew it irritated him, but she could not help it. Her shoulders squared a little and her lips, long and fresh-colored and pleasant, lay in a firm line. She had a resoluteness that heightened her and steadied her body.




  "Will," she said finally, "do you have to break Owen Merritt to get what you want? Is there no other way?"




  "Our bargain," answered Isham, dry and distant, "didn't specify I should protect Merritt, did it?" He was watching her expression and each word she spoke.




  "No. But is it fair?"




  "Sally," he said, "maybe you'd better quit dreaming. When I want a thing I get it. Skull is too big for sentiment, and I'm in too much of a hurry to stop to grieve about any one man. Didn't you know my disposition when you married me?"




  She had her long, calm glance. "I did, Will. But I never saw in you any desire to destroy or kill."




  "Have I killed?"




  "Your men have, Will. You hire them and you support them."




  His voice withdrew from her; it denied her. He had drawn himself straight. He was indomitable, he was quietly relentless. "Merritt's got himself to blame. He was in the party that killed three of my men in Winnemucca. He riddled my line cabin this morning. You think that's all right for him, Sally?"




  "If you had been in his place, Will, what would you have done?"




  "I'm not in his place. It seems you are."




  "Oh, Will, do we have to quarrel?"




  "It is interesting," he said, "to get the truth out of you. Maybe you figure you have made a mistake."




  Her pride was as strong as his pride. Her cheeks flushed, her chin lifted at him; and her temper, then, could not remain humble. "Lately," she said, "you have turned to sarcasm."




  "What is a man to believe?"




  She drew a long breath, steadying her temper, and then was calmer than Isham. "We shouldn't fight, Will. I'm your wife—and I'll never do anything to hurt you. But if I'm to help you I've got to say something. Don't let Dutcher push you into too much trouble. There isn't any reason why you should try to break Owen. He's fighting you now because Dutcher started trouble. Buy him out if you can. Or if you can't, let him alone. Skull is big enough without Christmas Creek. And I can tell you something, though you won't like it. Merritt is popular with people on the desert. If you ruin him or if you kill him you'll make those people hate you."




  He had never ceased to watch her. Malice laid its faint impression on his lips. His reserve remained unbroken, impenetrable. He said, as courteously insistent as ever, "I have wondered about something. Suppose you had known, before we were married, that I meant to go after Merritt. Would you have married me?"




  "What a brutal question," she said in a breathing tone. "Do you want me to answer it?"




  "I want the truth out of you, Sally. It seems I have not had it before, Either that, or you have changed."




  She said directly, "I wouldn't marry a man who told me he intended to commit murder, Will. Or who hired others to commit it for him."




  His eyes widened a little and a degree of paleness came back to his small cheeks—betraying the disturbance inside. And yet he showed her a small, thin smile and bowed his head, saying, "Thanks for the compliment," and went out of the room. Never moving, she heard him later pound across the bridge. It meant he would be going in to The Wells.




  She knew she had destroyed any chance of peace in this house, for his was the kind of pride that could not stand injury. He would never forget her words. Behind his deadly courtesy would lie an everlasting resentment. She felt like crying. Yet, looking back over the scene with a good deal of curiosity at its sudden coming, she suddenly realized that Isham had deliberately pushed her on. There was at times an intentional malice in this man which made him hard to understand. As though he took pride in hurting her.




  She thought, He wants no advice from me. I shall have to keep still. This will have to be patched up somehow. We've got to go on. Still-placed in the quiet room and thinking it over with a long, long care, she knew she could have said nothing else. She was seeing Owen Merritt now, and at once a greater thought went through her like a shock. Her marriage had been a mistake, a tragic error that could never be remedied. It hit her all at once, knocking down her courage and her resolution. She was caught and could not escape. She could do nothing and say nothing. Living in this house, she had to watch Isham pursue Merritt. For he would not change now. If anything, her words had hardened his will only so much the more. She had gone to Owen once. She could not go again. She was Isham's wife.




  Dutcher's voice said, "I want to speak to you, Mrs. Isham."




  It whirled her around. Dutcher came into the room, walking with an aggresive swing of his shoulders. He had long arms and he carried his fists closed as though always prepared to hit at something; and his knees gave a little at each stride. He looked at her in a way leaving no doubt of his dislike. Only it was more definite than it had been before. It was an open hostility that he no longer tried to conceal.




  "Mrs. Isham," he said, "you don't like me and I don't like you. I don't understand how you tricked Isham but I guess a smart man's got to be a fool once. Anyhow, you got a nice livin' out of the deal, and Skull will have to pay the way for them deadhead people of yours."




  "Why don't you tell that to Mr. Isham?" retorted Sally.




  "Maybe you'll tell him."




  "I can take care of myself, Dutcher. It's time you knew that."




  His talk came out of the bottom of his throat. Everything about this huge man was black and heavy and guttural. He had his head down and looked at her with a slanting contempt. That, too, she understood, was another characteristic of his—a contempt for most things and most people. He had a savage, brutelike belief in himself. From her observation she had noticed that only Isham could turn this foreman of Skull into respect.




  He said, "Sure you can take care of yourself. But some things you better not do any more, like goin' up to see Owen Merritt. You do that again and I'll find a way of breakin' you apart. Nobody's going to cheat this ranch while I'm around. From now on you ride close to this house, or else take one of the crew along. Remember that, Mrs. Isham."




  He turned to the door. Before he reached it another thought pulled him around. "Maybe," he said, "you ought to get out of here. Go back to the Broken Bruttes. Isham's going to go after your friend Merritt. If you like the man so much, why stay here, Mrs. Isham? Go tell him we're on his trail."




  He blocked the light of the doorway as he left.




  She went immediately up the stairs, her legs weak from a real fear.




  Isham, going a roundabout way, reached town rather late in the morning. Vail and Tague and Spaugh were in Medary's office, and Isham went there at once.




  He said, "This morning pretty early Owen Merritt shot hell out of my line cabin on Corral Flats and ran for the timber."




  "Why, now," murmured Mike Tague, "he shouldn't ought to have done that."




  None of these men bothered to ask Isham why it had happened. They were old hands and they knew why. Tague looked a little uncomfortable, for he liked Merritt. The others said nothing.




  Medary spoke up mildly. "Maybe you ought to add, Mr. Isham, that George Vird's dead. Merritt brought him to town at midnight."




  "Vird," said Isham at once, his voice quick and arbitrary, "was in on that Winnemucca shootin'. He's been lookin' for trouble and finally he found it."




  "Hate to see it break like this," the sheriff murmured. "Maybe—"




  "Never mind about that, Medary. Skull's been bothered too much by men nighthawkin' its range. Merritt had no right to come on it and start shooting. It's a bad thing to set up before the Piute. You start that in one place and it spreads to another. I'm telling all you men that it might happen to you. So I'm going after Merritt. What I say is, don't give him any help."




  "He shouldn't of done that," said Tague regretfully.




  "Well, I guess you got to stop it," said Clay Spaugh, and no more.




  Swanee Vail, being nearer Skull and therefore more under its shadow, only nodded.




  "Mark, you go out and bring Merritt in," said Isham.




  Medary looked at him. "What for? A trial? No, that won't work, Mr. Isham. You won't get a jury to help you. He'd be turned loose."




  "You do it," insisted Isham.




  But Medary had his own stubborn streak. "I ain't going on a wild goose chase. If Merritt's on the jump, I'd have a hell of a time catchin' up with him. If I brought him in it wouldn't stick. Maybe you don't know something, Mr. Isham. There ain't twelve men on the Piute who like Skull well enough to stick Merritt in the jug for you."




  "What's the matter with you, Medary?" asked Isham, very sharp.




  Mike Tague, always a peacemaker, came into the argument. "I guess maybe that's right, Will. You better go after him yourself." He got up, waving the smoke of his cigar away with his hand, and this move brought Spaugh and Vail likewise up. Isham gave them a close, displeased glance.




  "You fellows run cattle, don't you? You want to see this business get out of hand? If they can shoot at Skull they can shoot at you."




  "Sure," agreed Tague. "But when they shoot at me, Will, I'll do my own huntin'. I'll never ask another man to do it for me."




  "All right. But I'm telling you what it will be like. Don't give Merritt any help."




  The three filed out, leaving Isham with the sheriff. Medary said, "Well, what do you want?"




  Isham got up.




  "Nothing," he answered. "I've changed my mind. I'll take care of it personally."




  "May be best," murmured the sheriff.




  Isham gave him a critical glance. "Mark," he said, "you're crawfishing. Maybe, next election, you ought to take a rest."




  Isham rode directly back to Skull, arriving there around two o'clock and meeting Dutcher. He said, "Saddle me a fresh horse. We're going up to Corral Flats." He went into the kitchen and had a quick meal. Dutcher was outside waiting for him, but Isham walked to the living-room and stood there for a moment, hearing Sally's steps somewhere in the upper part of the house.




  Presently she came down and, as always, his glance went to her face and searched it for expression. But it was smooth and cool and, as before, he felt that odd barrier between them. It brought back his temper to hear her speak as she did.




  She said, driving at once to the trouble between them, "Will, do you want me to leave?"




  He answered that with a small malice in his words. "What would you go back to?"




  He had his moment's pleasure from knowing his question hit her hard; it broke through her composure. She looked at him oddly, repeating, "Do you want me to leave?"




  "No," he said, "that's the last thing I want. You will stay here."




  He showed her the edge of the smile she she knew so well and had begun to fear.




  "Then we've got to talk this out. I can't have you looking at me like that, as though it were all a terrible joke. I can't have you go on believing the worst about me. We've got too many years ahead of us."




  He said, smooth and distant and unstirred, "We'll talk about it. When I come back we'll do all the talking you want."




  "Will—"




  But he had turned through the doorway with a small dismissing motion of his arm. He stepped into the saddle and rode over the yard, Dutcher beside him. He said, "We're going up to Corral Flats. I have decided to visit Mister Merritt."




  "He won't be there," Dutcher said.




  Isham threw a quick, amused glance at his foreman. "Don't worry about that," he answered. "Don't worry about it." Dutcher said nothing more, and so they rode into the hills, Isham entirely silent.




  After Isham had gone Medary sat before the desk with a wry and troubled look on his face. Politics was a game of survival, of, guessing where the power lay. In this country the power belonged to Skull and to the four other big outfits controlling three quarters of the country's range. The little people, the two-bit ranchers and the folks in the Broken Buttes and the homesteaders, didn't count very much, and never would. The division was quite clear and he had, in the course of his own career, played with the big owners, his reward being an undisturbed tenure in office. His course now was pretty simple, as it had always been. Yet the more he thought of it, the worse it got; and presently he rose and crossed to Tom Croker's saloon.




  Tom was another foxy one.




  "Tom," he said, over his glass of whisky, "what do you think?"




  "Merritt? No chance, Mark, no chance."




  "Sure," murmured the sheriff and downed his drink. He dawdled over the bar, tracing a pattern on the wood with his finger. His face was screwed tight, his expression showed a distant irritation.




  "Ain't a thing you can do to help him," said Croker by way of consolation. "Like the boy, don't you? So do I. But he'll cash in his chips. I know Isham. He's an Injun for rememberin'. You know what he remembers?"




  "Yeah, Sally." Then Medary added with a quick discontent, "What'd she marry him for?"




  "He's an Injun," repeated Tom Croker, "and he makes my hair stand when he's around. It takes a pretty tough fellow to do that, Medary. What you goin' to do?"




  Medary had his second drink, which for him was unusual. He said, "I'm going to do the first damfool thing in a long time, Tom," and went to the door. "I'm goin' down to the Fremont to hunt antelope and I won't be back for two weeks."




  He went to the stable and presently reappeared in the saddle, leading a pack horse behind. He struck straight into the Piute, aiming for the blue blur of hills in the distant southwest. He could not help Merritt, whose troubles were past repairing, but in leaving town he knew he'd anger Isham.




  It was, as he said, a foolish thing for a man to do who had cut his milk teeth in the obscure politics of a cattle country. He said to himself with a philosophic resignation, Well, the huntin' ought to be good, anyhow, and faded from The Wells.




  From his hide-out in the hills late that afternoon Merritt saw two riders appear on a little meadow below. He walked down the slope to intercept them. Pay Lankershim grinned, as though all this were a good joke. But Bourke Prine turned his temper loose on Merritt.




  "Why in thunder didn't you come over to my place and let me in on this? I rode to your house this morning. No fire in the stove and nobody around. I went to Nan Melotte's but she hadn't seen nothin' of you. I pick up your trail in town-and I get worried. Then Pay comes along."




  They squatted in the heavy shadows of the pines, Pay Lankershim still smiling. Bourke Prine rolled himself a cigarette, now and then shooting his sharp glance at Merritt, who lay idle and untalkative. "Well," challenged Bourke, "what you going to do?"




  Merritt said, "You been asking that question for a month. I did something, didn't I?"




  "Just a beginning. Isham will follow you to hell now. You can't go back to your ranch." Bourke moved his heavy shoulders to express his dissatisfaction. "Well, we better think of something."




  "You think of something," drawled Merritt. "You're the man that wanted to make a fight."




  Bourke said, "You got an idea in your bonnet when you talk like that. Let's have it."




  "I'm going up to Corral Flats again tonight."




  Pay Lankershim chuckled. "That's the way. We'll all go."




  The three of them sat around, considering it, until Bourke got up and moved to his horse. "All right. I'm going home. Then I'll cut into the high trail and see if I can spot anything. I'll be here when it gets dark."




  Pay had a new thought, and went likewise to his pony. "Think I'll drift up toward the Flats and keep an eye open. Be back same time as Bourke. Meet us here."




  Bourke studied Merritt a little longer. He said, "You got something in your coco." Then the two moved out on their separate trails, and Merritt returned to the high bowl from which, when the spirit moved him, he could scan the long vistas leading down through the open timber.




  Bourke, he thought, was a pretty hard man to fool. And Bourke was right in believing he had something on his mind. Waiting was hard work, and as this day went on his original idea seemed less effective than at sunrise. Lying here, he felt thoroughly outside of everything and out of touch with the Piute. To raise a little hell and run for shelter was, when a man looked at it in cold blood, a defensive gesture but it wasn't fighting. Meanwhile Skull had the country to itself. His ranch house was exposed and probably by tomorrow morning would be burned to the ground. His cattle would undoubtedly be run off. This was what happened to a man on the dodge.




  Flat on his back, he rolled up a cigarette, dragging in the smoke. One small white cloud drifted over the treetops and disappeared. There was a little wind coming over this high point and somewhere a jay made a great racket in the timber. It wasn't Bourke's affair and it wasn't Pay Lankerskhim's affair, but here they were doing the work while he remained idle. Nor did it seem any better when he thought of the risk Sally Isham had taken in coming to his ranch.




  He rose and scanned the lower pines, and circled the bowl. He moved his saddle around and sat on it and watched the sky deepen in color while time dragged and the shadows in the timber began to creep upslope toward him. It was a long day with nothing to do but think, and after a while it occurred to him that a man's thoughts could only go so far until they turned and followed the same trail back. He remembered the way Sally Isham had held to him the night, before; he remembered the intensity of her voice and the fragrance rising from her hair. Then presently, by one of those strange skips of the mind, he found that the image of Nan Melotte was before him, vivid and very real.




  At sundown he rose and saddled the gelding, caught up the two extra horses, and rode downgrade toward his ranch. Not until he was well away from the high point did he realize how quietly the change had come. Running wasn't any good. A man had to stand fast and do his fighting. This was what it amounted to. So he rode on through twilight, deliberately avoiding Bourke and Pay because he didn't want them mixed up in what seemed certain to come, and arrived at the edge of his ranch yard just as full night rolled out of the sky.




  The darkness and the emptiness of the house hit him hard; it was as though he saw his own ruin in advance, and this was the reaction that roused his anger, quick and personal and hot. He had come off the left fork of the hill trail, avoiding the creek. It brought him in: behind the barn and here he left the horses and went on to the back of the house. At the open door he delayed a moment, listening for trouble, then went in. A little later he lighted a lamp, left it on the table, and walked through the front room, stopping on the porch; Nan Melotte's light cut its diamond sparkle through the lower blackness of the desert.




  He had been here only a few minutes—and was turning to go into the house again—when he heard the scuff of horses above the steady rustle of the waterfall. Wheeling back against the wall, he made out Isham's voice. Very cool and very plain, it rose from the slope directly across the creek. "Go straight on. Merritt, is that you? I want to talk to you." Dutcher shouted and horses splashed the shallows of the creek and a gun broke the night; its slug going through the wood of the house wall with a small, rustling echo. The shape of Skull's men appeared. Little yellow-and-purple rosettes of muzzle light began to flash from all their guns.




  Merritt stepped backward; dropped off the end of the porch, and put a shoulder against the wide wall. Half sheltered here, he waited while they rushed on, and laid his quick fire at them. Bullets skimmed the porch boards. One bullet hit the porch post with a definite spat. A horse grunted and fell and a man yelled, "Dutcher—Dutcher!" Isham's voice came on. "Keep going!" Some of them had cut back toward the rear of the house.




  He ducked along the wall and came out at the back yard and saw a man's dismounted shape streaking toward the barn, which was where he also wanted to go, He threw two bullets at that fading shape, and, saw the man fall—and heard him fall, Somebody was in the house, kicking through it at a dead run. The lamplight was killed. Halfway to the barn, Merritt saw a rider gallop in from the back trail and race toward him. He swung sharply away, barely clearing the horse. He took a snap aim at the rider, but held his fire, hearing the man call anxiously, "Dutcher—Dutcher," and rush by.




  Dutcher burst through the back door; howling, "Back here! Mr. Isham, stay out of this for a minute! Come back here—he's in the barn!" Merritt wheeled and whipped a shot toward the house door, but it was wild, for Dutcher's yell was like a terrific whoop of triumph and afterward he laced the night with his answering fire. Other men were rushing up, on foot. Lead scraped around Merritt's feet and his hammer dropped on an empty. Isham called from the side of the house, calm and cool as ever, "Keep on, Dutcher. Keep on." Somebody swung in from the darkness and raced for the barn, and so he was surrounded on three sides and the barn was, for all good use, a hundred miles away.




  He gave ground toward the waterfall, thumbing in fresh shells as he faded back. All this was in a night turned swiftly and completely black. They were pinching in on him, but he saw only the vaguest of shadows, and would have missed them entirely except for the flare of their guns.




  A man had reached the barn and was shooting from there; the hard-packed yard began to give up its dust; acrid to smell.




  He had his revolver loaded and had raised it to fire again when something like a huge scythe cut him off his feet at one stroke and dropped him, knees and hands, to the ground. He felt, at that moment, no pain at all. Nothing but shock and a complete lack of feeling in his left leg. Searching slugs went thwutt on the near-by hard-pan, making him roll over and over. His arm hit the edge of the creek, and the faint slope carried him down into the water, the coldness of the water kicking pain through his left leg at once. Dutcher howled, "Watch that barn, Tuck—he's goin' that way!" Two men ran from the house, passing him within a yard, and trotted toward the barn. He knew then he was through. He pulled himself around in the shallow water and crawled toward the fall. Its spray reached out to him and after another twenty feet the whole solid fall hit him in the back of the neck, knocking him flat. He pushed through it to the little basin inside the fall, his one sound foot supported on the basin's bottom. Resting this way, up to his, ears in water, one hand hooked around a rock on the bank, he heard Isham's men as from a great distance. They were in the barn and afterward their voices came near him, and then they were in the house. He heard furniture and windows smash. He heard doors go down. These sounds grew fainter and fainter and the rock to which he hung seemed to slide beyond his fingers. His leg was solid fire, the pain growing pretty bad.




  There was, at last, no sound at all from the house, and after a long interval, he pulled himself beyond the rock and, with his chest flat on dry land and his feet aloat in the restless surface of the pool, he drifted into a completely black world.




  XII. NAN MELOTTE
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  These hills, and the desert of the Piute, made up a vast whispering gallery wherein the acts of men, no matter how isolated and secretive, soon were known from the remote edge of the Broken Buttes all over to the northern-most side of the Wagon Rim. At noon Starr Bidwell came from the buttes and paused long enough at the schoolhouse to give Nan the news.




  "Merritt," he said, "went to Corral Flats this mornin' and shot up the line cabin." He looked at her with a sly interest. "I hear he was visitin' you last night. I'd be careful about that." He went on to The Wells. Returning from town late in the day he paused at her house to drop fresh information. "Isham's on his trail with a crew. Well, Merritt won't be fool enough to come back to his ranch. He ain't got anything left to come back for anyhow."




  Nan said, "How do you know that?"




  Starr Bidwell grinned again. "I know," he answered, and trotted up the grade, into the butte country.




  He was a Clagg rider and she could draw her own conclusions from what he had said. If Owen Merritt had nothing left it could only mean that Clagg had raided Merritt's range. After her evening meal, Nan stood in front of the cabin and watched night drop layer after layer of enamel-black shadow across the land. Low in the west a new moon showed the palest and thinnest of arcs and the southern wind began to strengthen. This morning a thick crust of ice had formed on her water bucket. First snow wasn't far away.




  All this while she faced the east and waited, as she had done so many times, for Owen Merritt's light to break the black. This night, she told herself, it would not show. After all that had happened Merritt would keep to the hills, avoiding certain trouble from Skull. So when the light did suddenly cut its clear, small flash on the heights she was both puzzled and a little alarmed. He was too smart a man to walk into a trap. Thinking of this, and of what Starr Bidwell had told her, she went to the adjoining lean-to barn, saddled her horse, and started for his place. She had not gone far when the light faded. Well across the flat stretch she began to hear the sound of firing. It grew stronger as she approached, and kept bursting through the stillness until she reached the bottom of the long grade. At this point it petered out. Going up the grade, and halting withing a few hundred feet of the house, she heard them inside the place tearing it to pieces, crashing into anything that would break. Part of the crew roamed the yard. They were calling across the dark, and once she recognized Dutcher's voice—there could be no mistake about that heavy tone—calling out, "Mr. Isham, where are you?" Another man in the barn shouted, "He ain't here, that's a bet."




  A man stepped from the house, drifting toward her. Nan remained thoroughly still until, quite a while later, he swung away. Dutcher said, "Get those horses, Tuck, and come on."




  Isham's voice was quite clear, quite insistent. "Look around once more. He may be hiding out. Look every place."




  This went on for a good quarter hour longer. Somebody struck a match—and quickly killed it when Dutcher roared, "You damn fool, don't do that! Mr. Isham, he's in the brush by now."




  Isham said, "All right." The reluctance and the steel-cold way of his words was something that went through Nan Melotte and made her afraid. They were collecting, they were talking. Dutcher spoke again and the creek rustled to their passage and in a little while all sound of them died in the timber. Nan slid from the saddle and went toward the house with soft steps. Within twenty yards of the place she dropped to the ground. This was her country. She had been raised in it. She knew its people and the way they acted; since childhood she had listened to its stories of trickery and violence and fury until they had become a part of her thinking. This was a part of her nobody knew—this attentive silence that absorbed so much, this stoicism covering ways of thought that could be so earthy and practical and without illusion. This was why she dropped and waited.




  It was as she suspected—Dutcher had left a man behind; for presently he grew weary of his watch and came to life, dragging his boots across the porch. He reached his horse, murmuring at the bottom of his breath, and rode once around the yard, passing quite close to Nan. She heard him grumble, "Oh, well." In a moment he crossed the water and galloped into the hills. Risen, but paused, Nan thought, He must be hurt. It he hadn't been he wouldn't have quit firing. So he's here somewhere. But not in the house, because they've searched it. And not in the barn.




  She called, "Owen," listening to the faint, oncoming sounds of the night. The crickets were chirping again and the wind, colder and colder, brushed through the near-by pines and added volume to the sound of the waterfall in back of the house. She said again, "Owen," in a stronger tone and walked directly toward the barn. "Owen."




  She went into the bam, passed through it to the little corral butting against the pines. He wouldn't run. He would stay near the house and fight. Why else had he come back if not for that? So he was here, somewhere—and hurt. She circled the barn, crossed the yard, and stopped at the house's back doorway. She murmured, "Owen," and heard the echo sibilantly through the empty rooms. Her feeling now was tight and fearful and increasingly desperate. She walked through the house, kicking against broken chairs and capsized furniture. On the porch she called his name again, going to the edge of the creek and following it to the rear of the house. The fall's mist touched her face. She repeated, "Owen—where are you?"




  She heard him as from a great distance. He said, "Over here," but his voice was so dim that it didn't help.




  "Where—Owen? Where?"




  "Here," he called. She knew he was hurt. His tone was thin and faded—and might be anywhere. He seemed to realize it for he said, "Behind the falls."




  The rush of water dimmed the tone. She ran through the spray, circling the straight curtain of water, and got to the gravelly edge of the basin. It was like a steady heavy rain here, wetting her immediately. She bent down and touched his shoulders.




  "Owen, can you walk?"




  "Try," he said. "I'm a little weak. Left leg's no good. Get around on that side."




  She felt him make the effort; he kept grinding his boots against the gravel. His muscles stirred and he got one leg beneath him. She steadied herself beneath his left arm. "All right, Owen. You've got to get up."




  He was up, bearing harder and harder against her. He made a try on his right leg and stepped out of the water.




  His breathing was quick and shallow and his voice got rough. "Let me down, Nan. I can crawl better." He fell on his knees, taking her with him. His elbow struck her across the chest. She held back the cry it brought up. He said, between the in-and-out rush of his wind, "They took my horses."




  She ran over the yard and brought up her pony. He had pulled himself a little farther away from the water. He was on his knees and his arms reached out for her. "Left side," he called and, braced by her shoulder, he rose again. She turned the pony around so that he could grasp the horn, and helped him lift his left leg into the stirrup. He said, quick and small, "A boost now." Nan shoved against his hips. For a moment all his weight was against her and she thought he would fall. Then he dropped his stomach over the saddle and lay there a minute. When he was rested he got his legs in the stirrups and straightened. Nan caught hold of the cantle and climbed behind Merritt, feeling his body shift. She put both arms around his waist. "Can you stay on?"




  "Sure," he breathed.




  They went down the slope at a slow walk and reached the valley floor, plodding toward the light she had left burning. Now and then a tremor of cold gripped him from head to foot and shook him as violently that she had to shove against his weight to keep him steady. When they reached the door of the cabin she had a bad moment. His left leg was useless to him and he was weaker than before. When he rolled from the leather he nearly fell. She supported him through the doorway, over to the corner bed. He dropped on it with a long reaching groan of relief.




  His eyes were coal-black against the pallor of his face. Pain and chill shook him and a dull stain widened on the upper part of his trouser leg. Water dripped from his clothes. He put the back of a hand across his eyes, shielding them against the light. She went over immediately and carried the lamp to another position, and turned to find him faintly smiling.




  She was a straight shape in the room. She stood momentarily still. But she knew what had to be done and turned and pulled down the shades on the two windows and went to him. Seated on the edge of the bed she slipped her arm beneath his wet shoulders and pulled him up. "Your clothes," she said, stripping back his coat. He moved around a little to help her but the increasing slowness of his muscles made her afraid. She threw the coat on the floor and unbuttoned his shirt and undershirt, working quickly, almost urgently. She got off his boots and socks and threw a blanket over him, and stood up a moment. He had dropped full-length on the bed again and for a little while she held his glance, her lips pulled together. "Owen," she said, "it's all right," and reached beneath the blanket and stripped off the rest of his clothes. The pallor of his cheeks was constant. Water glittered through his blond hair and ran along his forehead like sweat. He held his lips straight.




  "Good girl."




  She was moving faster than before, her fear more and more real. She went to a trunk and pulled out a sheet, ripping it in long sections, and got a knife from the kitchen and slashed the mattress at the foot of the bed, removing a piece of batting. Pushing the blanket aside she saw the torn, chewed hole halfway between the hip and knee. The bullet had struck at a shallow angle, smashing through the soft flesh and coming out near the knee. Blood soaked into the batting the moment she put it on; and this loss of blood and the shock of the cold water had deadened him. She added more batting and wrapped the strips of sheeting around it, and tucked the dry edge of the blanket beneath him. She laid all the quilts she had over him, and waited a moment. His muscles were easing a little; he was getting warm and the drawn expression around his lips began to dissolve. She said, with an almost forlorn note, "Why did you go back, Owen?"




  But she didn't wait for his answer. She took the wet clothes into the kitchen, freshened the fire and filled the coffeepot. Waiting for the water to boil, she wrung out the clothes and hung them across a chair's back, as near the heat as she could put them. When the coffee was ready she took him a cup of it, black and laced with whisky from a bottle long carried on her shelf. She supported him while he drank.




  "You work fast in a pinch, Nan."




  She thought, with a terrible relief, "He's going to be all right." Her hand, pressed against the middle of his back, felt an increasing warmth. When he had finished the coffee she let him sink down and returned to the kitchen. All this while she had been thinking of what was to come. Now, slowly heating his clothes over the top of the stove, she made up her mind. Skull was a hard enemy and Isham would never stop now until he found Merritt. The fact that he had himself led his men to Christmas Creek told her how much he wanted Merritt; otherwise he could have left Dutcher in charge. In the morning they would spread out and sooner or later somebody would come to this cabin. Skull's riders, or Clagg, or some other man from the Broken Buttes. All these people were quick-eyed and inquisitive, and a manhunt would set them wild. She knew the Piute thoroughly.




  The springs of the bed groaned. Nan went into the living-room to find Owen shifting his shoulders back and forth. The coffee had warmed him and his nerves were alive again, building up the pain in his leg. She sat on the edge of the bed and slid her hand beneath his neck, as though she wished to lead some of that trouble out of him into herself. Her face showed her wish and her eyes showed it. She bent toward him, murmuring, "Is it so bad, Owen? If you can think of anything I could do—"




  He murmured, "It'll go."




  She said in a long, deep whisper, "I wish I could take it from you."




  He looked at her with a distinct surprise. "Why?" But she didn't answer, and he didn't repeat the question. Her shoulders dropped and turned round as she bent toward him and her Ups were warm and faintly parted. She was a dark girl, hard to know. She didn't give herself away and she didn't talk much. But he saw something wise and grave and wondering in her eyes and he got to thinking—when the pulsing waves of pain let him alone—that it was strange he knew so little of her. Her hand was smooth and pleasant behind his neck; her nearness steadied him. There was a depth to Nan Melotte very real. It was a stillness, a fortitude. He could not get the word he wanted, he could not get close to the meaning. It was as if she held qualities strong and deep that she could not, or would not, show. When she looked at him now he caught the faint shine of it in her eyes, its steady, changeless reflection. It made him say, "I remember your people. That was ten years ago. They had a ranch near Corral Flats."




  She nodded. "We left the country. They were both killed in a runaway at Linkville. I grew up with relatives. And came back here to teach."




  Everything lay in the few slow words. She had a bluntness, sometimes, like a man's bluntness. Well, she had lived alone and asked nothing of anybody; and here she was now, silently holding him, with her lips near and soft.




  "Owen," she murmured, "why did you come back to your place tonight? You knew you'd have trouble."




  The whisky dissolved a little of his pain; it cushioned the steady pound in his leg. He was drowsy and his eyes were closed. He said, "A man can't run all the time, Nan. I got to thinking about that. Have to fight sooner or later."




  Her voice was nearer, gentler. "You like to laugh, Owen. But I haven't seen you laugh for a long time." He thought that was all. But long after her voice, almost humble, added, "If you want me to do it, I'll find a way of getting Sally here."




  He said, "I wasn't thinking of her," and opened his eyes. She drew her hand from his neck. It rested lightly on his chest and then the light in her eyes quickened into brilliance, as though coming through tears. She ran her palm across his head, pressing wetness out of it and afterward he heard her say in the same gently uncertain way, "Sleep a little, Owen."




  He was asleep soon after. She watched him a moment and rose and turned down the lamp to a vague glow. In the distance was a fugitive sound that turned and stilled her until it ran into the desert's long silence. Back in the kitchen she added wood to the stove, rearranged Merritt's clothes on the chairback and packed all the food she could find into a flour sack. She slipped from the house and took the waiting pony around to the lean-to barn. The people of the district had loaned her a buggy which, so far, she had not used, preferring the saddle. Now she unsaddled the pony, harnessed it, and hitched it to the buggy and returned to the house. She made three or four trips to the buggy, packing in the sack of food and a few of her own clothes. She laid out Merritt's gun and belt and her own Winchester on the room table, tore up another sheet, and returned to the kitchen. This was around ten o'clock. At midnight, with Merritt's clothes thoroughly dry, she stood over his bed, watching his face show a faint disturbance in sleep. He needed a longer rest than this; but he needed safety worse. The room was warm and sweat stood out on his forehead. His whiskers made the angles of his features more pronounced. He was a very long man and physically a powerful one, with something inside him that most people had never seen. This was what she thought as she stood there, thoroughly alive to his presence in the room. Then she said, "Owen," and drew him from the fitful nap.




  He was wide-awake, immediately expecting trouble. He tried to rise, and then quit trying. He said, "Somebody coming?"




  "No. But we've got to go. I put my pony to the buggy. We can get pretty far up in the Broken Buttes before daylight. You can't stay here."




  He said, "Puts you in a bad position."




  She turned it aside with a shrug of her shoulders. "Is it wrong, Owen?"




  "Your life is yours, Nan. Don't get mixed up in mine. Give me the buggy and I'll hit out for the Fremont."




  She moved around him, and he caught again that hint of resoluteness which seemed to guide all her ways. She put his clothes on the bed and turned into the kitchen and stood there listening to the quick, hard labor of his breathing; and suddenly she turned back into the room and finished his dressing for him. She said, "You see?"




  He sat on the edge of the bed, hard hit and half exhausted, while she stripped the blankets from the bed and put them in the buggy. She put his gun belt around him and turned her shoulder under his arm, and so he got to the buggy. They had a few minutes' trouble but he drew himself in largely with his arms and afterward Nan took a quilt from the house and covered him with it. After she had extinguished the house light and brought out the Winchester she stood a moment in the chilly blackness of the night, thinking carefully of what she might have overlooked. She made another trip to the barn for the ax—and one more trip to the house for a butcher knife. Then she got beside Merritt and turned the horse toward Stage Coach Pass. They went through the pass, into the border of East Desert, riding steadily south in the direction of Winnemucca. The moon's thin crescent hung oddly in the low sky, against which the shoulder of the Broken Butte country showed its back continuous lump. There was no talk until, long after, she said, "Owen—is it pretty bad?"




  "No," he said. "No."




  Following down the stage road, they came to the rocky course of a river's ancient bed and rattled over it for three or four miles. At two o'clock that morning Nan turned into the heavy shadows of the buttes and went up a canyon, rising with it toward the sky. At three-thirty, light began to break through the east and they were lost in a world of bald ridges, rising and falling from gulch to gulch. The deeper they went the poorer became the trail. At daylight they had dropped into a deep gorge whose straight-sided walls rose a hundred feet from a shallow flowing creek. Nan Melotte found a tortuous grade down to the creek, and followed it until a rocky shoulder barred further progress with the buggy. A round tunnel led back from the creek fifteen feet or more, bored out of the sandstone in ages past by a violent eddy of the creek. Nan drove into it, threw out the blankets and made a bed on the hard floor. Owen Merritt slid from the seat, bracing his one good leg on the hub. His arms shook a little when he hung to the side of the buggy. Nan put her shoulder against him and felt his weight sag. He went to his knees, reached the blankets and rolled over once. "All right," he said in a dragging voice, "here's home."




  The ride had taken all strength from him. He lay thoroughly still, with his face turned to the tunnel's ceiling and his eyes round-wide. She left him and unharnessed the horse and tied it to a boulder. Morning's light dropped into the canyon. Between these narrow walls the sound of the creek was restless and chuckling and loud. Nan watched the high-up rims a moment, then moved into the tunnel, crept beneath the quilt covering Merritt and lay listening to his disturbed breathing. She put her hand on his shoulder. She murmured. "It's all right, Owen."




  XIII. "A WOMAN'S WITH HIM"
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  When Skull splashed over Christmas Creek and opened fire on Merritt's house Hugh Clagg was swinging through the higher hills with Tempe Killeen and Pete Mariels. Meanwhile he had dispatched Ray Neale and Starr Bidwell to a lower corner of Skull's range. Later that night the five men came together and, with both Skull and Merritt beef traveling before them, fell out of the Bunchgrass Hills into East Desert, crossed the stage road, and entered the Broken Buttes country. Here and there, in one or another hidden hollow they came by, lights sparkled from isolated cabins; and sometimes they were near enough to these places to rouse a dog. But this was a well-used trail for Clagg. He knew the people along the way very well and had complete immunity. In the Broken Buttes nobody asked questions and, nobody talked; and now and then when any of these inhabitants wanted beef they knew where to get it.




  Far back in the wilder part of the Buttes he made camp, well pleased with himself. Three more nights of travel would see the beef sold to a cattleman over on the edge of the Black Rock Desert in Nevada, no questions asked. Next morning Clagg left Tempe Killeen in charge of the camp and drifted back toward the Piute. At the Bidwell cabin he picked up the news of the fight from Sally's father. Near the long grade into the desert he passed one of the Cordray boys. There was, the boy said, no school and no teacher. When he reached Nan Melotte's house, Hugh Clagg knocked once and went in. He saw the ripped-up bed and the stains of blood near by, the empty kitchen shelves and, in the lean-to shed, the missing horse and buggy. He knew then what had happened.




  He stood in the middle of the front room, a cigarette puckered between his lips and his eyes half closed, There was in Hugh Clagg a hatred of Owen Merritt as permanent as the color of his hair, a hatred that produced the strong desire to break or humble Merritt, to ruin him, to remove that sensation which the big man always created, which was like a sudden shadow falling on him, on Clagg. Clagg couldn't help it. And now, knowing why Nan had gone, he also realized that this girl had never at any moment thought of him in any favorable light. Careless and indifferent as Clagg seemed to be, there were in him, nevertheless his moments of great desire for the good things of life, and a slowly growing knowledge that these good things would never come. He saw his own destiny pretty clearly. He hated himself for his weakness, and hated all others whose lives were better balanced. What turned him at once uncontrollable was the knowledge that Owen Merritt could, without lifting a hand, draw Nan Melotte into the hills with him while he, Hugh Clagg, roused in her nothing but fear. He wasn't a fool; he had seen fear in her eyes. And then he realized why Will Isham had at last turned Skull loose. Isham had everything except his own wife. The shadow of Merritt was on Isham too, turning Isham crazy.




  He moved around the room and his leg struck the small table in the front room and knocked it over, and the sound of that crash suddenly ripped the thin covering off his restraint and he went wild. He tipped over the bed, kicking the framework to pieces with his boots. He tore the shades from the windows, knocked out the glass panes with the butt of his gun, took the little row of books standing on a corner shelf between his hands and broke them apart. He trotted into the kitchen and batted the stovepipe down with one swing of his fist and swept all the dishes he could find to the floor, grinding them beneath his heels. He tore the shelves from the wall; he seized a stick of wood and beat in the cast-iron sides of the stove.




  Ten minutes later, breathing from the bottom of his chest and drenched by the sweat of his unreasoning labors, he walked from a house as thoroughly ruined as he could make it, swung up to his horse and turned out on the flats. He followed the tracks of Nan Melotte's buggy as far as Stage Pass and there halted, bringing his knowledge of the country into play. Maybe they had gone toward Winnemucca, maybe into the east side of the Broken Buttes, or maybe straight over East Desert and out of the country. A little searching would soon enough tell, but instead of keeping on the trail he curved past Merritt's house and hit the climbing trail to Corral Flats. He passed the ranch house near enough to see what Skull had done to it, and a thoroughly unsentimental grin showed on his face. "Isham and me." Isham's frame of mind, which he so thoroughly understood right now, appealed to the latent malice in him.




  Near Lankershim's meadow a Skull rider stepped out of the trees and stopped him.




  "What the hell you doin' here again?"




  "Isham up yonder?"




  "Yeah."




  Clagg brushed by the Skull man. A mile short of Corral Flats he was stopped another time. He heard men talking in the deeper timber and turned that way. Dutcher and two riders were just then coming in from some sort of scout, their ponies looking pretty tired. Isham sat on a log, small and stiff and showing Hugh Clagg no favorable regard. It made Clagg smile, for he remembered again what ate so bitterly at the Skull owner's pride.




  Dutcher said brusquely, "What the hell you grinnin' at?"




  "Nice day, ain't it?" suggested Clagg, and turned on Isham. "Which way you looking for friend Merritt?"




  Dutcher kept breaking into this talk. "Kind of curious about the man?"




  "I can look, too. Maybe we can split this up and save some time. Or didn't you care about time?"




  Isham stared at Clagg. "What you want with him? Why?"




  Clagg's smile was quick, thin cut across his face. "A woman," he said.




  Dutcher walked nearer. Isham stood up from the log. He said, "What's that?" in a rising tone.




  "A woman's with him."




  "Where'd you find that out?"




  Clagg looked around at the Skull crew, not sparing his insolence. "You didn't know that yet? You got a hell of a poor crew, Isham."




  Dutcher said, his voice more overbearing, "He was hit and he wouldn't get far. He's around these hills somewhere."




  Clagg said, "All right, you keep lookin' this way and I'll look my way." One moment he had been willing to talk, the next moment he suddenly felt affronted by the austere dislike of Isham's glance. He had come here to tell them about the wagon tracks. Now he changed his mind, impelled by that contradictory side of him which so powerfully governed his life. "You do it your way," he added, shortly. "I never waste my time on damn fools."




  "Wait," broke out Isham. "What woman?"




  Everybody knew what was in Isham's mind. Hugh Clagg, watching the Skull owner's face, realized that Isham knew everybody understood what was on his mind. It was a kind of torture that could not remain altogether hidden. Clagg's unstable temper balanced on the thin edge of safety and malice—and chose the latter, risky as it was.




  "Not the lady you're thinkin' about, Isham."




  He thought for a moment that Isham meant to draw on him. The man's cheeks were seized by a pale killing impulse; he threw his chin quite high, he swayed forward, and for a long run of time nobody stirred. Then Isham said, scarcely opening his lips, "Get along, Clagg."




  Clagg trotted away. At Pay Lankershim's meadow he slanted over the southern prow of the Bunchgrass Hills and fell into the stage road, coming upon Nan Melotte's buggy tracks. These took him well down the stage road until, in the middle of the afternoon, he saw them die in the gravelly course of a dry river bed. Here he stopped, making his own careful conclusions. Those two, he decided, would be up in the Broken Buttes somewhere. It was a big country to cover, but there was plenty of time and the hunting would be a pleasure. He swung directly into the butte country, aiming back to his crew. The hunting, he repeated to himself, would be a pleasure.




  As soon as he had gone, Isham turned on Dutcher. "Go back to the ranch," he said, "and bring up a few more hands. Bring along some supplies."




  Dutcher swung into the saddle. "He ain't far away, Mr. Isham. I just found where he camped on the crown of Bald Peak."




  "We'll find out," said Isham. Then, as Dutcher turned to go, he added, "Tell Mrs. Isham I wish her to stay on the ranch."




  Dutcher went away and the other riders faded back, continuing the scout. Isham sat down on the log, crouched over with his arms across his knees, with his eyes pointed to the ground. He remembered what Clagg had said. Apparently, then, the whole country understood that he was a fool. Crouched in that cramped posture, his mind embittered beyond repair by the unforgivable fact, he was seized by the terrific desire to destroy the source of his humiliation. He would never have peace until then.




  On Bourke Prine's little ranch at the base of the Bunchgrass Hills, halfway between town and Merritt's place, Prine and Pay Lankershim and Cultus Charley held a war meeting the same afternoon. Pay and Bourke had scouted the hills most of the night, out of range of the trouble which had taken place on Merritt's ranch. Going down there near daylight they had at last read the story of the wreckage. Now they were here, gloomy and disturbed. Cultus Charley had drifted in for a meal and was inclined to move along now. But Bourke stayed him.




  "You're a damn poor excuse for an Indian, Charley, but maybe I can use you."




  "Well," said Pay, "if he's alive he's in these hills somewhere. He wouldn't leave the country. Not now."




  "Isham will be on his trail," said Bourke. "And maybe we just better find a spot somewhere and watch what Skull does. Charley, how good are your eyes, for trackin'?"




  "My father good."




  "What's your father got to do with you?"




  "I almost as good."




  "Then you get on that trail and find him."




  "Sure. You got a drink?"




  "You find where he's hidin' and I'll buy you a gallon."




  Cultus Charley considered this a good while. He said, "All right," and rose and left the ranch. Bourke and Pay watched him lope into the timber, neither man harboring much hope. Pay said, "Hell, he's no good. He'll curl up and go to sleep somewhere and come back to panhandle another meal."




  Bourke stamped around the room. He said, "What did Owen go back there for? Why didn't he meet us?"




  Pay said, "Tom Crocker told me Medary pulled out today. Went huntin'. A little scared of the fuss."




  "The country's goin' to bust wide open," grumbled Bourke.




  Pay stretched his long legs out from the chair and considered them with a faded, wise glance. "Let 'er bust. That gives me an idea. I don't think Mr. Isham will like it." He rose and went to the door. "I'm goin' in to town again. Maybe somethin's come up. We goin' back in the hills tonight?"




  "Sure."




  "Son," said Pay, reassuringly, "don't you fret about Merritt. He's pretty tough. As for you and me—we can raise a little hell too. I'll be back two hours after dark."




  Isham left Skull's home quarters on Thursday and returned on Monday. Those intervening three days were as bad as any Sally Isham could recall. Dutcher rode in once to take part of the crew back to the hills, but he didn't come near her and after he left she noticed that one man always made it a point to remain in the yard near the house, as though on guard. On Sunday, hard hit by the uncertainty and the loneliness of her position, she saddled up and started for The Wells. One of the crew jumped on a horse and overtook her at the foot of the rim grade. He was blunt enough with his orders. "Mr. Isham wants you to stay by the ranch." Looking at him, she thought she saw some of Dutcher's insolent knowledge mirrored in this man's eyes. She turned back without arguing.




  The silence of the house closed around her. At night she heard riders coming in and going away again, but if there was news it never reached her. Alone in the big living-room, she thought of Owen Merritt, knowing that some definite break had occurred to cause all this upset on Skull, knowing that Isham would never be riding these, hills so consistently unless it was because of Merritt. She remembered, at these times, Owen's long slow smile as it had been in the past, and she remembered, because she could not help it, the things he had said to her in the darkness of the hotel stairway. Those words came back; they all came back.




  And then, because a need for honesty compelled her to it, she analyzed her own actions, her own thoughts. Had she been disloyal to Will Isham? Her situation here became more and more hopeless. Was it retribution for anything she had done, or had failed to do? She went back over the whole thing carefully, needing to know the answer. She had been frank with Isham in the beginning and he had known before marriage what her feelings were. She had been careful to tell him that love was not a part of the bargain. He had, she recalled, listened to that explanation very quietly, and had said, "Very well, Sally. Many marriages have started off with less honesty than this one will. I shall do my part and I know you will do yours."




  She had tried to live up to her obligations. She had tried to make up, by other things, for the affection they both knew was lacking. Then, there was only one thing left—which was her visit to Owen Merritt. She knew now that this had been a mistake. And yet she had gone, not to betray Isham, but to avoid a fight.




  This was what she kept remembering those long, long three days of silence and doubt. Now she understood what Owen Merritt had meant in saying that one day she would discover that her mind was one thing and her heart another. To realize it was to feel how tragic the situation had become. For now, with Isham turned against her, suspicious of her actions and doubting her loyalty and tormented by her past friendship for Merritt, she saw her hard choice turning to nothing.




  He came home Monday night after dusk, grimed by dust and ragged from want of sleep. When he entered the house he went past her without speaking. Always a man careful of personal appearance, he shaved and changed his clothes, and came down to a late supper in the dining-room. She had already eaten, but she followed him, closing both the kitchen and living-room doors. He looked at her with an unmistakable irritation. "Can't you let a man alone when he's hungry?"




  She said, gently, "All right, Will," and returned to the living-room, waiting there. When he came out he started for the yard again, ignoring her. This time she knew that they had to have it out.




  "Wait," she said. "There's no use putting this off. There won't be any better time."




  He was at the doorway. He stopped there, thinking about it, and presently turned with a shrug of his shoulders. "No," he said, "I guess not. But what can I say, or you say, that hasn't been said?"




  "I don't want this marriage to fail, Will."




  He had a sharp, swift way of catching up her words. "I suppose it is a matter of pride with you, Sally. You don't want the Piute to know you couldn't stick on Skull."




  She repeated, "I don't want to be a failure. I made a bargain. I want to keep it. You have been treating me badly, Will. I have asked for nothing and I haven't expected anything. We both knew how we felt. There hasn't been any change in that. There's no reason for us to give up. I made a promise to you and I didn't come here with the idea of running away when the first quarrel came up. I won't run! I'll keep my part of the bargain. I always intended to do that. But you've got to be fair with me."




  "Fair?" he said, his tone skeptical and unbelieving.




  "Have I done anything wrong?"




  "Not to my knowledge."




  "Do you think I misled you in anything I said, before we were married?"




  "No," he said. "I got just what I expected."




  He had a small, humorless smile at the edge of his lips. He watched her with a consistent irony in his eyes, as though he enjoyed the scene. But she knew better. He was a man with a deep- set temper, whose pride, quick to feel affront, nourished those affronts far down in the brooding places of his memory. She could not bring them to the surface and dissolve them by reason or argument. She could not make him speak out. It caused her to say, with a growing desperateness, "Will, what have I done?"




  He was smooth and unyielding. "Nothing. Nothing at all. Are you through, Sally? We're getting nowhere."




  Then, because she knew of no other way to shatter that apparent indifference, she spoke of the one thing she knew was dangerous. "I know. You can't forget I once went with Owen."




  That took the smile from his lips, instantly and completely. His eyes were gray and hot—and showed the edge of misery.




  "When you speak his name your voice goes soft. It gives you away, Sally."




  "Will—"




  He interrupted, aroused at last. "Wait a minute. You want to know what the trouble is. I think you know, but I'll just give you my side of it. I have had very little experience with women, Sally. I knew you were in love with Owen at the time I married you. You didn't say so, but it was pretty plain. I had the idea that it would pass. You see—I didn't know. But I can thank you for a good deal of education in that regard the last few days. You'll never change in a thousand years. Maybe that's the way all women are, or maybe it is just the way you are. I don't know and life is too damned short to find out, but anyhow as long as you're both alive it will be you and Owen. It won't be you and me, Sally."




  "Will," she said, small and quick, "you're wrong. That's all over."




  His smile came back, cheerless and bitter. "So far you haven't lied to me. Don't begin."




  She went away from him, as far as the corner of the room, and turned, still desperately intent. "I wish you'd try to forget that. Whatever happened then is behind me. I came here with all that put away. I told you, the first night in this house, that I'd do what you wished to be done. That is what I want to do. If I've got to make myself over to suit you, I will. Tell me what kind of wife you want."




  It came out so headlong—this rush of eager, hard-pressed words. She stood straight, with her shoulders squared and a stronge color on her cheeks; and with her hands risen and doubled, though she didn't realize it. Keyed to this emotional pitch, Sally Isham showed him a kind of iron resolution rarely seen in a woman, and showed him, too, at that moment, something like actual beauty. He saw it and had his moment of awareness and was tremendously stirred. Afterward his memory went back into its deep place and revived the smoldering animosity there.




  He said in his disturbed voice, "You'd be willing to do anything to protect Owen Merritt. You'd promise anything. You're that kind of a woman and God knows the man that has your heart has a wonderful thing. You'd go to hell for him."




  She flung her words at him in a low, husky intensity.




  "Will—Will! Don't let's quarrel! I don't want to fail! I won't let our lives be ruined like this."




  He stood by the center table, one hand resting on it. His head was down, and for a moment Sally thought she had reached into him and got hold of his sane impulses. When he looked up, she knew she had failed. The faint and crooked line of a smile was back on his lips. She wasn't fooled by the easy way he spoke or by the indifference covering him again.




  He said, "Three nights ago we went down, to Merritt's house. He got away from us, but we'll keep on looking. I think we hit him. Next morning Hugh Clagg dropped in to tell me Merritt had gone into the hills with a woman. I asked him what woman. Do you know what he said? He said, 'Not the woman you're thinking about, Isham.' It is quite a joke, isn't it? Everybody on the Piute can laugh about that, except me." He watched her with his everlastingly alert eyes. She showed him her old composure, but he thought she listened to him with a greater care. He thought he had roused her. He added, "You wouldn't know what woman did go away with him, would you?"




  Her lips scarcely moved. "No."




  "It will be interesting—finding out." He moved to the door.




  Her voice came after him, quite tired. "Will—what do you want me to do?"




  He turned again, shaking his head. "It is not so hopeless, yet. There may be a change. Could you keep on loving a man when he was dead, Sally?"




  He went from the room with that last phrase hanging to the stillness, so final and so clear. She understood at last that he would never rest until he found Owen and had killed him. His pride had that consuming, incessant reach. She walked around the room almost aimlessly, too tired at the moment to feel much, drained dry by what she had been through. From her position by the window she saw him turn toward the hills. A Skull man walked over the yard and squatted in the late sunshine before the house. She went to the rear of the room and sat down, hands folded in her lap. There was, she realized, nothing more to say. She had said it all to him, without effect; and so her marriage, which she secretly admitted as a mistake, had come to this miserable ending—with no hope for betterment one way or the other.




  She could not remain in the chair. Once more turning from wall to wall, she remembered what Isham had said about the other woman. It would be Nan Melotte, she thought, and felt an instant resentment. Well, she had surrendered many things in marriage. Most important of all, she had surrendered any claim to Owen Merritt's heart. He could do as he pleased. This she told herself, and still she could not check that feeling of anger. How could he put aside so soon—or how could he ever put aside—all that had once held them together? How could he look into another woman's eyes and touch another woman's face? If he had been hit by a bullet in the fight where was he now? Now, at this very moment, what was he saying to Nan Melotte—and what was she doing for him? This thought was hardest. This thought told her at last how great a mistake her own pride had caused her to commit. Somewhere in the hills Nan Melotte was where she, Sally, ought to be. Hard-caught in her thoughts, she built up the picture. Of Owen's long lips turned in smiling and his voice, so indolently musical, reaching out to please the girl. There was a scar near his left temple and the skin at the base of his neck had an extra ruddiness from the sun; and sometimes when he was stirred he could, by the very power of his personality, make any woman in the world come to him. Any woman. Nan Melotte.




  Isham had gone and light faded out of the sky and a cold wind began to flow. The supper triangle rang; men's voices came from the mess hall adjoining. She rose and shut the door and went back to her chair. She could not run. She had made her bargain. No matter how hard the circumstances, here was her place.




  That night, with full darkness covering Skull, a pale glow began to rise from the haystacks in the lower meadows, turning swiftly into great wedge-shaped masses of flame pouring crimson toward the sky. The Skull crew rushed out there. But Pay Lankershim, retreating from the fires, reached the valley's high rim and turned to laugh at what he had done, and galloped on toward Bourke Prine's ranch.




  In the tunnel at the bottom of the canyon Nan Melotte slept only by shallow intervals, constantly wakened by the restless turning of the big man beside her. She could see nothing in the thorough darkness, but she heard the impact of pain on his breathing each time he tried to shift the weight of his leg. Placing her hand along his cheek she could feel its coldness. He had lost a great deal of blood. Once in the long early morning hours he asked for a drink of water and afterward fell into a more solid sleep. Later she observed that he was pale, and quite weak. Breaking up the sides of the buggy, she started a fire and made breakfast of coffee and bacon and was troubled when he only took the coffee. Even his voice was unsteady. "Where is this?"




  "The east fork of Rock Creek, Owen."




  "Curl up and catch a little rest."




  She said, "I'm not sleepy. How do you feel?"




  "All right."




  She watched him drift into slumber. He had taken her hand and now she sat cross-legged beside him, patiently waiting for his grip to relax, afraid to disturb him. Long afterward she slipped into the canyon and took her bearings.




  The walls of the canyon, dark with the acute-slanted shadows of early morning, ran up a hundred feet, its course cutting generally through a rugged land she could not see but knew very well from memory. The creek was about twenty feet wide and covered the bottom of this gorge completely; it came around a sharp bend, passed the tunnel with a shallow dashing, and turned another bend. Down there, not far away, a steady, grumbling echo indicated a fall of some size, In many ways this was a good hideout, being deep in the Broken Buttes and a good distance from anybody's cabin. Water and shelter were here, but she had to find a way of getting the pony to grass.




  At intervals she turned into the tunnel to watch Owen and to replace the blankets that his restless turning kept throwing aside. The rocky floor of the tunnel made a poor bed. His leg, she observed, never ceased troubling him. He drifted in and out of small periods of half-sleep; and at those times when he was awake she laid her hand on his chest and held it there, her lips and eyes trying to help him. He didn't talk much, but once he said, "That's a comfort."




  At noon she made weak coffee and cut a piece of bread from the one loaf she had brought along. He didn't want it. She said, "Try, Owen. Try to eat." There was a weakness, a passiveness about him that troubled her and made her insist. But when she saw how poor an attempt he made at the food she gave up. His face took on color, and a fever began to heat his skin. She knew then trouble was ahead.




  The buggy was all the wood they had, and of no other use to them now. She broke it apart with an ax and chopped it in small pieces, throwing the metal parts into the creek. She made a small rock dam at the creek's edge and placed the bacon and a can of condensed milk there to cool. She had a little sugar and flour, the rest of the bread, and some coffee; and that was all. Hunger made the pony restless. It kept backing into the water, it kept turning; and thinking always of discovery, she pulled it deeper into the tunnel and made a shorter tie around a rock. There wasn't anything more to do; the sense of being alone and responsible for Owen was suddenly a heavy weight on her shoulders. She sat beside him, listening to the increased labor of his breathing. His skin was hot and quite dry. She bent forward, her hands doubled up but not touching him, and she tried to throw her own strength into him by silently calling his name, by reaching out to him with her own cool resistance.




  There wasn't anything to do. That afternoon ran out its long, straining hours and the shadows of a night she actually dreaded thickened in the canyon. Merritt was awake again.




  "Owen," she murmured, "I've got to take the horse up to the rim and let him feed. I won't be gone very long."




  He nodded; he showed her a smile. Leading the pony down the shallow side of the creek, she recognized the uncertainty of that smile and was increasingly troubled. The diagonal shelving of the road showed before her and she went up through the forming darkness to the surface of the Broken Butte country. The land lay around her in formless domes and ridges, barren and untimbered and gray in the thick twilight. All this cut a ragged silhouette out of the sky's empty background. The horse pulled at the rope, reaching for the scattered bunchgrass, and she followed him this way, letting him graze while the chill of a fresher breeze got through her clothes. The hunger of the pony kept him on the travel; the light died completely and the broken half-bark, half- howl of coyotes began to ride the blackness, accenting this land's loneliness. The smell of earth was in the wind, the raw pungency of it stronger than any other smell; and the feel of winter was in it, sharply imminent. A grazing muletail, or perhaps an antelope, caught her scent and blasted the stillness with an expelled breath and went scudding away. The stars sent down their frosty glinting upon this broken land, on ridge and pocket and canyon and hidden defile—on her and on the campfires of other people camped in the hills. She had no doubt of that. Somewhere Skull and Hugh Clagg, and all those people who hated Owen Merritt for what he was, would be hunting. This was the second day and they were still distant. But they would come closer.




  She led the pony into the canyon at the end of an hour or so, fearing to leave Owen longer. The small fire had died, to the smallest glow on the rocky floor. Owen's breathing, when she crept beside him, was definitely heavier, and the heat of his body came through his clothes. Lying there, she murmured, "Owen, how do you feel?" and got no answer. He kept turning on his shoulder baldes. He threw out his arm unexpectedly and caught her across the mouth. She put her head down against him, clenching her teeth together to keep from crying, tasting blood. She could not help him and for the first time she let the fear latent in her heart have its way. What if he died? That night she passed without sleep, always beside him, always reaching out to replace the blankets he kept threshing aside.




  By daylight he was deep-caught by the infection in his blood. She mixed condensed milk in a cup of water but could not get him to drink it. In the middle of the afternoon she heard the tag end of a gunshot echoing in the canyon, and crouched back in the tunnel, holding the restless pony by its rope and listening for another shot. But that was all. That dusk, with Owen lying motionless on the quilts, she did not dare take the pony up to feed, and made a double hitch around the rock for fear of losing him. She had no appetite. Her bones ached and odd thoughts, born of this lonely waiting, began to come to her. She remembered a dance long ago, herself sitting in a corner of the hall watching Sally go by with Owen Merritt—a tall girl, made beautiful by strong pride and turned gay that night because of Merritt's presence.




  Lying beside Merritt again, acutely aware of the motionlessness of his body, she felt strong anger rise. All this had happened to Owen because of Sally Isham; all this. Yet Sally was still in the big man's heart, whether he knew it or not—and he was in Sally's heart. It didn't matter that Sally was married. Nothing mattered. Those two people would never change. She reached out and laid her hand on Merritt, catching the heavy beat of his heart. She had then her small moment of possession, realizing that this was all she would ever have. And she spoke through the blanketing dark—knowing Owen wouldn't hear, "I'm close to you now, my dear. As close as I'll ever get." Somewhere in the filmy grayness preceding daylight she fell asleep. When she woke it was full day. Merritt's arm lay over her and part of the blanket covered her, and for a moment she didn't move, fearing to wake him. Then she heard him say, "I've been watching you sleep. You've got your fist tucked up against your mouth, like a little kid."




  Astonished by the clearness of his words, she lifted herself around. Whiskers blackened his jaws and his lips were cracked and the hollows of his cheekbones were distinct. But his eyes were free from the cloud that had been in them and he was smiling. She knelt over him and put a hand against his neck. The fever had gone out of him.




  He said, "Not much energy. But I could eat. What day is this?"




  The blackness of the past hours faded and she didn't know until this moment how great the strain had been, for she felt suddenly lightheaded and irresponsible. Never thinking, she bent down and kissed him. When she drew back she watched his smile fade. For a moment they were watching each other with the deepest, completest soberness. Then she got up, trying to make her voice even. "Never mind; Owen. It was an accident—and I guess we're entitled to one accident."
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  Nan built up a fire and fed Merritt a piece of bread and a cup of calico tea. He was tremendously hungry but she held him off an hour or more before letting him eat again. Meanwhile she took a piece of the torn sheet she had brought along and washed his face, and tried to readjust the quilts beneath him. He was extremely cheerful even though he kept shifting his shoulders on the hard flooring of the tunnel. His glance followed her as she moved about and some pleasant thought in his mind kept him smiling. After a noon meal made from the very meager supplies he fell into another sound sleep.




  Relief let her down. It turned her tired and a little irritable. She had been very conscious of his eyes and for the first time in three days she was aware of her own appearance and felt ashamed. She had brought along neither soap nor comb and the ice-cold water of the creek didn't help much. Using the calm edge of the creek as a mirror she made some effort to rearrange her hair, but the blurred image she received back from it almost made her cry. In this depressed, half-stormy mood he found her when he woke.




  He said, "What's the matter?"




  "I'm the world's ugliest woman. My face and hands are plain dirty. I didn't bring any soap. My hair—"




  He was smiling again, which aroused her rebellious protest. "What's funny about it, Owen? You needn't make me feel any worse. Don't look at me so closely."




  "When a woman gets to thinking about her looks I guess old times are back. What you need is some sleep. I know. It's been kind of tough on you to sit around here."




  "What I need is a bath."




  He said, "There's the creek. Speaking of looks, I must be a pretty poor copy of God's handiwork." His fingers scrubbed the metal edge of his whiskers. "Sounds like a coyote going through dry brush. Damn things itch like sin. Never was able to figure how some fellows could endure wearing beards. I remember something from yesterday afternoon. A fly walked across my chin, on top of the whiskers. It felt like he was on stilts. He'd get himself on one whisker, then he'd move over to another one, all this time workin' toward my nose. Well, it was one way of keeping interested. I got to wondering if he'd break his neck when he fell off. That's a little better, Nan. I like to see you smile."




  Her smile came, and soon went away. Her eyes then were very dark. "Is that all you thought about, Owen?"




  "No." He read something in her glance that brought up a question. "What made you ask me if I wanted to see Sally? It was a queer idea."




  "Was it? Was it such a queer idea?"




  "Damned queer," he grumbled.




  Something got between them, destroying the moment of ease and cheerfulness. She turned out of the tunnel. He watched her go with a puzzled, heavy expression in his eyes. That evening she took the pony up for graze and remained away two hours. The fire was out when she returned and a coldness, damp and clinging, lay in the bottom of the canyon. She thought Merritt had fallen asleep, but his voice came through the black, unexpected enough to startle her. "You were a little long."




  "He was pretty hungry."




  That was all. Something had left them, so suddenly, so completely. She tied the pony and went to the creek's edge, watching the rim of the canyon pencil its charcoal line against the paler velvet of the sky. This night the roar of the falls in the lower reaches of the canyon seemed louder than before, and the loneliness and uncertainty was greater than before. What, she wondered, had so suddenly happened to her feelings? She had never been so down-hearted. So she stood there, with the chill coming through her clothes, constraint holding her away from the tunnel. Quite a while later Merritt's voice came to her.




  "I know. But it's too cold for you there, Nan."




  She went in. Lying beside him, sharing the blankets and grateful for the added warmth of his body, she felt almost afraid to stir. It was an odd emotion, after all that had happened. It was a reaction from an intimacy that had been. Some sense of desperateness had pulled them together, and his weakness had made her strong. Now that was gone and she felt almost ashamed. More than this, she remembered how irritable the mention of Sally's name had made him and to her it was as though he had been touched in a sore spot that would not heal. This was the way it would be, always, between Merritt and Sally Isham. She thought, It would be better if those two left everything else and went away together. Isham doesn't matter to Sally. And I don't matter to Owen. If I were Sally I'd be hunting these hills for him and I'd find him. Then she thought of the scraps of food left in the sack, and of Skull's men ranging these hills, and of Hugh Clagg, and a little tremor, both of cold and of fear, shook her body. Merritt's hand came over and dropped on her shoulder. She lay wholly still for a moment, touched by another kind of fear—of him and of herself. After a while she moved her shoulder. He pulled his hand immediately away. She didn't know when she fell asleep.




  The next day she took stock of the food supply and knew they would soon be hungry. He said nothing, but she noticed the way he checked himself when he ate, and she noticed, too, a restlessness growing on him. He would be thinking, she understood, of the danger hanging over them, and of his own temporary inability to help. That afternoon she slipped down the canyon a few yards and took a quick swim in the creek, and came back with her teeth chattering. But it made her much more cheerful, it restored her courage, and for a time she forgot the reserve between them. She built a small fire and sat beside him. And then, out of the long distance, came the fading roll of a gunshot. Owen stared up at the tunnel's wall, absorbing the sound and its meaning. "First one," he murmured.




  "Second. I heard a gun two days ago."




  He put his hands behind him and pushed to a sitting position. His revolver was at the edge of the blankets. He pulled it nearer. He said, "They'll get around this way. Sooner or later. How much have we got to eat, Nan?"




  "A piece of bacon, so big." She used her hands to show him. "And some coffee. Are you getting tired of bacon?"




  "Think I better try this leg tomorrow."




  "For eating or for walking, Owen? If you want to eat it, all right. But you won't walk on it tomorrow."




  His grin came back. "You're a help. I don't know of a better partner."




  "Pretty sure of that?"




  He said, "Pretty sure." He dropped on the blankets and put a hand over his eyes, not speaking. After a while she said, "What are you thinking about now, Owen?"




  "You. The Piute knows you're up here with me."




  She sat cross-legged near him. Light struck into the tunnel, brightening the outline of her face but leaving her features a little shadowed. He could not read her expression. Her hair was a brilliant black; it made a clean line at the edge of her temples, turning that skin whiter by contrast. Her shoulders, sitting as she was, were rounded toward him. He watched the way her thoughts kept alternately softening and firming her lips.




  "I wouldn't worry about it, Owen. If you are thinking of my job at the school—don't. When we get out of this I'm going out to Linkville. I know people there. I can get another school."




  He lay wholly still. He was thinking over her talk. She knew that. She couldn't have analyzed the source of her knowledge, but she knew it nevertheless. They had been as close together these few days as a man and woman could get and she knew his mannerisms and his silences—and the way his thoughts shadowed themselves on his heavy features. Presently she added, "Don't worry about it. Owen."




  "If you know where you want to go, why don't you go now?"




  Her shoulders lifted back from him until they were square. "Do you want me to go now?"




  "No."




  "Then," she said, half angered and half relieved, "why did you say that?"




  "This is a hell of a place for you to be."




  She bent nearer him, her lips touched by small, sweet humor. "I never had a man to boss, Owen. I'm getting my practice on you. Here I am, and here I stay till you walk out under your own power." She let that sink in, later adding in a softer way, "Then I'll go, Owen."




  He answered that by turning partially on his side. The expression in his eyes made her pull away and rise from him. He said, "Nan—" But she interrupted at once, not wanting to hear. For suddenly she was afraid to hear what he had in his head. Afraid that it might be something she wanted to hear—afraid that it might be something that would leave its hurt. From this man she wanted no sympathy and no gratitude. He was in love with Sally Isham and he had to be free. She didn't want him to be bound by anything she had done. If he felt that way and said something, out of that feeling, she knew it would cut her too hard.




  "Never mind. Have you a knife?"




  He grumbled, "Never mind what? How do you know what I'm going to say?" He found the knife in his pocket and handed it to her. "Never mind what?"




  She turned to the horse, untying it, and took up the rifle. The pony, impatient to be out of the tunnel, dragged hack on the rope.




  He said, "It's a little early for that, Nan."




  "I'll stay under the rim till dark. I want to look around."




  But when she reached the top of the canyon trail she stopped only long enough to run a careful glance along the broken horizon of this empty country. There was a chance here she had to take and, seeing nothing to alarm her, she took it. She went into the saddle and galloped over the flat space toward a short-sided butte near by. Under its lee, with the late shadows of day crowding the sky, she let the pony graze a little while. There was a wind out of the southwest, and in that direction, on the higher slopes, a round green stain lay against the shoulder of a ridge, indicating water. The distance was a mile or better and the light had started its quick dissolution into darkness, but she saw the faint stir of antelope over there, and put her horse into motion.




  The wind was against her, which helped. Rising out of the shelter of the butte, she made a target for any man lying behind the roundabout crests of this tangled country. That, she knew, was a real danger, and all that kept her going was the need of food. In a small hollow, less than a quarter mile from the antelope, she left the horse to stand against its dropped reins, flattened on her stomach and began crawling in against the game. It was a two-way race, the light fading as she got nearer. A hundred yards off, some stray sound in the dusk lifted the antelope's head. It remained poised and beautiful against the pale sky for a moment, and slid into a bounding run.




  Nan let the gun lie on the powdery ground and hit her doubled fist against it, crying under her breath. "Damn you, come back!" Cold came out of the earth and penetrated her body; cold came with the wind, striking sharply against her face. Darkness dropped from the sky in sudden layers until there was only one narrow crack of light in the west. Little flakes of soil, lifted by the wind, hit her face. She lay still, hardening herself against disappointment, thinking. The wind's this way. If he smelled something, it would send him upwind, toward me. She saw nothing, though.




  Somewhere in the distance a shot sounded. And somewhere in the night other antelope, touched off by the echo, drummed the earth. This, she estimated, was to her left, on still higher ground. She rose and followed the slope upward. A quarter mile of such traveling lifted her another five hundred feet above the world and from this vantage point, turning slowly to catch any sight or sound, she discovered a campfire's light burning its round orange hole through the dark. The fire lay in a gulch to the lower left. Watching it closely, she saw one man rise and step back from the light—and reappear again.




  She went that way immediately. It would be Hugh Clagg, or Skull. Or it might be Bourke Prine. She had to know. Drifting down the steady slope she watched men come against the fire and settle before it, and presently discovered they were eating supper. But she was a good half hour getting near enough—coming at last to the edge of the ridge itself—to identify Dutcher and some of Dutcher's men. She turned back at once, traveling faster. Once she had to stop and orient herself in the night's wind-raveled emptiness. A moon lay tipped on one thin silver horn; far off, five miles away by crow- flight at least, she picked up the flash of Tom Watman's cabin light—the nearest habitation in the hills. Up in the southern heights a gun sounded again. Nan went downgrade toward her horse, guided by the angling shadow of a Ibutte. Somewhere antelope scudded with the wind again, nearer at hand. A rock caught her shoe and sent her to her hands and knees, and not until then, openly crying from the hurt of the fall, did she realize that four days of thin diet had made her weak. She felt along the earth for her rifle and stood up, shaken enough to keep her place momentarily. And in this position, her vision blurred by tears, she saw a high-shouldered shape drift toward her.




  She didn't, at the exact moment, have her gun turned that way. Not wholly sure of the substance behind this shadow, she made a slow pivot and brought the Winchester around with a painful caution. The shadow had stopped and, for Nan, the world also stopped. Gun raised, she waited to hear some sound of identity cross the fifty-foot distance. When it came, an antelope's quick blast of breath, she let go with her shot and heard its impact. She was running ahead even before she knew the result—seeing the shadow vanish. She couldn't hear anything, so noisy was the racket of her own boots against the rocky ground, and so she almost tripped on the fallen animal. It wasn't quite dead. When she touched it the antelope half lifted itself and rammed a smooth head against her—and fell back.




  She remembered the shot in the distance and she remembered the campfire below her, and she was spurred to a sudden haste, reaching for the knife she had taken from Merritt. She cut straight into a hindquarter, slashing through hide and flesh and down to the tendons, and drew the knife deep through the meat, butchering it off the bone. She was happy enough to sing and only for a moment stopped to realize that the rest of the carcass might make a story for somebody else to read. This was something she could not help and so, carrying gun and meat, she hurried along the descending side of the butte. The pony had drifted toward the open flat in its grazing, giving her a moment of alarm. When she came up it caught the scent of game and fiddled around in the black. Nan said, "Stop that—stop it, or I'll brain you!" Swinging into the saddle she lined out for the canyon.




  She had been gone far longer than at any other time, and knew Owen would be worried. But she had the meat to show for the delay and came up the creek with a tremendous happiness, like a child bringing back a prize. It was pitch-black at the tunnel. She dropped out of the saddle, instantly bringing Merritt's voice to her. "Good Lord, where have you been! There was a shot—then another one farther away—and then another pretty close. You've been gone two hours. Here I am down here, sweatin' blood and not able to do a damned thing—not knowing. What was I to figure? Don't do that again, Nan. What held you up?"




  He let it out with a cranky violence that astonished her.




  In his voice was an open possessiveness she had not heard before. She stepped toward the mouth of the tunnel and saw his shape vaguely placed against the lesser black. He had risen and had propped himself against the canyon wall. Nothing but the strongest kind of feeling could have caused him to make that painful effort.




  She said in a small, breathless voice, "I'm sorry, Owen. I knew I'd be late. But I shot an antelope. We had to have meat."




  His wind ran out in long relief. His hand reached for her and caught her, dragging her forward. She dropped the meat, not caring at the moment what happened. For he had his arms around her, his temper thoroughly arousing him. "Nan," he said. "You gave me a hell of a wait."




  Shocked and clear-headed, she realized then how deeply he had gotten into his feelings. His voice told her and the pressure of his arms told her. It wasn't, she reminded herself, love. It was something else. He was a man, lonely and discouraged, and she was a woman who happened to be near him at the moment. He had his decency and his distinct chivalry, but still he was a man—and her nearness to him these days had worn his restraint thin. It had taken him off guard.




  She knew all this as she stood there, waiting for him to do whatever he meant to do. He was on the near edge of rashness; he was struggling with his impulses and any gesture on her part would sway him. So, because she knew that she would never have any more of him than she had now and that soon enough she would have nothing of him at all, she was influenced by a sweet and headlong sense of rebellion. She lifted her arms to his shoulders and tipped her face so that, dark as it was, he might see its nearness. This was the way any woman could stir a man, and it was enough for him. She knew it was a trick and yet she didn't care. Whatever doubts he had, this ended them. He pulled her against him and she took his kiss and gave it back willingly and unreservedly, and felt no regrets.




  Higher in the Broken Buttes, Hugh Clagg made his supper over a fire's thin flame and rolled his blankets around him. Listening to the murmurs of the dark, placing and identifying them with a practiced ear, he watched the pale black of the star-crusted sky and felt the actual rhythm of the earth beneath him. This was the fourth day, but to time's passage he paid no heed. All his grown years he had traveled these hills as a hunter, with a hunter's acuteness and patience, and a hunter's abiding satisfaction in the game itself; and this, to him, was the best kind of a hunt.




  Riding the crest of the ridges all the next day, working the land with a systematic thoroughness, he saw the pattern of hoofprints, now singly and now in pairs, disturb the rock- scattered ground. Occasionally he followed these tracks until they circled into other tracks and went off on different tangents. This would be Skull; and then, remembering Isham, Hugh Clagg would grin at the empty world. Halted on butte tops, he swept the endless rise and fall of this sundered country, infrequently viewing a handful of cattle in some two-bit rancher's isolated hollow, sometimes studying the circling wheel of distant buzzards, sometimes watching far-off dust spirals. Late in the afternoon he mounted a ridge and saw a file of men riding the yellow surface of East Desert. He kept his eye on them until they faded into a draw at the foot of the Broken Buttes.




  Skull's method, he thought, with some contempt, was like a rabbit drive. This was the way Dutcher worked, it was the way Dutcher's mind ran—to just keep beating away flat-footedly until something happened. At dusk, Hugh Clagg came over a flinty ridge and found the glow of Skull's fire directly below him. Men and horses were scattered around it and in this clear desert stillness he made out the heavy pitched roll of Fay Dutcher's voice. In Hugh Clagg was a malice never far below the surface. It guided his actions always—and prompted him now to haul his rifle from its boot and take aim on the red heart of the fire. He waited until he had a clear aim, and let go, seeing the bullet break that even color into white-yellow streaks. A man down there shouted and the horses began to mill, which was warning enough for Clagg to be on his way. Hustling back over the ridge he fell into a canyon, followed it, rose from it—and struck deeper into the hills again. Diverted by the episode, hugely pleased by it, he holed up and made a dry camp.




  Next afternoon, questing nearer and nearer the rim of Rock Creek's canyon, he saw buzzards wheeling and settling in a near- by pocket-thick enough to mean business. This drew him on, and so he discovered the remains of the antelope Nan had shot two days before. The coyotes and the buzzards had picked it fairly clean, but he noticed the bullet hole in the side. Skull, he knew, wouldn't have wasted so much meat; so it was somebody who had been in a hurry. Looking down the incline of the hills, he noticed the road cutting into the canyon.




  He had his clear hint then. It took him off the high ground and across the flat at a deliberate canter, as though nothing in the world pressed him. At the rim he observed the white water at the bottom with a good deal of care. A series of tracks showed on the trail, going both ways. As far as he could make out there wasn't much chance here for a hide-out, no break being visible in the canyon. Pretty sure that he was on safe ground, he took the trail to the bottom. A feeling troubled him—the exact feeling of a man who, having followed a fruitless trail for many days, at last comes upon the trail of game. It was a faint stir of excitement, a conviction that came to him without evidence. After his pony drank he climbed back to the rim and swept the near-by pockets with a closer attention. Around here, he said to himself, they shot that doe, and they been down here for water. Not far away.




  The feeling got stronger and he was at once keenly aware of the high rims standing around him. Merritt was a fighter and, unless badly hurt, would be watching him now. What he had to do was get back to the high ground, where from he could sweep the lower pockets and hidden tangles of the joining buttes with a more thorough eye. Crossing the flat, he aimed for the highest single knob in the district and reached it late in the day. He saw nothing, and moved to another knob, and repeated his search; and at dusk, having made a semicircular trip of ten miles or more, he came down from the heights again. His horse was weary and he himself felt the need of a meal. Tom Watman's cabin was six miles north; that way he turned.




  He wasn't satisfied. Something in his mind nagged at him, telling him he had missed a point in the chase; and presently, drifting along the very rim of the canyon, he stopped to search his head for some fact he had picked up and forgotten, for some casual thing, the day had revealed to him but which he had overlooked. He went over his trail carefully, his head ducked down, still urged by an Inner voice that wouldn't let him alone. They were, he told himself, not far away.




  Paused in this manner, he saw a pulse of light at the very bottom of the canyon, a reflected glow glinting on the surface of the creek and wavering on the rocks. There was no direct sight of the light's source, though, at once dismounting from the horse, he lay flat on the rim and hung his head into the canyon and tried to find that source. Somewhere below was a recess. A fire burned in the recess.




  He was back on the horse at once, aiming for the canyon road. He pulled to a walk, going carefully down. He left his horse here on dropped reins, himself taking to the water. A bend in the canyon shut off the glow but wind came against him and in the wind was the smell of smoke. Excitement unsteadied Clagg. It deepened his breathing and arched his chest, it was a chill along his nerves. A sound, short and explosive and remotely like laughter, came out of him and then he was the hunter closing on his game, thoroughly alert. He went to his knees in the middle of the creek, wading its middle. A few feet onward the deepening channel forced him over to its farther wall. The water quickened and his feet slid on the stones and he fell flat, face under the surface. He came up with his mouth wide and breath shocked out of him, and he was grinning as he turned the bend. He laid a hand against the wall, steadying himself. A fire burned on the edge of the creek, glittering yellowly against these adhesive shadows. He saw Nan behind the fire, on her knees and holding a pan. Her face, shining from the light, was sober and absorbed and her shoulders were rounded. There was a kind of recession or tunnel back of her, all black, and the shape of a horse standing there. He couldn't see Merritt, but he knew the big man was in that darkness.




  For a long moment he watched every gesture Nan made and every change of expression on her face, as though he needed to know what was in her mind—what memories of these six days she was remembering now and what thoughts were hidden by the smooth composure of her features. She was a woman beyond a man's reading. She was unchangeable. In the schoolroom at the base of the buttes, or here in this hide-out, she remained the same, her character accepting either fortune. It was a calmness and a resolution; it was something better than that—it was a realism that no kind of luck could disturb. He could not name the things that shone out of her, but he felt them as a man might feel the vague edge of a glory that, sought for during all his years, at last brushed him closely and passed him by. Here was a woman.




  He had, for the moment, forgotten the icy bite of the water, he had forgotten that he stood here at the end of his hunt. Then she lifted the pan from the fire and turned and said, "Owen, come and eat." Her voice had its gentleness, its little melody of possession when she spoke the big man's name; and that was the thing which roused Hugh Clagg. He lifted his gun, balancing the heavy butt in his palm, and framed the front sight against the light of the fire. A shadow materialized slowly—in the tunnel and came forward: Merritt, distinctly favoring one leg, walked up to the fire.




  XV. MADNESS COMES TO A MAN




  

    Table of Contents


  




  That afternoon Merritt had risen and put weight on his leg and walked with it while Nan watched him. There was a weakness in those muscles and a puckering of formed scar tissue, and the bandage bothered him. "Otherwise," he said, "I guess we can pay our rent here and leave. Where's the landlady? I'd like to make a complaint about the bedsprings." She had been afraid to bother the bandage. Now she said. "Let's fix that." The padding from her mattress had soaked up a good deal of blood. It was a hard, crusted lump and had to be cut back, layer by layer. The last thickness was held to the skin and would not come off, short of peeling fresh tissue with it. She put a light bandage back on and let it go like that. "You're a hard man to kill, Owen." She was quick to note how cheerful it made him. He was a man who needed physical action to keep his temper fresh; he needed to feel the pull of his muscles and to sweat. Confinement of any kind did something to him. He walked a circle around the tunnel, grinning now and then, and went to the edge of the creek. Standing there, building up a cigarette, he ran the overhead rim with a quick glance. He dragged the smoke into his lungs and expelled it with an audible relish. Restlessness swayed him. He kept scraping his fingers through the heavy growth of whiskers; he kept watching the sky, and his thoughts pulled his lids half together.




  Nan observed this with a mixture of relief and regret. She knew now, from the sudden let-down, how insistent the strain had been. He had been helpless and her strength had been the only strength. For those few days she had possessed Owen, she had thought for him and worked for him, and her will had been his will. It was a growing memory that had for her its warmth and glow. They had lived with a closeness, even their silences joining. Now he was pulling away. His mind was tracking out across the flats, alone. He had his own strength and his own will. She could look back to what had been. But, looking forward, she saw no place for her in his plans. This—all this—went through her head while she watched him. He was feeling his freedom. His pride came back and his old flash of temper, a little gay and ironic, came back. He kept pulling his shoulders into place as though the feeling pleased him. He was very tall and his fingers were long and heavy. The crop of whiskers toughened his expression.




  "So," he murmured, "I guess this is about all of this."




  He turned then and looked at her. She didn't know she showed him any particular expression, but she noticed how quickly he quit smiling. The shadows were beginning to pile up in the canyon again. Wind strengthened and the roar of the lower falls increased.




  She hadn't meant to ask him. She had meant to let him alone. But the question slipped out. "What are you going to do, Owen?"




  "Tom Watman's the nearest," he said. "I'm going down there after dark and steal his horse and saddle."




  He moved around, deliberately putting the weight of his body against the leg. He was impatient with its weakness, he was forcing it to work for him. They stood face to face and she thought she saw an expression in his eyes like constraint—as though he couldn't get around his own memories of those few days, yet wanted to. As though that past had nothing to do with the future and was in the way of his thinking. He shook his shoulders together. "I've got an idea Skull's getting nearer. Ought to be."




  "Or Hugh Clagg."




  The name brought his attention to her. He watched her awhile, then said, "Well, the man hates me. But what would he be wanting to find me for?"




  "Me," she said gently.




  As before, her talk went into him and produced its quick effect. The line of his jaw changed, his lips rolled together, stubborn and dissenting. He had a manner of weighing her words and did so now. And said, "I should have thought of that. I've made a lot of things worse for you, Nan. I know it. A man's a poor animal to say the things he ought to say. These days here—"




  Fear made her break in—a fear of what he might say, of what he might not say. "Where will you go, then?"




  He showed her a puzzled glance. "We'll go farther back in the butte."




  "Then what?" she insisted. "What comes after that, for you? Do you know, Owen?"




  He reached for tobacco, keeping his eyes on his moving fingers as he shaped up a smoke. "That's as far as we run."




  "Then you'll fight again."




  "What else?"




  She chose her words carefully. "It will be very hard, Owen. What's left? You can't go to your ranch. Wherever you show yourself, in the hills or on the Piute or in town—there'll be Skull, waiting. Do you think they'll give you any chance? They won't. There won't ever be a day in your life that somebody won't be waiting to kill you."




  He repeated his question. "What else?"




  "You could leave the country," she said. "Isham wants the Bunchgrass Hills, and he's the kind of man who won't turn. He's small and soft and people guess wrong about him. Remember, he's got a little man's vanity. He hates anything bigger than he is. He won't rest until he's biggest of all. If you went out of the Piute you'd be through with it. There's plenty of land left, Owen. Beyond East Desert, or down in Nevada."




  The shadows came down and the thwarted roar of the lower falls strengthened. She moved away from him and split the remnant of buggy wood and made a fire. She filled the coffeepot and sliced the last of the venison into the frying-pan. Her face by the firelight was, he thought, serene and untouched, as though nothing had ever happened. This was the way she kept herself away from a man. She made the most of whatever came along. She didn't ask for anything.




  He said, "That's the way I figured it out once. I shot up the line cabin on Corral Flats and hit the timber—and that's what I meant to do, just run and shoot and run until I got pushed out of the country or until Isham got tired. Then I changed my mind and came back to the house, Maybe it was a mistake, but I guess I'll have to stick, Trouble with running is that it gets to be a habit. Run from one thing and you'll run from another. It's a poor way to live. If a man gets to be afraid of dying, he'll die a thousand times. Life ain't that valuable to anybody. You want me to run?"




  She turned from the fire, looking up to him, straight and still. "No. I want you to stay."




  He didn't get it. "Sometimes, Nan, you fool a man."




  She turned back, moving the frying-pan over the fire. He heard her say, "I had to know what you were thinking, Owen. Come and eat."




  He stepped from the tunnel and stood within the fire's round cone of light, watching the black shine of her hair and the way her white arms moved. It pulled at him, it got under his skin, and he said, very rough with his talk, "What's better than this? Maybe for a minute or an hour or a week a man gets something that makes the next thirty years look flat. Nobody ever gets very much. We take what comes—when it comes—and we make it do. There's a lot of riding and a lot of crying, but this is the thing that makes up for it."




  Suddenly she dropped the frying-pan and stood up, turning toward him with a swift gesture. "Owen," she said, "that's what I believe. I—"




  A voice said then, level and smoothly amused, "Merritt, stay there."




  Merritt threw his shoulders around hard enough to send a long sliver of pain along his bad leg and faced the mealy grayness of the canyon. A man's weight ground against gravel and disturbed the flow of the creek. Hugh Clagg, carefully stepping through the current, appeared before them, sliding into the firelight's area.




  Adrip with water, he stood in the middle of the creek. Light yellowed his face and threw its brightness into the rounds of his eyes. It glittered on the dark metal of the risen gun; it hollowed out the emptiness of the muzzle. Clagg was smiling, and this smile was as fixed on them both impartially, as false and as bitter as anything a man's lips could contrive. Merritt, who knew the man well, had no illusions concerning that expression. Clagg had his own kind of madness and this was its signal.




  The smell of scorched meat came to them, whereupon the girl slowly ducked and pulled the frying-pan out of the fire. She held the pan by its handle, so alive to Clagg's presence that she scarcely realized what she had done. But Clagg kept his glance carefully on her. "I'd put nothing past you, Nan," he said. "Nothing. A man never knows what's in your head. You'd like to kill me now. If you got the chance I believe you would." The water kept boiling around his feet, bothering him. He said, "Move back," and watched them give ground, himself coming on until he stepped on the dry ledge. It brought him close to the fire and it brought him against the tunnel's nearest wall, and close to the horse. There was little room. He turned sidewise, feeling the heat of the fire on his legs. Merritt and Nan were six feet back in the tunnel, almost beyond the reach of the fire's light.




  Clagg said, "Where's your gun, Owen?"




  Merritt lifted and lowered a hand, carrying his cigarette down from his mouth. He said, "Under the blankets."




  "You get it, Nan," ordered Clagg.




  She turned behind Merritt at once. She had bent, almost lost to his sight, when Clagg said, very abrupt, "Never mind. Come back." Nan straightened, standing motionless behind Merritt. "Never mind the gun. Get out of there," warned Clagg. "I know what you're thinkin', but you'll get friend Owen shot for it. Move out."




  Merritt lifted his arm, replacing the cigarette. He laid his talk against Clagg. "What the hell's eating you? Make up your mind. Don't move, Nan."




  "Come on—come on," grunted Clagg. He waggled the point of the gun, up and down. Wind blew the fire's smoke Into the tunnel, thickening its shadows. When Nan stepped forward, near enough Clagg to touch him, she partially blocked his view of Merritt who remained in the vague shadows, in the drifting smoke of the fire. Merritt swayed backward, and this brought its instant challenge from Clagg. "Cut that out. Get your foot off the blanket. You come this way, too."




  Merritt moved forward. He came against Nan's shoulder point. He pushed her gently around, against the tunnel wall. Clagg said, at once, "What's that for?" The stretch of Merritt's arm lay between, and he could see the shadow of doubt run across Clagg's face. This was the way they were—cramped together and silent and influenced by their changing thoughts. Clagg's eyes kept passing from Nan to Owen; his lips settled and ruddy color ran along his skin. He shook his head as though all his thoughts came to nothing more than confusion and bitterness. That was the way these three stood—the silence riding them. Hugh Clagg nodded and his resentment, so consistent and unvarying, began to shake him like an exciting drug.




  "Merritt," he said, in a rising voice, "you get everything your way. You could get Sally Isham by liftin' your finger. You stumbled into Nan's cabin and she just threw away her reputation and followed. A man like you—" He waggled the gun in time with his incoherent speech. "What's the difference between you and me? I'd tear down the damned hills for a kind word from this girl—but I'd never get it, not in a thousand years. Listen. This girl told me she couldn't like a man that was crooked. I believed it. I used to ride the Piute, watchin' her light and thinkin' she was a thousand miles above me. I know better. Even if I was honest, she wouldn't give me a look. And if you were as crooked as hell she'd still drop everything and follow you. That's a woman. Nan, you'd lie for this man and you'd cheat and you'd do just what he wanted, if he said so."




  "Pull up, Hugh," murmured Owen Merritt. "Pull up."




  "No, I'm right. Both you people are fooling yourselves. I know. Well, there's a way to end it. This time I'm the honest man, Merritt, and you're the crook. I'm going to put an end to it." He was pale with what he thought and what he felt. He was a tall, narrow block against the canyon's blackness. He had set himself, he had whipped himself up to what he wanted to do. Merritt recognized that fact.




  Merritt lifted his arm and pulled the cigarette from his mouth. He held the cigarette between his fingers just below his face. The smoke of it touched both of them, so close they were. The creek ran its restless, clattering way behind them, with Hugh Clagg's boot heels barely missing the edge of the creek. One backward step would drop him twelve inches into the water.




  All this interval Nan had not moved. She held the frying-pan, she watched Hugh Clagg's anger shake him; and now she turned her glance on Merritt and observed him pull the cigarette away from his lips and hold his arm on a level with Hugh Clagg's chest. For a long moment she considered this. There were things about Owen that gave him away to her quietly observant eyes; other people would never see them because other people would never have the deep-lying interest in him that so habitually governed her. His lip corners showed an increase of pressure and he had stopped moving—he was thoroughly still. And so she knew what was in his head.




  She turned her shoulders rather quickly and looked at the frying-pan and its blackened meat. From the corner of her eyes she saw Clagg's attention swing. She made a half-swing with her body, suddenly lifted the pan and threw it into the creek. All at one motion, with her arm grazing Clagg's shoulder.




  This was when Merritt's arm slid beneath the outstretched gun and knocked it upward and away from them both. He hit Clagg's chest with his shoulder, he hit Clagg's crotch with a drive of his knee. Clagg, wheeling backward, went off the foot-high ledge, and fell full-length into the water.




  Merritt was on top of him, the weight of his body pressing Clagg completely under. Merritt dropped a forearm across Clagg's windpipe and moved his other arm around the dark until it struck the gun. He got the gun free and brought it down toward Clagg's head and missed; and then Clagg fought up out of the water, his wind strangling in his lungs, and capsized Merritt by a frantic roll of his body.




  It was black here, beyond the fire's light, and the cold current ran completely over Merritt. He was on his bad leg and, trying to shift and rise, he lost Clagg's gun. Clagg, still knee- deep in the creek, reached for him and then the two of them were floundering around the creek, slipping on the rocks and being swayed by the current. Clagg reached him with a wild swing and knocked him deeper into the stream. Merritt braced himself against a tall niggerhead and got up. Clagg at this moment was framed against the firelight. He had turned his back to Merritt and was wading toward the tunnel.




  Merritt pushed through the water and caught the end of Clagg's coat. The man slipped and went down and Merritt jumped on him and also went down. He kicked Clagg away from him and got up and reached the ledge. From the rear of the tunnel Nan cried, "Here, Owen—here!" He couldn't turn toward her. Backed against a wall of the tunnel and momentarily sickened by the sudden fire in his bad leg, he watched Clagg rise from the water. Clagg came to his knees, shaking wetness out of his face. His mouth was open and wind sprung his chest and a scarlet film began to spread along one cheek. Merritt heard the grind of Clagg's feet on the creek's rock bottom, he heard the man's great grunt of effort as he rose and threw himself dead in, head down and arms flung wide and forward.




  Merritt hit him cleanly, bringing his fists up against the lowered face. He shook Clagg, he beat the man off his feet; he caught him on the temple with a slanting blow, and wheeled away. But his leg tricked him and his turn was too slow and Clagg, falling forward, got his arms about Merritt's knees and brought him down on the rock floor.




  Both Merritt's elbows struck the rock. His bad leg, twisted by Clagg's grip, took the force of the fall with all its broken nerves as hot as pure flame. It turned his stomach, it threw weakness through his muscles and he lay there a moment, kicking out against Clagg's face with his one good foot until Clagg rolled over and came nearer. Clagg flattened on Merritt's chest and his knuckles, sweeping the dark, cracked into Merritt's nose. And again they were locked together in the dark, wrestling and heaving and jamming against each other.




  Merritt slid beneath Clagg, falling away on, his side. He rolled toward the creek and got on his feet and was shocked at the effort he had to make. Clagg's shadow reared before him and they stood, toe and toe, and slugged it out. He reached Clagg with his punches. He slammed into Clagg's chest, into Clagg's belly. There was a howling in his head when Clagg knocked down his arms and got him flush on the forehead, low between the eyes. They were shadows in the cramped tunnel; they fought in this blackness, the sound of their boots scraping the rock, the beat of their fists low and heavy and flat. Merritt braced his feet against his own growing weakness. The backs of his legs shook in steady spasms. Feeling began to leave them and he kept leaning in as he blocked Clagg's driving arms, knowing that if Clagg threw him off balance he could not stand again. Clagg's wind, like his own wind, came out in retching gasps, but he kept boring away with his silence as savage as any speech could be. Merritt's arms, slower and slower to respond, began to miss and began to drop. Clagg hit him twice, straight in the mouth. Merritt ducked his head, taking another punch there.




  Nan cried, "Owen—stand aside!"




  Clagg broke through Merritt's arms and slammed into him and carried him around. Merritt caught the man by the neck and pushed him into the horse. He was a dead weight that Clagg carried and tried to throw off. There was a vagueness in all this for Merritt. He could not reach deep enough for air, and a lightness got into his head, against which his will had no effect. Clagg slid behind the horse, against the tunnel wall, and Merritt kept pushing his forearm against Clagg's face, scraping the man's head and cheek along the rough surface of the wall. He let his weight hang on Clagg, at the same time beating Clagg's belly with a knee. Clagg kept swinging on toward the fire, turning to break the jolt of Merritt's knee. It threw his shoulder against Merritt who, feeling that shift, slipped his arm across Clagg's throat and made a lock with his other hand.




  He was, then, riding Clagg's back and he felt the man's muscles bunch and shudder beneath the weight. Clagg carried him as far as the fire, and dropped to his knees; he swayed and, to catch his balance, plunged a hand into the fire.




  His cry was a wild, shredding sound flung against the racket of the creek and his tremendous muscular reaction carried him headlong into the stream. Merritt released his grip to save himself and rolled back on the tunnel floor, watching Clagg's head bob in and out of the water.




  Nan called again, "Owen—" She came beside him, her arms pulling at his shoulders. The firelight was dim and dying, and Clagg had gotten to his knees on the far edge of the light. Nan kept calling Merritt's name; it came through a kind of black hood, from a great distance. He put his good foot beneath him and hauled himself up. Clagg was fading back up the canyon. Merritt said, "Where's my gun?"




  She had it for him. But she said, "No, Owen—no," when he stepped into the water. He threw a shot at the canyon and heard it echo and re-echo between the high walls. He hadn't hit anything. Clagg kept slashing along the creek toward the trail. Merritt slid uncertainly across the stony bottom, pushing at the near wall with his hand. He fired again and choked at the smoke drifting into his face; a pocket in the bed of gravel took him off his feet and the current turned him around until he lodged against a niggerhead. When he righted himself the splashing ahead of him had quit. He was at the edge of the trait, listening to Clagg's boots hit the dirt above him. He threw two shots at the sound, and sat down in the middle of the trail, so dead-beat that he could not hold his head straight. He let it drop, and was that way when Nan found him.




  She dropped beside him. She pulled his shoulders forward, both arms holding him against her breasts. "Owen—Owen!"




  The wind was out of him. He had to wait for it. Every muscle in his body trembled. "I could kill that fellow."




  "I know—I know."




  "It's what he said. What he said about you. By God, I could kill him!"




  "Owen, don't talk." She swayed a little. She was on her knees in the dust, her face very near. And then she added, silently to her honest self, But he was right. I wouldn't care. It wouldn't matter what Owen was. Not to me. She felt the deep reach of his breathing; water dripped from his head onto her dress. Her finger tips slid across his face, touching the oily smoothness of blood. Clagg had reached the rim and had gone, the sound of his pony soon dying.




  She didn't know just how long they remained like this, nor cared; but it must have been a long ten minutes later when a new sound broke through the clatter of the water, and looking up, she saw two or three shapes standing against the black sky, at the entrance of the rim road. A voice yonder began calling, "Merritt—Merritt!"




  Hugh Clagg, beaten as badly as a man well could be, galloped straight east toward the Skull camp. On the ridge above it he stopped and watched the fire a moment, and was careful this time to call down. A man stepped across the blaze and immediately challenged, whereupon Clagg descended the slope and rode into the light. There was only a part of the crew here—the rest no doubt being out on the trail. Dutcher came from the blackness, and Isham walked in. All these men stood across the fire, watching him in a way that left him no doubt as to his welcome.




  Isham said, "What happened to you?"




  The marks of the fight were engraved on Clagg. A long cut ran from the corner of one ear down to the edge of his jawbone, quite deep. Most of the skin on that side of his face had been scrubbed raw, which was where Merritt had shoved him against the wall of the tunnel. His lips were streaked with blood and swelling; one eye was puffed. He was soaked with creek water and his coat was torn down the back and a sleeve hung by a scant thread to the rest of the fabric.




  He said, "You still looking for Merritt?"




  Dutcher stepped half around the fire. "You bump into him?"




  But Isham made a gesture with his hand, stopping Dutcher's talk. Isham kept watching Clagg. He said, "Where?"




  "Just come with me."




  "No," said Isham, "not that way. You had a little trouble. What was the trouble?"




  "Then," said Clagg, "lend me a gun and I'll go back. He's in Rock Canyon. Where the road goes down."




  "You're sure?" said Isham, very quiet.




  "Just lend me a gun," repeated Clagg.




  Isham made one more gesture with his hand. Dutcher looked at Skull's owner for a moment, and all the other riders looked at him, not understanding. It came again and this time Dutcher stepped back from Clagg. There was a feeling around this fire hard to catch. Clagg pulled up his shoulders, not letting his eyes leave Isham. "What's that for?"




  "Hugh," said Isham, very cool, "you're a free man with your tongue. As free with your tongue as with your rope. We read a few signs today. But never mind. Is Merritt alone?"




  "No."




  "A woman?"




  "A woman," repeated Clagg and made one short step back.




  Isham's little body cut its stiff shape against the yellow fire glow. There wasn't anything in his voice; there wasn't anything on his face. Yet Clagg had his growing fear and cursed himself for coming. Isham said, as smooth as before, "A woman. But maybe it's as you said to me the other time. It wouldn't be the woman I think it is, would it?" That was all. A dropping palm reached his gun and dragged it up. Clagg cried out, "I got no gun, Ish—" He threw his arms above his head. And that was the way he stood when lsham put two bullets through his chest. Clagg dropped without a sound.




  Isham said, "We'll go down to the canyon. All right—all right."
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  Again the voice came down from the rim. "Merritt—hey, Merritt!"




  Merritt pushed himself up, and stood with his shoulders against the rock wall which formed the road's inner side. Nan put her hand on his arm, whispering, "Let's go back!"




  But Merritt at once shouted, "All right—come down here, Bourke!"




  Bourke Prine threw back a relieved and cheerful halloo, Pay Lankershim's voice, holding an old man's quick irritableness, dropped down. "Where in God's name—" Horses stood momentarily silhouetted on the rim, against the powder-black sky. Merritt counted four of them. They filed into the canyon and came on sightlessly, and would have run past had not Merritt's voice stopped them. "Wait, wait," he said.




  There wasn't anything here but a blur. Voices struck through the opaque shadows. Bourke Prine grumbled, "Where the hell have you been?" His feet hit the rocky trail; in a moment a match burst between his palms, the light striking Merritt in the eyes like a fist blow. Pay was here, and Cultus Charley. The fourth horse held nobody. Bourke Prine lifted the match nearer Nan, and even in this light his eyes showed surprise. "Why, now," he said, "I didn't know—" The light burned into Bourke's fingers; he dropped it, swearing gently.




  "You all right, Owen?"




  "Sure—sure. How'd you get here?"




  "Charley's been hangin' to Clagg's trail all day. He saw Clagg scout around here pretty steady. It looked like Clagg had stumbled into something. It was dark then, so Cultus ran back and found us—and here we are. Where's Clagg?"




  "Didn't you see him?"




  "Was that what we heard goin' off to the east like a bat out of hell? What was those shots for? Damnation, did we miss him that close? After roamin' around this country—"




  Merritt said, "Cultus, you wade down this creek a little bit and you'll find a horse."




  Cultus descended into the lower black. Pay Lankershim said, "Yeah—but whut made Hughie git along so fast?"




  Nan broke in, "There was a fight. He ran from Owen."




  "That's what the shots were," murmured Bourke. He scratched another match against his trousers and took a better look at Merritt. "It must have been a hell of a scrap. You hurt? Where you been all this time?" The light again died. Bourke kept pumping impatient questions at Merritt, not satisfied by the silence. "Why didn't you meet us on the knob? We looked all over the country. What'd you go back to your place for? We been all through the Bunchgrass Hills. We been eating Broken Buttes gravel for days."




  Cultus Charley came back with Nan's horse. Merritt said, "Let's get out of here."




  They milled around the darkness until Nan spoke with a touch of sharpness. "Bourke—give Owen a hand."




  "Well—what is it?"




  "His leg."




  Bourke came about Owen's horse. He put his arm against Merritt; he rode Merritt up on his shoulder. Merritt grunted when he hit the leather. All of them hauled around and ascended the grade single file. Wind strengthened from the south, pushing through Merritt's wet clothes. His leg ached with a solid, slugging rhythm, and the taste of blood was still in his mouth. His arms were heavy, as though the muscles had been beaten with a club; the flesh around his knuckles began to hurt. They paused on the rim only long enough for Merritt to say, "We'll camp over in the northeast—up in one of those short gulches."




  Bourke rode beside him, but Merritt turned and called, "Nan—where are you?" and slowed down until she came abreast. They put the flats behind and filed up a canyon, crossing at its head into another cross-canyon. An hour later, considerably higher, they stopped in a convenient pocket and set out the ponies on picket. Everybody rustled around to break up sagebrush for a fire that sent its pale, clear point straight to the sky. In this depression there was no wind, and the flame was well below the sky line. Owen crouched against the fire, soaking in its heat, facing Nan across the flame. The others were farther back, not saying anything just now. There was a continuing calmness on the girl's face and when she met his eyes she saw nothing there—nothing of that old feeling. It was as though she had put it aside, or had deliberately killed it. And so reticence hung between them. Her cheek showed a bruise.




  He said at once, "How did you get that?"




  She shook her head. "I don't remember, Owen. Sometime during the fight."




  Pay, always a prowler and always suspecting trouble, climbed to the rim of the bowl to keep watch. Cultus came to the fire with a coffeepot and a frying-pan, and a little later they had a piece of steak from some unlucky yearling, and coffee. All of them sat around the fire, with Nan drawn slightly away from the men.




  Bourke said, "Isham's got most of the Skull crew in these hills. I saw his dust early this morning over east. We been cutting across his trails all week. He's covered the south half of this country with a dandruff comb."




  "Clagg," said Pay Lankershim. "I wonder where that fellow is now?" He finished his meal and moved back to the rim of the bowl.




  Bourke began to grin. "Pay went into Skull's home meadows and burned half their hay. Makes me feel better to think of it. Medary's left town on a vacation. Isham, I found out, ain't been home but once since all this started. The little fellow is out to kill." An idea seemed to block the rest of his talk. He sat back from the fire, faintly rocking on his heels; and an expression, smooth and edged with scheming, showed on his cheeks. "Maybe," he murmured, "this would be just the right time for us to go down to Skull's main quarters and take it apart. Like they did to your place."




  Owen only said, "No." It was a word that jumped at everybody, so instant and so round. They all looked at him with a moment's greater interest, and presently Bourke's glance ran back to Nan, puzzled and very attentive. Then Bourke said, quite dry, "Why not, Owen? Anybody on the ranch you're afraid of?"




  Merritt lifted his chin on Bourke, and the two partners were watching each other with a long, unfriendly silence. Nan, observing this from her background position, knew they would be both thinking of Sally Isham. It was a common thought between them. She liked Bourke Prine, and yet at this moment she hated him for asking the question, for bringing out the thing she never wanted to hear. Owen said, quietly, "We'll stick around here, Bourke. No more dodging."




  Pay said, from the top of the bowl, "Campfire down yonder by the canyon."




  Nan rose from the group. She turned into the darkness uid stopped to listen to the run of talk. It was all between these men; it held nothing for her.




  Bourke said, "Then what, Owen?"




  Nan waited for Merritt's answer. It came out slowly; it had a spareness and an unrelieved certainty. "We'll cross back to the Bunchgrass Hills in the morning. We'll do our fighting there."




  Nan drifted on, took up the reins of her pony, and topped into the saddle. The leather squeaked a little, and Owen's head came about. He couldn't see her; he put his hands before him as if to rise. Nan said, "Owen—I'm going back to my place. So- long."




  He called, "Wait a minute, Nan," and turned his body half around to get his weight under his good leg. This was the way he lifted himself, breathing deeply from the effort, with his shoulders tipped over. "Nan!" he yelled. "Come back here!"




  Her voice drifted in, gentle and even and softened by the distance. "So-long, Owen." Then she was over the rim of the bowl and her pony's traveling was lost to them.




  Merritt said, as savage as any of these men had ever seen him, "Don't sit there, you damn fools! Get after her! Turn her back here!"




  None of them stirred. Bourke Prine's eyes were half shut, Firelight made a frosty glint in them as he watched Merritt, sizing the big man up and suddenly understanding something that had been, until now, a puzzle to him. But he didn't move.




  "What for?" he wanted to know.




  Merritt started around the fire, each step jerking him sideways, each fall of his bad leg making him throw his shoulders forward. He didn't get out of the light. He quit trying and limped more slowly back to his place and dropped on his side, winded and angry and not looking at his partners. They kept entirely still.




  At daybreak they broke camp and left the bowl, traveling up and down the heavy undulations of the country without hurry. The light was glass-clear and from the succeeding high points they had complete views of the formless tangle of draw and hill and butte behind them, and saw no life. To the right lay East Desert, pale silver until the first slanting blow of sunlight turned it a smoky yellow. In the north, across the low bay of Stage Coach Pass, lay the outflung prow of the Bunchgrass Hills.




  Bourke had been playing a game of dodge for almost a week and the slow pace bothered him now. "Push along, Owen. We're draggin'."




  "Plenty of time."




  "Sure," grumbled Bourke. "Plenty of time for trouble."




  Cultus Charley trailed behind, sitting on his saddle like a sack of meal, with his toes pointed out and his heels banging the pony. He had his head down and was indifferent to all this. Pay Lankershim ranged ahead, topping the rises and pausing to scout the land before dropping into the adjacent ravines. Pay held his rifle across the saddle. Against the clear light he was a gaunt, stringy shape. Merritt had his moment of wonder concerning the man. Here Pay had been a cattleman with considerable money—and probably still had the money. But he seemed to like this particular kind of hunt-and-run life; it supplied some renewing zest to his old frame, it put a sparkle in his black eyes; and over the night campfire he had smoked his pipe and rubbed his knees with a sly, amused expression, listening to the wind and the sounds in the wind as a man might listen to music.




  They came to the last round dome of this country and traveled down toward the flats across which—a distance of three or four miles—lay the toe of the Bunchgrass Hills and its dark-rising belt of pine timber. Pay Lankershim scanned the roundabout country with a more restless turning of his head. Bourke was visibly troubled, and even Cultus Charley came out of his indifference.




  Bourke said, "We better push on faster. I don't want to get caught in the middle of the flats."




  They ran for a while and pulled in again. The desert's fine dust mushroomed around the ponies' stepping feet and lifted behind them, hanging to the air as a gray-white wake.




  Bourke said, "How'd Nan Melotte get into this, Owen?"




  "She picked me off the yard."




  "What?"




  But Owen shook his head, not answering. Bourke shot him a glance wherein curiosity was brightly alive, and spoke of something else. "Helen Tague went to see Sally at Skull day before yesterday. I saw Helen afterward, in town."




  They rode a half mile before Owen said, "Well, what about Sally?"




  Bourke grinned. "I thought maybe I could open you up. I guess Isham's left orders to keep Sally on the place. He ain't been back to the ranch but once in a week. Accordin' to Helen, they had one hell of a talk, Sally and Isham. She started to town after Isham left, but one of the home crew stopped her. Dutcher came back once. She's afraid of Dutcher." Owen listened to it, but didn't answer. Bourke's only clue to his partner's frame of mind was a slow reddening of the skin at the back of Owen's neck. This was all. The big man had gone through something and it had changed him. Whatever he felt or whatever he had made up his mind to do lay behind a continuing silence. The old-time streak of gaiety didn't show. In its place was something very hard. As though all this trouble had brought about its permanent change.




  Cultus Charley let out a short, small "Hey!" Looking at once to the rear, Bourke and Merritt saw Skull's riders come off the Broken Buttes in a cloudy swirl of dust. The distance was around two miles.




  Merritt said, "I thought they'd be that close," and swept on at a full gallop.




  Bourke yelled, "I told you we should have done this faster."




  They raced over the flat, keeping the Skull outfit at its distance. A coyote rose out of a dry wash and loped away, At the base of the Bunchgrass Hills they pulled in to thread their way through an area of scab rock. When they were past it, Skull had closed up to a mile or less; someone back there began an aimless firing. Merritt hit the climbing grade. At the edge of the pines, five hundred feet from the desert floor, he turned to let the horses blow. Dismounted, he pulled the Winchester from its boot and watched Skull come slowly through the rocks. At this distance he could distinguish both Dutcher and Isham, and it was on Dutcher he lined his sights and let go. A streak of dust showed the bullet strike short of its mark. Meanwhile Bourke and Pay and Cultus Charley opened up, and all this put Skull into a mill at the foot of the grade.




  Bourke said, "Now what's that?"




  The party had split. Dutcher waved his arm and took part of the men back through the rocks toward Stage Coach Pass. Isham led the rest of the outfit eastward, curving around the point of the hills.




  "Figure to squeeze in from both sides," said Bourke. "Isham will come up through Corral Flats. Dutcher's cutting around by your house."




  Pay said, "Ahee—that was a damn good shot." He pulled down his gun, watching one of the horses in Isham's outfit drop to its knees and turn end for end. The rider rolled free, jumped up, and ran full-tilt after the other Skull men. But nobody lagged back to give him a lift, and after a short chase the stranded man retreated to his horse—Pay again pumping bullets at him—and dropped on the lee side of it. Pay's firing lifted dimples of dust around the horse.




  Merritt said, "Come on," and returned to his saddle. He led them upgrade until they came to the dome on which he had camped ten days before.




  Bourke said, "I don't like this spot. Now what?"




  "I'm back on my own land," said Merritt.




  "Better hustle," counseled Bourke. "Dutcher won't be another thirty minutes gettin' up this way."




  "They're split. Dutcher's got three men with him. Isham's got four. We'll go after Isham first."




  "Then," said Bourke impatiently, "let's be on the move."




  Merritt held his place a little longer. "You fellows don't have to get into it. I don't want to rap you into anything."




  They didn't at the moment say anything. They watched him. They showed him a tough indifference. Bourke's face had a steady grin. Pay Lankershim folded both arms over the gun on his saddle horn, his weathered cheeks seamed and smart. Cultus Charley never stirred, and there was no sentiment at all in his muddy black eyes. Bourke suddenly spoke out his unfavorable judgment. "You got a soft streak in you, Owen. It won't do."




  "No," answered Owen, "not now. I've made up my mind."




  "Then we're wastin' time. A fight's a fight and we're in it, kill or cure. You just said a fool thing. If we didn't want to get in it we wouldn't be here." Another thought struck him, "You pretty sure your mind's made up? Suppose you run into Isham? Suppose it comes to you and him? What would you do, Owen?"




  Merritt said, "Time to go," and drifted downslope into the heavy pines. They came behind him with Bourke Prine repeating his question in a sharper voice. "What would you do? You got to get that clear in your head. If it ain't clear when you bump into him you're a dead man. If you're still thinkin' of Sally when you find Isham—"




  Merritt didn't answer. They ran through the still shadows of the red-bodied pines, the ponies' feet sinking into the soft carpeting and making almost no sound. Sunlight now and then pierced the green mat of overhead branches and burned round golden patches on the earth.




  Bourke caught Pay Lankershim's eyes. He moved his head from side to side, thus conveying his uncertain sentiments.




  Hugh Clagg lay dead within the circle of Skull's campfire, and Will Isham's voice kept rising against his crew. "All right—all right!" For a moment these men looked on, not moving. They were a rough and unsentimental bunch, and they had few illusions and no nerves. But the pure deliberateness of this killing set them back; it gave them something to think about. The dead Clagg meant nothing to them. It was Isham they studied with the speculative interest of men who had long ago learned to put their own survival above every other thing. They took Isham's pay and they took his orders, and if they paused now it was to realize they were following a boss who had changed his skin, who was wilder than they had believed him to be. Dutcher was a hulking outline in the light, thoroughly absorbed by the almost frozen expression on his chief's features. Isham, feeling no response, whipped himself around and caught that stare. He put his little frame against Dutcher, speaking again, "Dutcher, did you hear me? God damn you, move!"




  The crew retreated toward the horses. Dutcher held his place a little longer. He was too black a man to show the flush of his temper and yet his temper made its appearance in the sudden gesture of his shoulders and in the way his lips rolled together. He had used this kind of talk habitually on his crew; he had never allowed another man to use it on him. His dark, overbearing pride slammed around him and left him resentful and ready to talk back. He was on the edge of speaking when one of the men called to him from the darkness. "Come on, Fay." He turned away.




  They ran away from this camp, up the ravine, and through the broken hills and down to the flats. Isham found the road into the canyon and led the crew to its hottom. He called at them, "Get down there. Wade both ways."




  Dutcher remained beside him. Dutcher said, "I wouldn't put no trust in Hugh Clagg's talk—"




  "Shut up, Dutcher."




  Dutcher laid his big hands around the saddle horn, squeezing into it with all the fury he felt. He murmured, "Mr. Isham, you been drivin' this crew pretty hard. It's a good crew and you got no reason—"




  Men splashed back from the creek. One of them spoke through the solid black. "They been below. There was a fire on the gravel. It's still warm."




  "Look farther down."




  "They couldn't go go farther. There's a fifty-foot drop in the creek."




  Dutcher said, "They had this fight with Clagg—and skipped out."




  "They?"




  Dutcher added, "A woman's with him." When it was out he knew he had said the wrong thing, and so did the crew. Everybody remained still, waiting for Isham to speak or move. The creek beat up its clacking rumors and wind scoured between the canyon walls and whirled around them. Isham led the way back to the rim. He said, "We camp here."




  Dutcher murmured, "Here? It's a little bit risky."




  Isham said, "Never mind."




  They made a fire of sagebrush, rolling up in their blankets well away from it. Dutcher crouched on one edge of the light, smoking his cigarette slowly, still looking at Isham, who stood on the very edge of the night. The glow of the cigarette flickered against the foreman's eyes; and now and then, looking around the circle, he saw the pale shape of men's faces. The crew was watching him. This was the end of a week and Isham had ridden everybody to a wire edge. His words had scraped the skin off the men, leaving them sullen, leaving them jumpy. Dutcher sat cross- legged, his huge shoulders lumped forward, He could make this crew mind him, he could whip any man in it. But he could not stop the things in their minds—and he knew the tongue-lashings given him by Isham had made them lose respect for him. He had his own fear of Isham. Against this fear his pride pushed with a greater and greater insistence.




  At daybreak they took the trail made by Merritt, and reached the black scar of Merritt's campfire in the hills. The ashes were still warm.




  Isham said, "He saw our blaze last night, from here. He was looking down at us. We've been followin' this man for a week, without a sign till now. Dutcher, if you or any of this crew you picked had the sense God gave geese you'd have found his trail five days ago. I thought you knew how to follow a track."




  Dutcher fired back, "You been leadin' this outfit, not me. You been givin' the orders and disregardin' my advice. When an owner starts monkeyin' with his foreman's job it's damn high time he got a new foreman. Maybe that's what you better do now. You ain't asked my advice lately."




  Isham's answer, so cool and so calculated in its ironic courtesy, was like a drop of acid on Dutcher's nerves. "We're getting close now, Dutcher. Maybe that's why you want to leave. Maybe you figure Merritt will make a sucker out of you again—as in Winnemucca."




  Dutcher drew a deep, deep breath. The crew stood around in a half-circle, listening to this quarrel with an expressionless attention, listening to an owner rake over his foreman—a thing not seemly and not to be let pass. Yet Dutcher, bulked hugely against the day's growing light, held his hands on the saddle horn, and spoke with a labored evenness. "You get yourself another man, when this hunt is over, Mister Isham."




  They turned to follow the tracks again, going upgrade toward the succeeding summits. Dutcher dropped behind, riding in the dust with his head tipped down, knowing his soft answer had lost him his control forever over Skull's crew. Knowing it, and growing more and more bitter.




  At the last rise they saw dust roll up in the flats. Isham said in the same dead level voice, "Now we'll close in," and led them down the sharp pitch at a full run. Merritt's party, somewhat scattered, pulled together at once and raced on, keeping the distance until the rock rubble at the foot of the Bunchgrass Hills slowed them. Isham turned to Mike Strange and said, "Try a shot," and Strange began to peg his Winchester's bullets through the distance, without effect. When they reached the foot of the hill, Isham waved at his crew to follow him up the slope, but at that moment Merritt's crowd began firing from the timber line above. Skull broke back. Isham swung in the leather and cursed them with a terrible softness, even while the lead rutted up the dust around them. He kept cursing them, looking straight at one man and another, grinding his contempt into them, one by one. Then, seeing them drift a little, he said, "We'll go around the base," and started that way.




  Dutcher shouted, "I'll try the other side," and motioned to some of the men to follow. Isham howled at him, but three of the crew wheeled with Dutcher, recklessly running the scab rock. A bullet knocked down Hale Everett's pony, and Everett shouted, "Wait a minute, boys!" Nobody stopped, whereupon Everett cursed Isham by name, and all of them by name, and dropped behind the shelter of the dead horse. Dutcher kept going.




  He hit the hills at Merritt's abandoned house and took the climbing trail toward Corral Flats. At Lankershim's little meadow he stopped and said, "We'll wait a minute." The three men with him slackened in their saddles and scanned the surrounding timber with a close, lively interest. There was no sound at all in the dreaming stillness of the hills.




  Dutcher tolled a cigarette, his eyes hanging to it while he remembered all the talk Isham had thrown at him and all the contempt in Isham's manner. The man was crazy, turned so by a woman. It was a weak spot in Isham, a kind of disease that was eating out his insides. In a week he had ruined the crew and destroyed a foreman. Dutcher lighted the cigarette and dragged in the smoke; he took up the reins, moving on. This time he avoided the trail, ducking in and around the pines, climbing the grade at a deliberate gait. Somewhere in the southeast, firing began to roll back, irregular and faded. It was, perhaps, a mile away, or more.




  He stopped and faced the three men who were so closely watching him now. He said, "You in a hurry?"




  They didn't answer but they knew what he meant, for they were men born to trickery and sudden change. Skull's pay check had held them a little while, but the time was gone now. After a week of this they didn't give a damn about Isham.




  The firing rolled up, closer-spaced. Dutcher listened to the oncoming reports, visualizing the kind of a fight it was—duck and dodge through the timber, with Skull's five men against Merritt's four. And as he listened to it his own deep and sly and sultry temper governed him completely. He had his own rules of conduct and he had his own ambitions, and now he knew the time had come to play the game his own way. Isham and Merritt. One of them would go under.




  Jack McGinnis spoke up, summer-soft with his talk.




  "Maybe, Fay, maybe. But if Isham drops, there's still the woman to run the ranch. And there's still friend Merritt."




  Dutcher pinched out the cigarette and said, "The woman won't stay on Skull. As for Merritt, I'd ride through hot pitch after him. We'll drift that way. No hurry."
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  Halfway between the high knob of the hills and Corral Flats, Merritt saw the flicker of motion at the end of a long vista in the pines. The trees rose, thick-bodied and closely ranked, out of the dark earth-mold. Pay Lankershim threw up his hand at once. "They're crossin' toward the flats."




  "We'll cut in front of them," Merritt said.




  They turned from west to northwest, swinging around the pines, up and down with the potholes of the uneven earth. There was no shock from this urgent running, so deep was the cushioning layer of humus; there was only a soft tunk-a-tunk of sound. Sun brightened the overhead green and day's heat began to cut the long-held chill of night. Merritt rode with his bad leg free of the stirrup, in a degree easing the pain which slugged its way from toe to hip. Sweat collected under his hatband; the raw bruises around his mouth began to throb and burn. Bourke stayed beside him, Cultus ran behind, and Pay Lankershim was stretching farther and farther to the front. He rode like an Indian, his shoulders going high at each jump of the horse, his feet pushed straight and his arms carrying the gun up against his chest. He said, like a long sigh, "Ahee," and hauled his body back, throwing the horse on its haunches. The others overran him and heard his sudden swearing. "Dammit—get out of my tracks—back—back!"




  Skull's riders came up through the deeper timber, riding very fast. One man shouted and the compact group scattered, and at once both outfits were wheeling around the gray and golden light. Pay Lankershim flung his rifle forward and was immediately firing. Cultus Charley and Bourke moved against those turning and vanishing and reappearing shapes. Merritt sighted Isham just as the latter threw his horse behind the partial shelter of a pine, fifty yards away. Bringing up his gun, Merritt rushed at the tree. The sound of this quick racket was compressed beneath the pine boughs, rolling through the corridors of the hills, slamming and echoing, and breaking into smaller whorls of sound in the deep distance. A bullet chipped the edge of a tree, shedding bark particles on Merritt's hat as he rushed ahead. Isham fired and faded. Merritt's bullets went wide as his pony bucked back.




  Isham kept sliding to the rear, toward his own men.




  Lead whipped by Merritt and slugs spatted into the adjacent pines, closely seeking him. Pay Lankershim yelled, "Owen—don't git so far over there!"




  The alternate patches of sunlight and shadow blurred a man's eyes and the crisscrossing motion of the rider made him hard to place. He swung wider, racing on to catch a better sight of the elusive Isham. The pony hit a hollow, throwing Merritt flat against the saddle horn. When he straightened Isham wasn't to be seen.




  Prine streaked past. A Skull man galloped into the open, his body twisted half around to snap a shot at Pay Lankershim, Bourke, still on the dead run, swept his long arm around, fired and rushed on. The Skull rider, still twisted in the saddle, raised one elbow, as if to protect himself against an unseen blow. His head snapped far back and his hat fell off and Merritt saw the wide-stretched expression of shock on his face. All this came to him as a succession of brief, flittering glimpses as he threw himself into the lower slopes of the forest. Looking back, later, he saw the Skull rider lying in the smoky dust. The horse had stopped.




  Both these groups kept shifting ground; they kept wheeling and swinging, with the area shattered by the close-held detonations and dust thickening and the smell of powder rank in the air. Merritt saw the rump of Isham's gray horse on the far right, away from the center of the fight. Skull's owner had made a deep, fast cut through the timber to catch Merritt off guard.




  Merritt rushed at him, upgrade. Bourke Prine's voice was behind. "Owen—hey!" Behind him, too, a richocheting bullet howled dismally. Isham came into plain view, head on. His gun steadied itself against Merritt, and Merritt saw it kick back against Isham's fist. Wind vaguely breathed on his cheeks. Then Isham had faded behind the close-ranked trees once more and Merritt saw the rump of the gray horse appear and disappear.




  The distance was something better than a hundred yards, which Merritt sought to close up. The way was downgrade for a short distance, thereafter rolling up toward a high knob, The firing behind him was increasingly softened by the intervening trees, and, as from a great distance, Bourke Prine called, "Merritt—hey, Merritt!" A quickening crackle of gunfire stopped the yell.




  He saw the gray horse cross a small alley in the timber and fade behind the endless pines; and then, remembering that it was Isham who forced this fight, and would never run from it, Merritt pulled in behind a tree and waited. Around him the ground lay rougher, the root systems of occasional deadfalls lying fan- shaped in the shadows. Dust clung to the air and where sunlight slid through the overhead branches this dust boiled in the stained-gold brilliance.




  Other than the far-off burst of shots—which seemed to be at less frequent intervals—there was no sound in the forest, and the lagging minutes went on and the tension piled up until Merritt felt as though, somewhere, a rifle's round snout lay steadily against him. Strain was that definite, and he caught himself bracing his muscles against an awaited explosion.




  He was troubled by the occasional streaks of sunlight.




  Back of those yellow-gold bars was a kind of diffused grayness his eyes could not quite penetrate; and he was thinking, carefully and quickly, of the way he would circle, drop to the ground, and use the adjacent deadfalls for shelter—if he were Isham. The man had a mind hard to read, and Merritt wasn't sure of his ways. Never ceasing to sweep the broken earth, its little pockets and fallen timber and its close-ranked pines stretching away without end, he saw nothing to give him a cue.




  On his right, suddenly, a crow high in the trees shattered the silence with a squawking racket that filled all the corners of the hills. Merritt had been looking elsewhere; now turning, he saw Isham's gray horse pull out from a little roll of land and rush straight forward.




  Merritt dropped from the saddle, ran around his pony, and lifted his gun for a steadier aim than he had used all day. Isham was three hundred feet away, lying low on the horse as he raced in. Now and then he had to turn around the standing trees, and once he dipped into a hollow until only his shoulders were visible. Merritt slid his free hand forward to cushion the gun. His front sight struck a straight black mark against the gray horse's nearing breast.




  At fifty yards Isham drove the dust around Merritt's legs with two quick shots, checked the gray horse, and made a long, free jump from the saddle. The horse ran away, ruining Merritt's shot. Isham rolled head over heels for a good fifteen feet, jumped up, and raced for the shelter of a deadfall. He went over the deadfall in a low, flat dive, Merritt's following shot never catching him. Bourke Prine's distant calling ran insistently through the oncoming silence.




  Merritt stepped behind the nearest tree, keeping his glance pinned to the log while he pushed fresh shells into his gun. A little streak of dust rose from the far side of the log, showing Isham in motion. Merritt had a moment here, a risky moment, and ran out from the tree toward the log. He covered the last ten feet on his hands and knees, came against the log and so crouched, with a weather eye lifted toward the log's top line. When he put his ear against the wood he very plainly heard the continuing scrape of Isham's body on the other side.




  The log was high enough to cover him when he crouched on his knees. It ran slightly downgrade toward its upended roots, thirty feet away. In falling, the pine had pulled up a great cake of earth with the roots, and this was a solid bulwark toward which Isham seemed to be moving. Beyond, though Merritt couldn't see it from his location, was a hole fifteen feet broad, where the tree had formerly stood.




  Bourke Prine's voice was a steady halloo in the lower forest; it swelled through the morning air. "Merritt—hey! Hey!" The fight there had quit. Merritt listened to the steady scrape of Isham's body beyond the log, holding his place until he was certain the man meant to reach the lower end. Then, paralleling Isham, he moved forward.




  He heard Isham grunt. He heard Isham jump into the depression beyond the roots. Reared back, half upright, Merritt waited again while sweat rolled along the back of his neck and pain pounded its steady rhythm through his leg. Dirt rattled directly beyond the root fan. Isham grunted again, seeming to fight his way up from the depression. Merritt rose and backed away and at this moment Isham appeared around the edge of the root fan, flung one shot at Merritt, and ducked out of sight.




  Merritt went over the log in one jump and ran away from it a few yards and turned. He cut a short, quick circle around the roots, sighting Isham at the same time Isham saw him. Isham was in the depression, his shoulders level with its rim. He had been moving forward. Now he held himself steady. There was no more ducking for either of them, and no more waiting. Twenty feet separated them. The little man's gun pointed toward the earth. And it was his, Merritt's, shot if he wanted it.




  What kept him from taking his shot was a thought he believed he had killed during the long wait at the bottom of the canyon. This man was Sally's husband. It was something he couldn't forget, though he had tried to forget. It weakened him, it shamed him, it made him discount all these hard days of hiding. Looking now at the narrow white face below him he saw the eyes of a man turned mad. There was that chill in them, that rage which takes a man and grinds all human feeling out of him, which turns him cold instead of hot. Isham was like that.




  Isham had thrown his head slightly to one side, with his little shoulders pulled together and with his face smooth and thin. He had lost his hat, and his black hair lay down on his forehead and his white shirt showed the streaking of dust. Not even the exertion of the chase seemed to have greatly disturbed his breathing.




  "Will," said Merritt, "come up here. Let's talk, like a couple of white men. There's a couple maggots in your brain. One of them makes you grab land you don't need and the other makes you doubt a girl that never did a crooked thing in her life. It is time—"




  Isham was paler and paler, and a twist of his lip corners put an expression of irony there, that same expression which had held people away from him so long. He raised his gun with a gesture as deliberate as a man could make, and fired.




  Half turned, Merritt missed the bullet. His own shot shook Isham's shoulders and drove him backward to the earth. Isham was dead when he fell and it was only an accident that one arm rolled up and rested on his face in a gesture that seemed to express a weary annoyance at the light shining against his eyes.




  Merritt stepped away. He crossed the log, lifting his bad leg with a distinct effort. He returned to his horse and put his shoulder against the adjacent tree for a support he needed. At this moment it wasn't Isham he remembered at all; it was Sally whose face was before him, and it was her voice, low and soft and sad, he heard.




  Coming through the timber, drawn by the last shots fired, Bourke and Pay and Cultus found him still leaning against the tree. He had rolled a cigatette. The smoke of it covered his face, and Bourke, looking sharply at him, saw little of his eyes. Merritt nodded toward the base of the fallen tree, whereupon the other three went over that way. Bourke soon came back.




  "Owen," he said, "did you give him a break?"




  "He had his chance. I tried to talk it out with him."




  "That," said Bourke, "is what I was afraid of. You had something in your head. Sally kept gettin' in front of you. I knew you'd try to talk to Isham. I knew you'd rather lose a leg than put a bullet in him. By God, you're a fool for softness. It might of been you down there behind that tree."




  Merritt moved his shoulders. The cigarette trailed in the corner of his mouth; smoke kept rising in front of his face. There was an indifference around this big man as solid as a wall, and Bourke's sharp eyes couldn't read much. But he thought he knew what lay in Owen Merritt's head heavy and constant.




  "She's still in your system," he said. "And you'll never get her out of it."




  Merritt seized the cigarette from his lips and crushed it between his fingers. He stared at Bourke, glowing. He said, soft enough to be dangerous, "Shut up, Bourke. Shut up."




  Cultus Charley and Pay came back. Pay moved his skinny shoulders around to show his dissatisfaction. His eyes sought remote points in the forest. "Whut's keepin' Dutcher? I'd like to know where that jugheaded such an' so is right now."




  Cultus Charley murmured, "Not far, not far."




  They stood in a half-circle, watching Merritt. Silence lay long and thick and warm under the trees. The scent of dust held on. Merritt rubbed a hand across his cheeks. He pushed himself from the tree, limping over to his horse. He made two tries before reaching the saddle. A little stain of blood showed through his trousers. "Well," he said, "let's go down to the house."




  "Dutcher's still in this country," pointed out Lankershim.




  "Let him do the hunting," grumbled Merritt.




  They rode around the knob, keeping well off the occasional little trails streaking through the timber, and came upon Lankershim's meadow, This they avoided, descending the steady slope leading toward Merritt's house. Christmas Creek curved out of the shadows and fell with them. They watered their horses, afterward going deeper into the timber. Presently Pay halted.




  "No," he said, "I ain't goin' down there yet. Dutcher's around, damned if he ain't. I'll be along later. Charley, you come with me. I'm goin' to camp by the main trail and see what I see. We'll be close by."




  There was the sound of quick-running horses on the trail, whereupon Dutcher motioned to the men with him. They pulled off the trail, and from this concealment saw Tuck Ring rushing up. Ring had followed Isham but was alone now. When he was near enough, Dutcher called to him and came out of the timber. Dutcher's challenge had turned Ring into the trees; he took his time moving out to Dutcher.




  He said, "Where you been? Where you been all this time? Porky's dead and I dunno what happened to Tip. Karl Grash is gone. They all just faded. So I faded. Isham's dead, that's plain certain. His horse drifted up from the timber. I heard shootin' somewhere. Then his horse drifted up. He's dead. Where the hell have you been, Dutcher? My God, we sure got caught. What'd you split the bunch for?"




  Dutcher looked at the other men. Jack McGinnis gave him a wry, hard grin. "It is too bad," he commented. Then he added, "But there's still Merritt. And the woman. You got your wish, didn't you? Well, you're a cool one with other people's skins. Only, it ain't over yet."




  Dutcher said, "You boys cut back to Skull. I'll be along."




  When they were gone Dutcher crossed the trail, circled Lankershim's meadow and left his horse a good distance from the house. He dropped into Merritt's yard by the back road, went over the yard and stopped in the kitchen. He kicked away the broken rubbish around his feet, saw a tin dipper, and remembered then that he was thirsty. He took up the dipper and walked back to the well on the porch. There was a little stale water in the well bucket. He dumped it on the porch floor and drew a fresh bucket and took his drink. He sloshed the rest of it around his face, and entered the house. All the doors were broken from the hinges and all the windows smashed, and though he tried one room and another, none of them seemed to suit him. There was a door inside the house that hadn't been bothered, one that closed off the attic stairs. He pulled this open and sat on the stairs, bringing the door against him until it was almost shut. Through the narrow crack thus made he had a view of the back doorway and the kitchen. Seated there while the moments went by, he rolled himself a cigarette.




  After leaving Dutcher, the four Skull riders turned through the hills, heading for home quarters in complete silence. Somewhere near the main trail along the ridge of the hills, Jack McGinnis suddenly slapped a hand across his thigh and reined in. He looked at the rest of the crowd—a smart, sly man who never let his eyes or ears miss anything. He had been on the dodge all his mature life, and his own skin was his chief concern. He said now, "I guess not, brethren. The old man's dead and I ain't so sure about this business. I'm going into The Wells and get me a meal and a drink. Then I just guess I'll keep goin'."




  They remained in a solemn circle, studying it out. There wasn't a man in this party who didn't have something to run from. There wasn't a one of them who could ride a trail without needing to look back. So they studied it, silently and taciturnly, under the fresh morning sunlight. Mike Strange said, "Maybe," and turned his horse. Presently, saying nothing more at all, Strange and Jack McGinnis trotted down the slope toward the Piute and toward town. The other two headed for the ranch.
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  Each of these seven long days had brought its increasing suspense and its added weight and its deeper loneliness to Sally. Isham made but one trip to the place, leaving immediately after their painful interview. Helen Tague came up from Wagon Rim a day later, stayed a short while, and went away. Afterward silence closed in and there was nothing to do but wait and go over the old thoughts again in search of some answer she could not find. She kept telling herself, "There's got to be a way. I won't give up." But there was, though she sought it hour after hour, no way. The stillness of the house oppressed her and the speechless distance of the home crew angered her and through all this was the everlasting question that would not leave. Where was Owen—how was Owen?




  On the seventh morning she rose from a sleepless night, crossed the yard to the horse barn, and saddled her own personal pony. She had ridden only as far as the Skull bridge when the ever-present guard galloped forward and rounded her in. He was cool about it, staring at her with a faint boldness—as though she might be easy with a man. It was an attitude she had noticed before, though never so openly.




  He said, "Sorry, Miz Isham. If it was somethin' you wanted from town I'll go get it."




  "Ben," she said, "I'm tired of this foolishness. Pull aside."




  His eyelids stretched rounder, showing some surprise. "Why, I can't do that. Mr. Isham—"




  "Pull aside, Ben. I mean it."




  He shook his head, and displayed a small gesture of irritation. This, she realized, was Skull. It had always been a man's ranch, and none of this crew had ever accepted her. She was the intruder. This Ben, now, let her see the edge of his own intolerance. He didn't trust her and he wouldn't listen. She was a woman.




  She wore a coat against the morning's crispness. Reaching into one of its deep pockets she drew out the .38 she always carried when riding alone. "Ben," she said, as stubbornly even about it as he was, "get out of my way."




  He revealed the instant anger of a man physically challenged by a woman. Instead of giving ground he urged his horse toward her, leaning out and extending his arm. He said, "Give me that damned thing—"




  She put a shot within a foot of his head, making him haul away. His horse pitched aside, half-unseating Ben. He righted himself, punishing the horse with his spurs, and kicked it back toward her. But he kept a little distance between them, cautiously judging her temper. She could see quite distinctly what he wanted to do; she could see that he was on the edge of rushing her again. It made her say, "You're a fool, Ben. I've carried this gun for years and I could tear your collarbone to pieces before you moved. It might be a good idea. You're a brush- jumper and you run for shelter every time a stranger drops off the rim. Just like a dog tucking his tail down. Go on back."




  Ben said, between his lips, "We'll see about this, ma'am. We'll sure see when Mr. Isham—" He had made up his mind she'd use her gun again and so he started away, to be stopped by her sharper voice.




  "Come back here and take your hat off."




  He said, at once outraged, "I'll be damned—"




  She put a second shot at him, the bullet's nearness making him flinch. Three or four of the home crew collected back by the house to watch this. Ben rode toward her and removed his hat, a killing blackness in his glance. He said, "Yes, ma'am," and wheeled and galloped away. She started on, but he had reached the group and he was openly cursing her—and suddenly she turned about and charged him. The other hands gave ground. Ben, swinging his horse around, showed her an odd, half-shocked glance. She was a tall girl, almost as tall as this ordinary-sized Ben; and she sat straight on the saddle, willful and composed and thoroughly unafraid. The man was a tough one, as were the rest of Skull's crew, and he hated her and showed it. But her own temper had been seven days in the making. She meant to break this Ben, she meant to break the crew to a woman's presence.




  "Get down, Ben."




  He dropped from the saddle, with a slowness intended to show her his independence.




  "Walk in front of me—and run when I tell you to run,"




  He had long, thin lips. They closed, and his eyes were very black again as he shook his head. He said, "Not from you, ma'am—"




  "Ben," she said, "don't make a mistake. I'm not a lady. I'm the Bidwell girl and I was raised among harder men than I think you are. I am going to live on Skull, and if I have got to whip some of you boys to make you mind me, now is the time. Get in front of me, Ben. If you stop before I say so, I'll shoot you." Then her voice hit him twice as hard, "Damn you, I mean that!"




  Ben went around her horse. His knees bent and dust squirmed up around his boots. She pulled her horse into a slow trot and watched him run before her with the angular, shambling gait of a rider who had never walked more than fifty feet at a time. Across the bridge she began to hear his breath deepen. At the foot of the long grade up the rim, he turned his face back toward her, showing a strained anxiety. She pointed the gun at him, whereupon he hit the grade, his boots scuffing the rock. Sweat rolled off his face. He sawed his arms back and forth and his head jerked up and down, and when he sucked in air it was like a gusty cry. He looked back once more, halfway up the grade, caught his foot on a rock and fell flat.




  She said, "Keep running."




  He struggled to his knees and to his feet. His head kept dropping on him and she saw his legs shake. His mouth was round and wide, faintly purpling at the edges. But he flung himself into a run and went another hundred yards, each pace dragging him lower and lower until his whole body was in a crouch. When he fell, utterly exhausted, he rolled over and was half- unconscious.




  Sally watched him a moment, without pity, and turned to see the distant men in Skull's yard observing this. It was a lesson for them. Afterward she reached the rim and fell into a steady canter across the high flats, going toward The Wells. Cruelty was all Skull's crew understood, and she had been cruel. She was thinking, with a singular coolness, and this was the way she would be with them—until they acknowledged her. Her will was up, and so she rode, swinging to the horse with a born sureness, with more confidence than she had known for a long while. Color turned her cheeks rose-red and the pleasantness of the day restored some of her old spirit.




  In town she went directly to Sam Nankervell's blacksmith shop. Sam was her friend and a notorious gossip.




  "Any news come into town yet, Sam?"




  He said no, there wasn't, and rested his broad back against the door of the shop and took time to fire up his corncob. Medary, he told her, had gone off on a hunting trip, which was probably smart. Bourke Prine had ridden into town a couple times, looking for Merritt. Nobody knew where Merritt was. His house had been busted up and he had, apparently, been cornered and shot. Story seemed to be he had gotten down to Nan Melotte's place. She had patched him up—her front room showed blood-stains. Then she had hit into the hills with him. And that was everything.




  "Well," he added, "almost everything."




  Sally said instantly, "What else, Sam?"




  He took the corncob from his mouth, reversing stem and pointing at Shannon's store across the street. "Nan came in, this mornin'. She's over there."




  Sally caught her breath. "Well, hasn't anyone asked her—"




  "No," answered the blacksmith, looking at her directly. "Nobody ain't."




  Excitement rushed through her, strong and hard, and fear turned her faintly cold. She murmured, "I will," and went immediately over the street. Nan's horse stood at Shannon's rack. The sun was half up in the sky, shining fully on The Wells's almost empty street, and a brown dog lay before the saloon, and a small wind boosted a scrap of paper along the dust. These things she noted with the idle edges of her vision, even while her mind went its own way.




  When she stepped into the store Nan Melotte turned from a corner counter and looked at her very casually, for a moment not identifying Sally because of the light shining against her eyes. Then Sally saw the girl's face change a little—change and darken and turn away expression, Shannon was waiting on her, and Shannon's wife was at the back end.




  Sally said, "Did you just come in?"




  "Yes," answered Nan.




  They were watching each other carefully as the silence lengthened, with feeling lying between them that wouldn't change as long as they lived. Sally Isham was the taller girl, the more dominating. She had a self-assurance in the way she held her head. There was a poise to her shoulders, a firm line to her long lips, and a driving directness in her manner. Against her Nan Melotte maintained a sober reserve, her dark eyes interested and very attentive to the other girl's least expression. This was the difference between them—a self-certain woman with copper- colored hair facing a dark girl caught in a strange quiet.




  Shannon's wife suddenly called, "Shannon—come here."




  Shannon was quite embarrassed, and glad to go. He went immediately toward his wife. Both of them left the store, closing the rear door.




  Nan spoke up. "Owen's all right. That's what you want to know, isn't it?"




  "Yes."




  "He's up in the hills, with Bourke and Pay Lankershim and Cultus Charley." Nan paused, adding another phrase afterward, more slowly, "I think your husband is up there, too."




  Sally said, "Was he hurt?" For a moment she let the question lie. But something in Nan's expression made Sally add with an impatient quickness, "I'm talking about Owen."




  "Your husband and his crew trailed Owen to his house and shot him in the leg."




  Sally said, "Why do you keep speaking of my husband?"




  Nan shrugged her shoulders, not bothering to answer.




  Sally said, "If you were with him so long, why did you leave him now?"




  "He doesn't need me any more."




  Sally's chin tilted a little higher. Her tone strengthened. "Are you so sure he needed you at all?"




  "Yes," said Nan. "I'm sure." Her lips came gently, softly together, and her voice made a little melody.




  "I see," breathed Sally.




  "It hurts you," murmured Nan, cool and direct. "It hurts you to think of it. And you'd give anything to know what those days were like. What he said to me and what I did or didn't do."




  "Of course," admitted Sally. And again they were watching each other, so carefully and with so much speculation, "I kriew it would be like that," went on Sally. "He's the kind of a man to attract any woman."




  "Then," said Nan, with the first appearance of resentment in her voice, "why didn't you keep him? Why did you make the terrible mistake you have made'! If he really wanted me, I'd still be in the hills. But he doesn't. You're still in his blood. You always will be. Maybe you're glad to know that. I do not admire you, but I do not blame you for being what you are, or doing what you have done. Only, you have caused him more trouble than you dream. How could you leave Owen, no matter what the reason or the reward, for a man like Isham? Well, here you are, You have no right to him now, but you don't want to let him go. You will want to have your way with him. What excuse can you have? You made your bargain. It didn't include Owen—so why don't you leave him alone? Or go to him outright? One thing or the other. You can't have everything."




  "I know," murmured Sally. "But I'm not going to him. I just wanted to know how he was. I won't be seeing him. Maybe—maybe I could wish you luck."




  Nan said, "It wouldn't do any good. I'm like Owen. Half of something isn't enough. I'm leaving the country in the morning."




  "Then—" said Sally, and stopped. Riders came into the town at a fast pace. Shannon raced up from the back of the store. By common impulse both women turned toward the street, reaching it in time to see Jack McGinnis and Mike Strange haul up before the saloon. People were coming out of all the buildings, crossing toward the Skull men, and Jack McGinnis saw Sally and strode toward her. There was a thinness to his expression, as though deep in him a gray joke had its way. He removed his hat, polite and drawling and ironic.




  "Your husband shot and killed Hugh Clagg last night. This mornin' your husband was killed. By Merritt."




  He wheeled away, his spurs jingling on the walk. Voices rose around Sally as she stood there. Shannon kept calling, "Where's Merritt? Where's Dutcher?" Nan Melotte touched Sally's shoulder, and Sally looked up and saw the look in the girl's face, so dark, so distantly curious. "You see?" murmured Nan, and went to her pony and rode down the street. Sally walked straight to the hotel and up to the room always kept for Isham. Hoyle Daugherty, who ran the place, called to her across the lobby, "Sally, I'm—" She didn't look at him; she went up the stairs rapidly and turned into the room. Nan's "You see?" kept ringing through her head. It meant so much. It meant so terribly much.
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  Bourke Prine said, "I don't like this so much, Owen. Dutcher ain't a man to run. He's got too much gall in him, and he hates you like a wolf."




  "No," said Merritt. "He wouldn't run."




  "Then," said Bourke, "why didn't he come up and help Isham?"




  They quartered the hill, dropping gently with the grade. Light began to swell through the thinning timber, marking the approach of Merritt's ranch yard. Merritt said, idly and not much interested, "He sold Isham out. Which is what I figured some time ago. But he won't leave the Piute. I made him run once. He wouldn't forget it in a million years. The man wants to run Skull."




  "Then," murmured Bourke, more and more dissatisfied, "there's Clagg. We ain't in such good shape yet." He quit talking and, as was his habit, watched his partner with his consistent, close curiosity. The big man showed a taciturn expression. Everything was inside, churning its way around and producing a hard, aloof silence. Bourke recognized it, and spoke again. "Kid, I'm sorry you had to be the one to drop Isham. I wish it had been me."




  "Doesn't matter, does it?"




  "It makes a difference," observed Bourke. "For you, it makes a difference."




  Merritt only shrugged his shoulders, but Bourke knew his partner was thinking, as he, too, was thinking, of Sally. Sally was in the big man's blood and wouldn't ever get out. Her marriage to Isham had been a mistake, and Bourke, who was no fool when it came to the ways of people, knew that both Sally and Owen knew it to be a mistake. It had been something that grew out of a quarrel, something that grew out of pride. Both of them were strong-willed, both of them were individualists. Their courtship, as Bourke well knew, had been a stormy time—reaching the heights and the depths; and then, because they were what they were, she had married Isham. But they were still in love and now Sally was free again to repair the hard mistake made. Only—and this was the fact that kept sticking to Bourke's mind, troubling him—it was Merritt who had faced Isham and had sent him down to the dust. It put something between those two people, between Sally and Owen, a barrier, a memory, a stain. The more Bourke considered it, the worse he saw the picture. And though the big man was always hard to read, he knew Owen had this on his mind as he rode silently along. Nan, Bourke figured, was just an incident to Owen. She had been in his life for a week, a pretty woman and a desirable woman who had stuck by him when he needed somebody. There would be, he guessed, a warm memory there for a man with feelings as strong as Owen's were. But it would pass. Sally was the one.




  Bourke pulled himself out of this analytical frame of mind as they came nearer the break in the timber. Through a between-tree alley they saw the clearing below and the house. The falls began to send back its flat, dashing echoes and light brightened considerably.




  Bourke said, "I don't like it very much, Owen. Too damned many loose ends around here to trip a fellow. Dutcher wouldn't let go this easy. Don't ride so blind."




  Owen looked at his partner. "It's in the book, one way or another, Bourke. So why worry?"




  "It don't hurt to keep an eye peeled," grumbled Bourke. "That's the first lesson in my book—and should be in yours. Just wait a minute."




  They were at the edge of timber, traveling the back trail which led them into the yard by way of the barn. Bourke repeated, "Just wait a minute," and rode along the margin of the trees, cutting toward the main hill trail. All this land was fairly open and he spent a good ten minutes angling around the pine trunks. He was only partly satisfied when he returned. "Nothin'," he admitted. "Nothin' at all. But I don't like it."




  They came into the yard. Bourke, keyed up by his suspicions, hooked around the barn, entered it from the front and trotted through it, coming out the back door. Merritt circled the house, Bourke immediately joining him. All the windows were smashed; both doors were wrecked. They had their quick views of the interior and its littered emptiness. Paused by the front porch, Bourke saw the big man show his first real expression of temper. "They did a damned complete job," Merritt said, "on the house. It'll take a lot of work to put it right. Wonder why Isham didn't burn it while he was in the business?"




  "Maybe," said Bourke, "he was thinkin' it would make a good spot for Skull's headquarters on the south end of the hills. He was a hell of a man to figure ahead. Nobody ever did know just what went on in that little head."




  Merritt, he observed, now considered the Piute with a freshening expression. He was watching Nan's cabin out in the flats, he was sweeping all the far country with a kind of confident, pleased anticipation. As though he returned to old times and was happy over it. Sun lifted in the sky, building up the tawny coloring of the Broken Butte's slopes, building up the long transverse shadows of the gullies yonder, and turning the floor of the Piute a silver-yellow. Yet even though the sun fell out of a pure, cloudless sky there was distinctly in the air the gray shimmer of coming winter. Wind, small and slow, turned the day really crisp.




  "Snow any time now," murmured Merritt. "It's a fine country, Bourke. A man couldn't spend his life better anywhere in the world. I'd like to get over into the Fremont before the weather breaks. Just to watch the antelope busting the breeze." He reached for his tobacco, rolling up a smoke with his glance still running the horizon. The sight of all this lightened him.




  "You know why I didn't meet you up on the knob that day? I had it figured out—to bushwhack and then run. But I got to thinkin'. Why run? This is my country. Wouldn't make any difference where I went, I'd be thinkin' about this spot. I'd be a man on the drift, wishin' I was back. Better be buried here than alive somewhere else. Sounds damned foolish. Anyhow, I got down here—and got shot. If there's anything in this business of living at all, it must be to stand fast when the pinch comes. Somewhere, along the years, every living creature has to make that answer for himself. Stick or run. We're dead soon enough and maybe we miss a lot of fun in going too soon. Still, there's nothing in the world like the pleasure of knowin' you toughed it out and got through. Puts salt in a man's food, puts wind in his lungs. Makes him feel the blood running through him." He threw a quick side glance at Bourke, and grinned a trace sheepishly. "Now you can take up the collection, brother."




  Bourke had his mind still on the hills. He turned his pony half around the house, watching the timber line closely. After a while he said, "I'm going up there and get Pay and Cultus. I don't like this. Not any. You stay here. Right here, understand?"




  "Sure," said Merritt, and watched his partner cross the creek and take the hill trail.




  Merritt circled the house again, reviewing the damage done; he came to the rear and got down, going to the kitchen door. Everything lay on the floor. Every dish had been broken. They had knocked the stove off its legs and pulled the pipe down, and thus the wreckage was mixed with a foundation of soot and ashes and glass and crockery fragments. He reached down to rescue a cup that had survived all this, putting it on the table. Turning back to the porch he took the tin dipper and scooped a drink from the well bucket.




  It was then, exactly then, with the water running down his throat and his head tipped up, that certain stray things, idly observed, came home to him with a tremendous jolt. The water he drank was cold and fresh, the dipper handle wet from prior usage, and the scent of smoke came out of the kitchen. It was the pungency of the smoke which told him the man still was in the house.




  He had then one of the hard moments of his life; which was to hold himself still and finish the drink and lower the dipper to the bucket without sign of haste. He was cold at once—deeply, chillingly cold. His nerves jerked at him, almost compelling himto swing around. But he stood fast, with his back to the kitchen door, while his thoughts raced around the house exploring it until at last he remembered something his eyes had seen and his mind had failed to understand. The door leading up to the attic, he recalled, stood ajar.




  He grew colder and colder, as if a hard, stong current poured from the door, and his heart slugged against his chest and he could feel the reverberation of it in the artery in his neck. The impulse to swing was greater and greater. He swashed the dipper around the bucket, keeping his eyes down—and took a slow step sidewise until he cleared the well box and stood behind it. That move put him out of the direct area of the doorway, it turned him so that he looked into a corner of the kitchen. From this position he could not, without bending forward, sight the attic door.




  He reached forward, lifted the bucket, and softly stepped from the porch. He put the bucket down and banged the dipper against it to create a little incidental noise, and cat-walked around the house. Coming along the edge of the front porch, he sighted the kitchen again through the front door. The attic door was still ajar, its opening facing the other way, and he studied it until he was certain it stood too nearly shut to leave a crack on the hinge edge. The fellow in there had only a one-way view—a view of the rear yard.




  Merritt put a foot on the porch step, eased his weight onto it, and rose to the porch. When he changed his weight to the bad leg, pain started along it, fresh and keen. He had to wait a moment; he had to shift his weight away. Afterward he moved to the front door. A faint spiral of smoke trailed from the attic doorway—betraying the man there. Merritt thought of that carelessness with a gray amusement, knowing it had saved him from sudden ambush. Clagg or Dutcher—he wasn't sure. But he thought it was Dutcher. Clagg was too much of a schemer to overlook little things like cigarette smoke and fresh water in well buckets. Well, it was Dutcher. Skull's foreman was heavy and direct in everything. It would be like him to come here and wait his chance, to satisfy a hurt that rankled in his sullen head.




  The door moved an inch outward, stopped, and moved another inch, and these moments were longer and longer. Merritt let his right hand drop to the top of his gun and remain there. He was on the right side of the doorway and this, it suddenly occurred to him, blanked his draw unless he threw the gun over to his left hand. He started to move across to the left side of the door, but checked himself when he saw the attic door swing again. A board on those stairs let out a thin, crisp explosion, whereupon the door came wide and Dutcher stepped into the kitchen.




  He faced the other way, his big shoulders dropping and his knees bending a little as he looked into the rear yard. This was the way he stood, huge and solid, tensed against the silence and the uncertainty. He was a man with a slow mind, a dogged mind, and his suspicions so strongly flowed toward the back yard that it was a full thirty seconds before some warning crossed the house and reached him. In that time Merritt stepped away from the casing of the front door and came broadside with the opening. Dutcher threw himself wholly around—and saw Merritt.




  The most apparent expression on Dutcher's face then was not surprise and not fear; it was a definite chagrin, as though this mistake of judgment hurt his pride. He pulled his wide shoulders fully up and his hands made a pushing gesture against the floor. Light struck up a swift glinting in his round eyes. His lips rolled together and so he stood, granite-sure of himself and controlled by the sullen self-confidence which left no place for any kind of doubt. He never spoke. He had his look and he made up his mind and when he drove his hand toward the gun on his hip his chin dropped a little to give Merritt a fractional warning.




  There were two shots, explosion running into explosion. Dutcher's bullet ripped the casing beside Merritt—level with Merritt's belly, and within an inch of his hip. Merritt's slug hit Dutcher with a brief, muffled, tearing sound. It knocked the wind from Dutcher and doubled him over. He bowed his head until Merritt couldn't see the changing expression on the man's face; it made him seize the casing of the kitchen inner door with his free hand. The gun fell out of his fist, and his shoulders, so massive and solid, dropped. That capsizing weight sent him down, face forward into the ashes and soot and broken dishes.




  Smoke sluggishly drifted in the house. A horse pounded the hill trail, with Bourke Prine's hard howl coming before. "Hey—Owen!" Merritt watched Dutcher's head turn and go still, and he knew the man was dead. He put back his gun and stepped away from the door. Prine appeared on the slope with Cultus and Pay behind. Prine hit the shallow creek hard enough to throw water completely over him; he jumped from the saddle and raced over the porch, his ruddy cheeks stained to crimson from his run. He saw Dutcher lying inside and wind sighed out of him and he murmured, "Good God," and put his arm against the house wall. Pay and Cultus trotted forward to have a look.




  Merritt backed away. He limped around the house. He scooped another drink of water from the bucket and stood there, drinking, with his legs wide apart. Somewhere during these crowded moments he had thrown undue strain on his bad leg; its ache was steady and powerful. He went to his horse, riding over the yard and waiting for the rest of them. Bourke said, "Where to?"




  "Town."




  They swung up and quartered along the slope. Pay Lankershim said, "The rest of that outfit has gone back to Skull. Or they have just scattered."




  Cultus murmured, "What they do? Kitchen all bad. Stove busted. Dishes no good. Damn fellas."




  Out on the Piute a solitary rider bound toward the Broken Buttes lifted a streak of trail dust. Merritt held his glance over there until the rider turned at Nan Melotte's cabin. Bourke, keeping his covert attention on Merritt, saw the big man start to pull in on the reins, and Bourke pulled in at once. But Merritt looked back at his partner, revealing a faint irritation. "No," he said. "No."




  There was a question in Bourke's mind and it grew larger and more insistent as they rode along, though he could not bring himself to the point of openly asking it. The sun climbed up. Distant in the west, toward the homestead settlements, a cloudy horizon showed other riders coming in. Merritt said, "What day's this?"




  "Thursday."




  They entered town directly after noon and went into the saloon. Tom Croker stared at Merritt. He came over and seized Merritt's hand. "You sure you want to be around here? My God, man, I'm glad to see you. We just heard about Isham."




  Merritt put down his whisky. "How's that?"




  "Jack McGinnis and Mike Strange came through here two hours ago. They said he was dead. They said Isham killed Clagg last night. You boys know anything about that?"




  The four men stood around, thinking of this, solemnly. Merritt said, "Clagg? He could have been a pretty smart man. But something went wrong in his head. Well." He looked at Bourke, at Pay and Cultus. The four of them drank together, not saying anything then. Bourke ranged the place restlessly. He stopped at the doorway of the small rear room, staring at the picture of the two riders holding a bear by their ropes. He said, "That fellow didn't know anything about drawin' a horse's hind legs." He came back, leaning on the bar. There was a long silence in the room. Merritt placed both hands on the bar and his head tipped, and he kept watching his fingers. Croker said, "On the house, boys, Have another cheer."




  "No," murmured Merritt, "not now, Tom. Thanks." Nankervell and Shannon came into the saloon. Nankervell seized Merritt's fist and shook it vigorously. "That's all right, Owen. That's all right. You seen Dutcher any place?"




  Bourke Prine, standing a little behind Merritt, signaled at Nankervell with his hand. He shook his head slowly; he pointed his finger at Merritt, and made a dismissing gesture with his palm. Nankervell cleared his throat and changed the question at once. "Goin' any place, Owen?"




  The liquor thawed Merritt. It caused him to look up to Nankervell, faintly smiling. "You talkin' about this world or the next one, Sam?"




  "You got enough whiskers for a major prophet," said Nankervell.




  "I'm going to eat," said Owen. "Then I'm going to run down to Skull."




  Other men came into the saloon, making a small crowd here. Nobody said anything for a moment. The silence seemed to mean something. Nankervell removed his corncob and reversed the stem. He pointed the stem through the saloon's back mirror, "That," he remarked, "might not be necessary. If it was Sally you figured to find, she's in the hotel. Been there for a couple of hours."




  Merritt said, dry and distant, "Thanks," and left the saloon at once. The street was empty, and his boots knocked small and quick echoes around the stillness, reminding him of the dismal night not so long back when he had brought George Vird into town. He passed Shannon's store with his head lowered. He walked with his weight unevenly falling, with a limp that turned him to one side each time he used his bad leg, and from her window in the hotel Sally saw this and felt pain each him he swayed. He didn't see her. He kept thinking of George Vird, all across the front of Shannon's and as far as the hotel. Then excitement raveled through him and memory of Vird went away. He took the stairs one at a time, slowly and with difficulty, and was winded when he reached the upper landing. He turned toward her room and stood before its door to remember that slightly less than two weeks ago he had come up the outer stairs to this hall. She had met him in the shadows of this place and had waited for him to take her away. He knew that now; he hadn't known it then. For a moment he lived it all over, feeling even the freshness, the heat of her kiss. Then he drew a long, long breath and said, "Sally," in a level voice.




  She opened the door to him at once, as though she had been paused on the other side, ready and waiting. She stepped back and let him come in, her eyes widening when she saw how thin his face was. She never took her glance from him; she watched him with a care and an indrawn interest, with almost an anxiety. Merritt closed the door and rested his shoulders against it.




  "Sally," he said, "Will's dead."




  "I know—I know."




  He said, "We came together in the timber between Corral Flats and my place. After that it was just a question—Will or me."




  She listened to him carefully; she observed the way his face changed as he spoke, the way his wide chest lifted and fell. Heavy whiskers darkened him and toughened him. She didn't have to question him about the fight. She saw it and she heard it, in his attitude and in his few words.




  She said, "Owen—have you seen Nan?"




  "Not this morning." He looked at her with a faint curiosity, wondering at the question.




  She had brought Nan's name between them so that she might see how the sound of that name affected him, and now, noticing the faint reaction of his features, she had her own private thoughts and very quickly changed the subject. "Are you through now, Owen? What happened to the crew—and Dutcher?"




  He said, "The crew, I guess, is scattered. Some of them will be on Skull by now. Dutcher's dead."




  "I hated that man," she murmured.




  The silence came on again, even while a thousand things pressed against them and waited to be said. She stood in the center of the room, tall and composed, with her lips held resolutely together, as though to restrain any impulsive word that might betray her. About this girl was a certain beauty, born of pride and will. She showed it now, her copper hair making its dull shine in the shadows of the room and her expression holding back so much.




  She said in a small, husky voice, "I know, Owen. I know."




  "Then," he said, "I'll do no more explaining."




  "It's Will," she murmured. "When I heard that you had shot him I knew nothing would ever be right. Between you and me. If there was ever any chance for us, it died with Will. He stands between us, more now than when he was alive."




  He said, "What are you going to do, Sally? What—"




  But she broke in. "You know it's true, don't you?"




  "Yes," he said. "Yes."




  She came nearer, looking into his eyes with a straining soberness, and her voice then was humble and level. "Owen, I've got all my life to live down a mistake. You were right when you stood here that night and told me I'd some day know what I had done. In these two weeks I guess I've lived a hundred years. You don't know how hard it was. I tried to convince Will I was loyal to him. I was—and I meant to be, always. But he shut himself up and I couldn't reach his mind. I couldn't make him see." She drew a long breath, so serious, so drawn. "Well, I made the bargain, Owen. And there never was a minute in all that time when I ever thought of going back on it. I can be proud of that. I just want you to know I can take my punishment and not cry. I am taking it now."




  She had always owned the power to stir him, and had it still. It was a quality in her he could feel—a kind of sternness toward herself, an honesty she clung to when everything went wrong. He said, "I know, Sally."




  She looked at him with a show of eagerness. Her lips were soft and she spoke his name in a way that brought back for a moment a memory of older times to him. "Owen—how different it might have been! That's what I keep thinking, through all this. I'm going back to the Broken Buttes—back to where I started. That doesn't leave me very much, does it? I wish I could know one thing. It would help a little. It would give me at least one pleasant memory to go on. Suppose I had come to you a week ago, wherever you were—would you have taken me then, Owen? You were in love with me once. Do you still remember? Does anything of those old days ever come hack to you?"




  He laid his shoulder point against the door casing, easing the solid beating in his leg. He lowered his head, thinking back in some surprise. This girl had been his life. She had put color into his world, she had been in his mind, wherever he rode, like music; he had walked the earth with a swing and with a secret laughter, because of her. He remembered, in this room's absolute silence, the fire and the tumult she had awakened in him and could recall the way her lips answered his own heavy impulses. Where was that now? Here he stood, so quiet and so solemn, trying to bring it back and as he tried to bring it back Nan Melotte's shape came before him, outlined by the light of the campfire in the tunnel, and then a strong feeling brushed through him, impatient and eager, and he knew suddenly what had happened to him.




  He said nothing but it was all there for Sally to read. She spoke in a sighing, resigned voice. "Of course." Then she came quite near to him, looking up at him, crying out, "How could you forget me so soon? Or forget everything we used to be! How—Owen?"




  He shook his head. "I don't know," he answered, very gentle. "But that's the same question I asked about you when I stood in the stairway here, two weeks ago. Things happen and then everything changes and nothing brings the old times back again."




  She said, "I hate your Nan. I can't help it—and never will be able to help it. But I wish you happiness. I could never wish you anything else, my dear." She put her arm to his shoulder and at once bent against him. Her head turned a little and lay on his chest, and then this girl, so willfully strong, was silently crying.




  He put his arms around her, hard-hit. He waited, holding her this way while the long, moments passed. Then he said, "Go on back to Skull, Sally. It's yours. You kept your bargain."




  She pulled away and turned definitely from him. She said, with half the room between them, "So-long, Owen."




  He went out, limping painfully down the stairs and into the street. Bourke and Pay and Cultus were coming up from the saloon, all of them a little mellow from their drinking. Bourke said, "Were going to eat. Come on." But Merritt passed them and got to his horse. He had trouble swinging up, and a small crowd stood on the walk and watched him with a closeness that unaccountably irritated him.




  Bourke and Pay and Cultus came back to their horses. Merritt said bluntly, "Dammit, quit trailing me."




  But when he turned out of town, heading south, they were behind him. Pay said, "Great Judas, I'm hungry!"




  "You'll be a hell of a lot hungrier before you eat," grumbled Bourke.




  Merritt ran down the long road, never speaking to them. There was a greater shimmer of winter fog in the day and the wind had risen and had turned colder. He paced on, seeing Nan Melotte's house rise up from the distance. When he reached it he looked back to find that his three partners had stopped in the distance. He struggled out of the saddle and went into the cabin without knocking.




  Nan Melotte was in the center of her wrecked room, waiting. She had seen him coming, and this was the way she met him—color on her cheeks and a reserve in her eyes. He said, not knowing what else to say just then, "A man gets pretty hungry riding this country."




  "Was there no other place to go?"




  "A lot of places," he said. "But none of them seemed to suit."




  She was almost severe with him. "You've been to town?"




  "Yes. I went to town."




  "Owen—did you see her? Did you kiss her?"




  "Don't ask me about that, Nan. I'm here now."




  She said, "Owen, you don't owe me anything, if it's gratitude or if it's pity—"




  "No, Nan."




  She watched him, with her dark face changing, with its severity breaking before softness, before a smile that made her cry. She let out a long breath and came suddenly against him, seizing his arms. "Then," she said, "if you are sure—if you are really sure—"




  This was the end of it. She put up her face, her smile unsteady and brilliant and the light in her eyes stronger than before. He bowed his head to kiss her. Afterward, long afterward when they had forgotten the run of time, they heard Bourke Prine outside the cabin, howling like a wolf.




  Nan stepped back, excitement glowing through her. She said, "Owen—everything I am is yours. Everything you are, is mine."




 Canyon Passage 
(Ernest Haycox)
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  As soon as he entered Portland, Logan Stuart stabled his horse at the Fashion Livery on Oak and retraced his way along Front Street toward the express office. A violent southwest wind rolled ragged black clouds low over the town and the flatly swollen drops of an intemperate rain formed a slanting silver screen all around him, dimpling the street's watery mud and dancing a crystal dance on glistening rooftops. The plank walk-ways across the street intersections were half afloat and sank beneath his weight as he used them; at two o'clock of such a day the kerosene lights were sparkling through drenched panes and the smell of the saloons, when he moved by them, was a rich warm blend of tobacco, whisky and men's soaked woolen clothes.




  Three or four sailing ships lay at the levee with their bare spars showing above the row of frame buildings on Front. Beyond Seventh, in the other direction, the great fir forest was a black semicircle crowding Portland's thousand people hard against the river. Tradesmen's shingles squealed on their iron brackets and a raw wild odor—of massive timbered hills and valleys turned sweet by rain—assailed Logan Stuart and as he turned into the express office he saw a stocky shape, vague in this agitated twilight, wheel abruptly through a saloon's doorway ahead of him. A four-horse dray came up Front at the moment, the great wheels of the dray plunged half to the hubs; the teamster's cursing, issued with vigor, was instantly lost in the steady tempest.




  The express office was warm and quiet once the door had closed behind Logan Stuart. He dropped his saddlebags on the counter and watched a young man with a dry, cool visage rise and come forward. The young man, Cornelius van Houten, wore a pair of steel-rimmed glasses in whose lenses the room's yellow lamplight bloomed.




  "Damp day," said van Houten. "How's Jacksonville?"




  "Lively," replied Stuart and opened the saddlebags to lay upon the counter a dozen gold pokes crowded skintight with nuggets and dust. With the drawstring clinched at the end of each, they looked like fat summer sausages.




  "Credit to account?" asked van Houten.




  "I'll take back specie. We're shy on cash at the diggings. What time do you open in the morning?"




  "Tomorrow's Sunday."




  "Put the specie in the saddlebags. I'll get them before you close tonight and keep them in my hotel room."




  "I'd guess you've got seven thousand there—and that's no trinket to be left loose in a hotel room."




  "Cornelius," said Stuart with a smile that broke the rough reserve on his face, "gold is only yellow gravel."




  "Ah," said van Houten, agreeably dissenting, "but the yellow color makes a difference."




  "Butter's yellow, too, and you can spread it on bread. Ever try that with gold?"




  "For a man of business," commented van Houten, "you have got odd notions. Were I a banker, as I someday shall be, I should conclude you unsound and lend you nothing."




  "A man can choose his gods, Cornelius. What are your gods?"




  "What?" asked van Houten.




  Logan Stuart returned to the intemperate day.




  The rain had thickened until the buildings across the street squatted half vague in the sparkling downpour and ropy cascades splashed upon the sidewalk from gorged eaves. Out in the middle of the street a man stood on the surface of a stump with a set of muttonchop whiskers wetly plastered to his jowls and watched the yellow mud slowly flow around him. Stuart turned into a store at the corner of Alder, bought himself some dry clothes and made a couple of purchases for the Dance family away down the Oregon- California road, and thereafter walked a narrow plank across Front Street and entered a barber-shop near the American Exchange Hotel.




  He had a bath, a shave and a haircut; and with a cigar fragrantly ignited between his lips, he went on to the American Exchange, got a room and ascended to it. He laid his wet clothes over a chair, walked a restless circle around the room and brought up at one of the two windows in the room to watch the storm-battered street below him. Above him, the peak of the hotel roof emitted a dull organ tone as the wind struck it With one shoulder tipped against the windowsill he achieved a moment's stillness not characteristic of him. He was a man of loose and rough and durable parts, like a machine intended for hard usage; there was no fineness or smoothness about him. His long mouth was expressive only when he smiled and his heavy nose swelled somewhat at the base to accommodate wide nostrils. He had the blackest of hair, lying in long chunks on his head; his eyes were sharp gray and well-bedded in their sockets—and all this made a face which in repose held the mixed elements of sadness and strong temper. Only when that face lightened did it show any sign of the rash streak which he possessed. He was a little under six feet, long of arms and meaty of legs, with a chest that had breadth rather than thickness. A scar shaped like a fish hook stood at the left corner of his mouth, the relic of some fist fight he had been rather eager to indulge in when younger. Now at twenty-eight he had better control of himself.




  He could stand still only for a short while, and suddenly turned from the window, left the room and descended the stairs to the saloon which adjoined the American Exchange's lobby.




  Henry McLane saw him at once and beckoned him over for a drink. "Just to keep the chills out," said Henry. "How's things at the mines?"




  "Brisk," said Logan Stuart and heard the hoarse whistle of a steamboat in the river; that would be the Belle coming in from the Cascades run. He made room for himself at the crowded bar, beside Henry McLane, who removed his stovepipe hat and thumped it like a drum to catch the barman's attention. At five o'clock there was no natural light left in this drowned world.




  "What are the Indians going to do this year?" asked Henry McLane.




  "It is, so far, quiet and uncertain."




  The barroom was at this hour of a bad day crowded, smoky and cheerful. Portland was a new and small town on the scarcely explored northwest coast, therefore Portland was still largely a town of bachelors arrived in search of the business chance; and the American Exchange bar served them both as a club and a commercial meeting point. Here were the plain types of a new land: the ship captain with his benign mutton chops and his frosty eyes; the farmer stained with the back country's mud roads; the emigrant whose manner was brisk and blunt and hearty and whose voice was pitched to Oregon's deep timbered reaches and long open plains; and the New Englander, so sharp and so cool, who had come here specifically for the mercantile advantages to be had in a fresh land and who meant to seize them and make his fortune. There was an Eastern twang in the room's talk, mixed with Iowa, mixed with Missouri, and mixed with Virginia's softness.




  "Logan," said Henry McLane, "I have got a consignment of goods from the brig Alice, to be delivered to Clay and King at Jacksonville. I shall ship by the boat Canemah to Salem. Do you wish the business of packing it from there? General hardware, a few bolts of cloth, buckets, tin dishes, rope."




  "How many mules will it make?"




  "Twenty, I suppose. What's your freight?"




  "Three dollars the mule per day."




  McLane studied it a moment and nodded his head. "Agreeable. It will be at Salem on the twentieth of the month."




  The deal having been made, Logan Stuart bought the second round of drinks, after which McLane excused himself. "I have got to see if George Miller can take a load of windows out toward Gale's creek."




  "Windows—windows with glass?"




  "We are becoming civilized," said McLane and moved away to intercept a man in muddy boots, round fur cap and a huge army overcoat. "George," he called through the steady confusion of the saloon. "George!"




  The place was packed. Logan Stuart pressed his way through the crowd and circled a group who were deep in reminiscences concerning the emigrant trail. Five of Portland's leading businessmen sat at a poker table, closely engaged with some business speculation of their own; and a ship captain near by was in half an argument with another man. "Lumber's selling sky high in San Francisco and you'll make a handsome profit. You have got to let other men make a little. Don't haggle so damned much over the freight, my friend, or I'll pull out of here in ballast." When he left the saloon, Logan Stuart observed that Henry McLane was at the bar again, sealing another bargain.




  He crossed to the clerk's desk. "Miss Lucy Overmire arrived?"




  "In Ten," said the clerk, "just off the Cascades boat. She has been asking for George Camrose."




  Stuart walked up a stairway whose red plush runner was stained with the day's fresh mud.




  He turned down the hall and he stood a moment in front of her door, visualizing her face with a keen start of interest; then he knocked and heard her voice murmur, "Come in, George."




  She was in the center of the room when he opened the door and she had a smile on her face. But it was a smile meant for Camrose and he now observed the smile change character. Something went out of it, he didn't know what; and something came into it, nor did he know what that quality was.




  "George knew I was coming up, and asked me to bring you home. He had a sudden trip to make toward Crescent City."




  "Will you mind having me on your hands, Logan?" Then quite unexpectedly she broke into a small, free laugh. "That was a foolish question. You don't mind women on your hands."




  "Who has given me that reputation?" he asked.




  "Rumor."




  "Rumor borne by George Camrose," he said. "The man is building up his faithfulness at my expense. Have you got stout clothes? We leave before daylight and the weather is foul."




  "I do not mind," she said and watched him with her lips retaining the smile in their corners.




  There was a speculative light in her eyes and the shape of judgment on her face—and this too was something familiar to him. They knew each other very well. She wore a brown and beautiful dress and her black hair was softly, shiningly plaited back of her head. She was a filled-out and mature woman within her clothes.




  "Supper?" he said.




  She moved to the bureau mirror to give herself a swift glance; and, catching up a shawl-like wrap, she moved down the stairs with him into the dining room. Talk made a great racket in the place; at the bachelors' table in the center of the room Logan Stuart saw Henry McLane, turned pink and dignified with his business trips to the bar.




  She sat across from Stuart, pleasantly still; she was aware of her surroundings and occasionally her eyes showed curiosity and some vagrant thought stirred her face. Then he found her attention on him, once more with its deep and well-guarded interest. Sometimes warmth lay between them, strong and unsettling, and his own expression would sharpen; and at times like these the bare repose of his face would break, giving way to smiling restlessness. It was these times when she looked at him most observantly, trying to read him.




  "How was your visit?" he asked. "How was The Dalles?"




  "Quiet," she said. "But, Logan, there are a lot of cattle and horses up there which have been abandoned by the emigrants when they came down the river. They could be gotten for very little. Perhaps it would be profitable to buy and drive them to Southern Oregon."




  "See any mules?"




  She sat still, trying to remember, and for an instant he saw in this stillness a quality that struck roughly through him.




  "No," she said. But she observed the change of his expression and her guard lifted again. They ate a silent meal and moved back to the stairs. He walked up to her door with her and paused a moment.




  "Five o'clock," he said. "And dress warm. We'll make Salem the first day and the head of the Long Tom the second. We ought to be in Jacksonville Friday afternoon. Is that traveling too fast for you?"




  "No," she said. "I suppose you're going down to play a little poker now."




  "I guess not. Good night."




  Her answering "Good night" followed him. He went past the door of his own room and stopped at the stairs, looking back. She still stood by her door, the hall lamp showing the outline of her face.




  "A woman, Logan?"




  He laughed, and saw a sudden gust of anger come to her. She turned in and closed the door. He had been amused at her suspicion but, going down the stairs, he no longer found amusement in her judgment of him. He was restless, he was irritated and he thought: "George must have made me out a hell of a fellow. I shall have to speak to him." He heard the beat of the rain on the hotel wall and he went back up to his room for his coat and hat; afterwards he walked along the black gut of Front Street and crossed over to the express office. Van Houten had delayed closing time for him; and now brought the saddlebags out of the big company safe.




  "Sure you want to keep this in the hotel room?"




  "It's all right," said Stuart and slung the bags over his shoulder. He waited while van Houten snuffed out the lamps and damped the cast-iron stove. Van Houten took up a dragoon pistol from behind the counter and locked the office door. He said something which was washed away by the tidal wind, and put himself between Stuart and the building walls as they walked back toward the American Exchange. He fell from the narrow crossing plank, up to his boot tops, and bitterly swore. At the hotel's doorway he stopped and said, "Luck." By the light glowing through the doorway Stuart saw that the young man had carried the dragoon pistol cocked and presented all the way from the express office.




  "Keep your feet dry," said Stuart and watched van Houten vanish completely three steps onward; it was that black a night. He crossed the lobby and tramped up the stairs, at the upper landing he paused and then went on to Lucy Overmire's door. He knocked and heard her voice, still cool, call him in.




  She stood by the window, now turning to look at him and show him the same reserved judgment he had seen before. "No," he said, "it wasn't a woman."




  "Why didn't you say so, then?"




  "You're marrying George, not me," he said.




  "Why should I tell you where I'm going?"




  Suddenly they were laughing at each other. She came across the room, the room's light richening her cheeks; she looked up at him, speaking with a blended sharpness and softness. "I'd never want a woman to make a fool of you, Logan."




  "Do you question George like this?"




  "Why," she said, "it has never occurred to me to doubt him."




  "I am flattered by the distinction," he dryly said.




  "George is less vulnerable than you, with women. He judges them more critically. You have too much compassion in you, Logan. You're fair game."




  "Am I?" he said. "Yet he's engaged, and I am not."




  "What have you got in the saddlebags?"




  "Gold coin."




  "I watched you from the hotel window. There was a man standing at the corner of Alder as you passed. He followed you across the mud."




  "Good night, Lucy," he said and left the room. Noise came robustly up from the lobby and saloon. In his own room he put the saddlebags beneath the mattress at the head of the bead. He stripped to his woolen underwear and drank from the water pitcher, and then braced a chair under the door's knob. There were no catches on the two windows, but they were both fifteen feet or more above the street level and not to be worried about. He slid his revolver under the pillow, turned out the light and lay flat on his back, listening to the steady slash of the rain against the hotel; now and then a harsher gust of wind shook the whole structure. For a moment he thought of Lucy as she stood in her room, a fairer woman than any man had a right to expect; he remembered her face as it lightened with laughter, and the tones of that laughter, and he remembered how still her eyes could be, how deep in them were the strange things she felt. He fell asleep...




  He was a man who slept without dreaming, and who slept light. Thus when a gust of cold wind touched the back of his head his eyes came instantly open. He lay with his back to the side window and he had his arms beneath the bed covers so that he could not easily reach his revolver. There was a faint sliding sound in the room, and the sibilance of a man's heavy breathing. The breathing diminished for a little while, and then it grew greater and Stuart felt a hand move gingerly along the bed's edge. Stuart pictured the man's location—and swung and raised himself and seized the heavy shadow before him. His arms went around a thick body; he was carried off the bed by the man's rapid turn, and he was dropped to his feet. He hung on. He butted the top of his head against the prowler's chin and heard it crack; then the prowler's forearm came down on the back of his neck with all the power of a club. It stunned him and sent him falling backward upon the bed. He got his feet up and he plunged them full into the prowler's belly as the latter was about to fall upon him. His head ached in full violence, and flashes of light danced before his eyes. He heard the prowler stumble backward and curse under his breath; and then he reached under his pillow and seized up his gun. He righted himself on the bed for a shot. He fired at the man's moving shadow and in another moment the prowler, rushing low across the room, went out through the window, taking sash and glass with him.




  He heard the man fall in the alley below. When he reached the window he saw nothing in the alley's black strip below him, but he caught the last swashing echoes of the man's steps as the latter ran through the pure mud toward the river.




  Cold wind poured through the window and there was a racket in the hotel's hallway. The chair blocking the door capsized and the door wheeled open, letting in the sallow light of a hall lamp. A man peered through the doorway. "What the hell's going on—"




  "Nothing," said Stuart. "Close the door and go away."




  The door swung shut, blocking the violent gust of wind. Stuart stood still a little while, slowly turning his neck from side to side. "A funny one," he thought. "He must have had an arm like a chunk of oak. Damned near tore my neck apart." He settled down on the bed, he lay gingerly back, favoring the steady ache; he lay flat, staring up to the black ceiling. "It might have been Bragg," he said to himself. "It might have been."




  The door opened again and Lucy's voice came across the room, gently disturbed. "Logan."




  The light was faintly on her and he saw her tall-shaped in her robe with her hair braided down behind. He saw the vague silhouette of her face as she walked toward him and stood over his bed. "Logan."




  "Nothing at all," he said. "He got away. It was a bad try." His head quit aching; it ceased to pound as abruptly as it had begun, and presently he felt good. "Lucy, get out of here."




  She stood wholly motionless, looking down at him. She said: "Did you get hurt?"




  "No. You go on."




  He watched her as she retreated; he saw her turn and look back a moment, and then close the door.




  II. LUCY'S MAN
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  They left Portland at six o'clock of a rain- drowned morning, crossed the ferry and moved through the fir timber's dense twilight all the way to the Clackamas. Beyond Oregon City they came out upon the flat Willamette Valley, bordered eastward by the Cascades and on the west by the Coast Range. Ranch houses stood at lonely distance, low and dark in the rain fog, and now and then the pure mud road skirted the porch of a store or a rough frame cabin serving as a tavern for passers- by. At dusk of a weeping day they reached Salem, whose few houses were the outgrowth of a Methodist mission, and there slept.




  The rain held on, turning the valley greener before their eyes as they pushed south. They ferried the Santiam at Syracuse City and spent the second night at the Harris Claim. The third day took them through Skinner's and on down to the valley's narrowing foot; and the fourth day saw them through the Calapooyia's rough and timbered ridges—by way of the military road—and on to Jesse Applegate's house. The dark fir timber began to give way before oak and madrona and pine, and the rain ceased and the land grew warm and brown. They traveled fast, passing wagons loaded deep with settlers' household freight; they came upon mule trains and single travelers on horseback. On the fifth day they crossed the Umpqua at Aaron Roses's store and in the late afternoon they reached a little settlement built at the narrow mouth of a canyon whose sides rose up in increasing sharpness, heavy-clad with trees. All the country before them was massive and broken.




  Cliff Anslem came out of his cabin while Stuart unsaddled.




  "One miner killed on upper Graves Creek two nights ago," Anslem said. "It was Limpy's Indians, I think. There's a cavalry outfit somewhere in the canyon now, under that young fellow Bristow. Pack outfits have been going through doubled up for safety. Tomorrow morn-in' you'll have plenty of company."




  "Too slow," said Stuart. He turned to the girl. "We'll make a night ride of it and reach Dance's by daylight, if you can stand it."




  Lucy nodded and walked into the cabin while Anslem drove the horses into his compound.




  Four or five cabins lay scattered in the little meadow at the base of these rough hills and a steady current of wind came out of the canyon, cool and wild. A last sunlight streamed over the meadow, strengthening the pungency of its natural hay. Stuart sat down on the edge of the dusty road; he leaned back and lighted his pipe and he heard the tinkling approach of a pack outfit's bell mare. Twilight began to flow off the mountain as the pack outfit, out of Scottsburg's settlement for the mines, arrived and halted to make camp. It was a Howison string, loaded with sugar, coffee and salt. A campfire blossomed in the shadows as Anslem called Stuart to supper.




  The cabin was a single room with a bed, a table and a fireplace. Lucy lay on the bed, half awakened from her short sleep. She had her glance on the ceiling directly above her and the yellow lamplight of the room danced in her eyes. Stuart paused by the bed, his head dropped as he looked upon her. She lifted a hand to him; he took it, swinging her upright, and suddenly she laughed at him and made a quick turn away to the supper table. Mrs. Anslem gave these two a quick and slyly warm glance and afterwards served supper—venison and beans and biscuits. Horsemen fell out of the canyon at a whirling run and a sharp voice gave a command. Anslem rose and walked to the door.




  "Supper's ready, Lieutenant."




  The lieutenant, when he entered, was stained by a hard day's riding; he had a full beard to cover a youthful face and his eyes were dancing bright. He said: "Hello, Logan—Miss Over-mire, how do?" and he took his place and made no ceremony about his meal.




  "What's up there in the canyon?"




  "A lot of tracks across the Cow Creek meadows."




  Anslem said: "I'll saddle for you, Logan," and left the house.




  "You're going now?" asked the lieutenant. "Limpy and his bucks are somewhere, but I don't know where. Maybe we'll have a quiet year."




  Mrs. Anslem, standing before the fireplace's crane to watch the coffeepot, looked around at him. "There's never a quiet year."




  Anslem had the horses waiting outside. Stuart rose with Lucy and as the two of them walked toward the door, Mrs. Anslem murmured: "Give my hello to the Dances and say I'm lonesome for talk."




  Full dark was a cape loosely thrown over the mountains and upon the meadow and the baying of Anslem's dogs woke echoes far through the furrowed hills. Lucy's smile came down to Stuart as he handed her up to the saddle. He adjusted his saddlebags, he slid his rifle tentatively in and out of its boot and he passed a hand across the butt of his revolver. He said "So long" to Anslem and moved away with Lucy beside him. The canyon's breath was damp and cold upon them. The trail tilted up and the soft dust absorbed the sound of the horses' pacing. A creek ran hard beside the trail, musically brawling over its stones, and a night- prowling animal crossed fugitively before them and slipped into the timber. The sky was a steel-blue alley edged by the ragged shadow of timber. An hour from Anslem's they paused and rested and were still; and went on. A rising quarter moon painted dull silver patches on the canyon walls, and glinted against the creek and glowed dully on the bleached trunks of fire-killed firs. Another hour brought them to the head of the canyon and dropped them out upon a mountain meadow lying as a dark and half-hidden lake against the bulky shores of the mountains round about. A keener wind blew against them. Paused to rest, Stuart listened for whatever the wind might bring. He was sharp and he was wholly roused, but when he looked at Lucy he was smiling. Her voice came to him in careful smallness. "You are never happy except when in motion."




  He said, "Hark," and thought he heard a running rumor in the night. Far over the meadow—a mile away—there seemed to be a party traveling. The horses were still, their heads alertly pointed; they were breathing deeper, they were scenting for something which interested them. Then the sound ceased.




  They forded a shallow creek and turned into the meadow, crossing over. The creek's willows idly danced in the light wind and the creek was a pale and crooked streak. The massive blackness of the mountains closed presently down upon them again and they began to climb steadily along a sightless lane between huge, still fir columns. Here he stopped once more to rest the horses.




  She said: "A house, an office, or a woman you've known more than a week—these things grow old to you. You ride into Jacksonville, spend a night, and you are gone."




  "My business needs a lot of riding."




  "You ride for business—and you ride just to be riding."




  "How is it you know that much about me?"




  "No woman can look at a man two years without knowing something of him."




  "You know more about me," he said, "than I know about you."




  "Women are always more observant—and more interested."




  He swung his horse around, caught the rein of Lucy's mount and moved off the trail. A sound grew greater above them and became the rush of a single rider flinging himself through this blind corridor without caution. He passed them at arm's length; he was making a small singing sound as he rode, as though breaking his loneliness. They heard him run downgrade and long afterward they made out the tattoo of his horse in the meadow below. Stuart and Lucy returned to the trail. He still remembered her question; he thought of it a long while as he rode.




  "I want my business to grow," he said at last. "I want to see a Stuart & Company pack outfit stringing along every road. When stages come, I want them to be Stuart & Company stages. I guess I am ambitious."




  "Even ambition would not push you so hard. You are not quite happy. Something bothers you. It may be something you look for, or something that dissatisfies you."




  He rode on without comment, his mind half on her talk, half on the sounds and sensations around him. He heard her voice, so low and seriously soft, come through the blackness. "Is it a woman?"




  "Damn George Camrose for giving me a bad reputation," he murmured. "Must it always be a woman who makes a man lie awake at night?"




  "When the time comes, don't let it be an ordinary woman. Don't let it be a calm woman."




  "Why not?" he said.




  "You'd come to hate her," she said. They rode in silence, through midnight and the pit-black hours while the trail carried them higher into the mountains and a canyon deepened below them on the left, felt rather than seen. Once they caught a moment's view of a light burning far down at the canyon's bottom. "Ed Blackerby," he murmured. The air was thin and cold and the odor of the mountain was stronger and stronger; it was a wildness flowing from unknown reaches, out of places never seen since time began. Somewhere half between midnight and first dawn, he stopped for a longer rest and lifted Lucy from her saddle; her weight came down against him and she stood passive in his arms for a moment, and her face tilted upward, so near to him that he saw the weariness on it. He dropped his arms and took a backward step to his saddle, unlashing an overcoat tied behind the cantle. He laid the coat on the trail and watched her sink down and curl upon it. He crouched near her and pulled the edges of the coat around her, meanwhile searching a coat pocket for his pipe. He held the pipe cold between his teeth while he listened to the forest, to the fugitive murmurings all about, the sibilance of disturbed brush, the faint abrasions of padded feet, the velvet whirring of wings, to all the undertones of this massive earth.




  She was sound asleep when he bent down, half an hour later, and placed his hand on her cheek. He said, "Lucy," and heard her answer from her sleep. Her name was a pleasant echo, it was soft on his tongue and he said it again, "Lucy," and watched her sit up and turn her head in the darkness.




  He helped her to the saddle and rolled his overcoat and lashed it fast. Resuming the march, they moved steadily through the low hours, through the world's ebb time, bending with the trail and dipping with it, into glen and up sharp slope and down sudden grades. The moon, pale and futile during the night, now vanished behind the massive western ridges and the blackness was greater than before. This was the time before dawn, when the vitality of all things burned fitful and uncertain. By degrees he began to feel the nearness of open country. The weight of the timber mass pressed less heavily against him and the color of the foreground grew paler, until finally the trail came out of the timber and descended in long, turning loops to a lower country. Just before daylight he saw a single light shining in the distance.




  Morning twilight was breaking when he came before the cabin of Ben Dance and helped Lucy to the ground. Dance's dogs were shouting around him and the smell of woodsmoke and coffee laced the thin air. The cabin door opened and a flood of yellow light gushed out and a man took a quick step through the door and moved aside from it. He had a rifle across his arm, ready for use; when he identified these two people he let his robust voice fall upon them. "Come in—come in. Breakfast's waitin'. Asa, come out and get these horses."




  Lucy went directly into the cabin. Stuart stood a moment with the saddlebags over a shoulder, watching morning spread over the eastern ridge tops; it moved in formless waves, spreading like mist, water-colored, trickling over the high summits and spreading downslope through the black hill creases. The sky began to grow blue, the stars slowly to fade. Young Asa took the horses away.




  "The young lieutenant passed here yesterday," said Dance.




  "One miner dead."




  "Peaceful for this time of year," said Dance.




  Stuart ducked through Dance's door and faced a bright fire on the open hearth. There was a table at which Lucy now sat; two more Dance boys sat by it, eating without lifting their heads. Mrs. Dance, scarcely forty, turned a pan of cornbread onto a platter and gave Logan a brisk smile. "How's Portland, Logan?"




  "A thousand people, and raining."




  "Ah," said Mrs. Dance and shook her head. Her skin was dark and her features were practical and pretty. "How can anyone live in such a crowd?"




  Dance came in with a question. "You want me to change horses for you now?"




  "We'll sleep till noon."




  "Caroline," shouted Dance, "fix the beds."




  A girl came out of the cabin's adjoining room and gave Lucy a nod and Stuart a longer glance.




  Her even "Hello" covered both people. She was near twenty with her mother's blue eyes and her mother's mass of light-brown hair. Her round arms were bare to her elbows, and her mouth was calm and full.




  "I've got something for you," said Stuart. "What?" said the girl.




  "If you've got on your brown dress at noon I'll give it to you."




  Caroline Dance tipped her head aside as she studied Stuart, and her lips showed a warming interest. "Perhaps," she said in a skeptical tone, and left the room.




  Lucy rose from her breakfast and walked into the other room. Stuart loitered over his coffee and his pipe; the Dance boys rose and silently departed, like young hounds bound for a fresh scent. Dance sat at the table awhile to supply the week's gossip and then Stuart tapped out his pipe and stepped into the extra room. There were three beds in it and a rag rug on the dirt floor. Lucy lay already asleep, her hands doubled in front of her face. He watched her a moment, and then lay down on the adjoining bed.




  At noon there were three horses waiting in the yard instead of two. Caroline Dance sat in the saddle of the third one when Stuart and Lucy came out of the cabin. Dance explained this in his vigorous voice: "Ma's sending Caroline down to Megarry's place. Missis Megarry's come to her time." Mrs. Dance stepped from the cabin with a plump package and handed it up to Caroline. "Now that's everything you need."




  Stuart said: "You want me to send Dr. Balance back from Jacksonville?"




  Caroline shook her head. She was in her brown dress and she had her hair done neatly up. "I can do everything necessary," she said. "For sure," added Mrs. Dance, surprised there should be any question. "It's only a baby. You stay at Megarry's tonight, Caroline, and come home tomorrow."




  The day was hot and still and the trail ran southward up and down a series of rounded knolls and ridges which were the ragged extension of the heavier mountains to the east. They slid into a short valley half surrounded by hills and passed a small settlement sitting beside Rogue River; they crossed the ferry and went briskly along the river. A few miles beyond the ferry, Caroline Dance drew in her horse before a cabin which was scarcely more than a lean-to. This was Megarry's. A woman came to the door and tipped her hand across her eyes against the sun. She said: "Caroline, you ain't much time."




  Caroline sat still in the saddle, facing Stuart. She wasn't smiling but anticipation made her mouth quietly expressive. He had teased her with his delay, and she knew it, but it didn't trouble her.




  He drew a small package from his pocket and he took his time unwrapping it. He held it concealed in his hand and rode his horse near her and bent to put his hands around her head. He swayed back on the saddle and watched her as she looked down to the cameo brooch hanging from its thin gold chain around her neck.




  "Why," said Caroline with pleasure in her voice, "it's like my Missouri grandmother's heirloom brooch."




  The woman at the Megarry cabin called in sharper tone: "There's no time, Caroline."




  Excitement brightened Caroline's face and although she was not an impulsive girl impulse nevertheless stirred her toward Stuart. Then she remembered Lucy's presence, gave her an oblique glance and swung down from her horse, at once going into the cabin.




  Stuart and Lucy went on, pointing toward the opening bay of a valley ahead. The river was beside them but the ridges slowly receded to form a valley; the trail rose gradually from the valley and began to cut its way southwestward along the bench. Fort Lane showed in the distance, its log houses squatted under a full bright sun on the north side of the river.




  "You would have had your kiss, if I'd not been present to interfere," Lucy commented. "Yes," said Stuart, amiable.




  "I'm sorry I caused you to miss it." She gave him a veiled inspection. "She's twenty you're twenty-eight."




  "What would you have me do?"




  She met his eyes and she saw his smile; suddenly she began to laugh. "Oh, Logan."




  The trail took them around the breast of a hill and, at sundown, brought them to a creek with its miners' brush lean-to shelters, its canvas tents and flimsy log structures. They crossed the creek and moved through a grove of pine and oak and at last came out into the irregular lane which was Jacksonville's main street.




  It was a settlement of perhaps sixty houses built of logs and riven cedar shakes, all scattered along the creek and up the side of the surrounding hills. Supper time's smoke drifted out of tin chimneys and men strolled the street, stained by the yellow-green clay of the diggings. Riders drifted in and a pack train wound down the slope of the hills from the west.




  Stuart and Lucy passed a pair of saloons and Howison's big hay shed; they skirted Stuart's own store and moved up toward a large log-and-shake cabin on the hill slope. Jonas Over-mire stood waiting for them with his hands in his front pockets and his stovepipe tipped well forward to give his daughter a hand down and he raked back his beard before he kissed her. Mrs. Overmire came out to embrace her daughter, and then a shout reached them and they saw George Camrose leave his cabin and walk rapidly upgrade.




  Stuart leaned his arms on the saddle horn to watch this scene. Lucy had turned about to meet Camrose as he approached. He was a high and handsome man, light of complexion and carefully dressed. There was no mining-camp roughness on him at all, none of the exaggerated mining-camp temper in him. He was cool and held himself on tight rein, so that even now, approaching Lucy, he carried himself with negligent restraint, as though he had seen her but an hour before.




  Lucy, Stuart noticed, seemed to match that temper and that composure. She was unruffled and as certain of herself. She had a smile for Camrose and she looked at him directly; yet Stuart saw no great fire of impatience in either of them, no impetuous wanting. He said to himself, "Is this the way a woman looks at a man she loves?" He pushed his hands heavily against the saddle and wondered what went on inside the girl. She murmured, "Hello, George. Are you glad to see me?" Camrose put his arms around her, smiling down. "You are always good to see," he murmured, and lowered his face to kiss her.




  She did a strange thing. She turned her head and she looked at Stuart for a short moment with the gravest kind of an expression on her face and for that instant he saw some kind of shadow in her eyes. It was a thing quickly happening and soon passing, so that he was not certain of what he saw. She looked back to Camrose and took his kiss and stepped away.




  Stuart said: "Is that the best you can do, George?"




  Camrose stared at Stuart with a controlled grin. "Could you do better?"




  "A hell of a lot better," answered Stuart and rode away. A gust of irritation unaccountably moved through him.




  He cooked supper in the small room behind the store; he cleaned his dishes and strolled through the store's long main room, around the boxes and kegs and bales of merchandise stacked on the floor, past harness and lanterns hanging from the log beams. He gave a glance to the well-stocked shelves and he stopped a moment to watch his head clerk, Henry Clenchfield, weigh out gold for a miner. A breeze came through the store to stir up the sweet and musty and pungent odors of all this merchandise.




  He paused at the doorway and lighted a cigar. Voices softly traveled through the night's bland warm air and the lamps of Jacksonville winked tawny in the dark. A guitar somewhere sent forth its lively tune and men drifted in from the dark creases of the hills to break a long week's loneliness in the town's deadfalls; and families arrived from their donation claims along the Rogue.




  He walked back into the store and sat down on a box. "Where's John Trent?"




  "He'll be in from Crescent City day after tomorrow," said Clenchfield. "I sent forty mules on the trip. Burl McGiven left two days ago for Yreka. Twenty mules. Jack Card left this morning on the Applegate trip. Murrow and Vane Blazier will take the Scottsburg string in the morning."




  "Put this on the book," said Stuart. "Thirty mules to be at Salem on the twentieth for Henry McLane's freight, off the boat Canemah."




  "Where will you get the mules?" asked Clenchfield. "You have got too much business now."




  "Maybe it is time to buy a few more."




  Clenchfield was an old country man, stiffened by years of clerking. He was angular and bald and precise; and he had a good head clerk's feeling of owning his job. Steel-rimmed glasses rode low on a sharp nose and a high turkey neck rose through a collar considerably too large.




  "It is time to take some money out of the business instead of putting it all back in. You have got a hundred thousand dollars of equipment."




  "Why, Clenchfield, we must be rich."




  "This firm," said Clenchfield, "is too big a boat for the water it floats in. If you had a bank to borrow on, it would not matter, Since there is no bank around here, you should be your own bank. You ought to have thirty thousand in gold coin laid by for trouble. You have not got it."




  "What trouble?" said Stuart.




  Clenchfield shook his head. "For the trouble that always comes. But you are a young man and trouble must beat you over the head before you understand. How did I get here, six thousand miles from Liverpool?"




  "How did you get here, Clenchfield?"




  "Once I was young and had a business, good as this. But I was like you and I went broke."




  "Henry," said Stuart, "there is a difference. Liverpool was an old town, finished growing. This is a young town in a young country. It will never stop growing for a hundred years. We sail with the tide. It is a long tide. There will be no ebb in my time."




  "All Americans think that," said Clenchfield. "They think the tide flows forever for them. But mark me: gold veins run out and crops fail and men starve and wars come and businesses fail, and towns die, and the hopes of men always run too fast and too far."




  "If everything fails," said Stuart, "everything will start again."




  "Well, you will buy the mules," said Clench-field.




  "So I will. The fun is in growing. Not in having thirty thousand in the safe."




  "Wait till you're old."




  "Never wait, Henry. Never wait for anything."




  Young Vane Blazier, who was one of Stuart's packers, came slowly through the doorway, all legs and neck and wild black hair bushing down his head. He looked back of him into the night with an air of worry. He reached into his pocket for his tobacco plug; his long white teeth flashed as he bit into it. He replaced the plug in his pocket and tilted his frame against the doorsill, undecided.




  "I'll take the Scottsburg ride with you, Vane," said Stuart. "We'd better be on the road by six."




  "All right," said Blazier. Hard thoughts drew his eyelids half together and cut a notch in his forehead. Suddenly he seemed to resolve the problem, straightened his shoulders and returned into the night, passing Camrose and Lucy Overmire as they stepped into the store.




  Both of them smiled when they saw Stuart, as though the sight of him sitting inactive were a humorous thing. Lucy sat down on a drygoods box, facing him. "You were supposed to eat supper with us."




  "It occurred to me you and George might like to eat without me," he said.




  "A tender sentiment," said Camrose in a softly jeering voice.




  "George," said Stuart, "when is this woman marrying you?"




  "I doubt if she has decided," said Camrose and turned to Lucy, looking at her with his half-serious, half-smiling negligence. It was a kind of mask, this negligence, covering the man's real feelings. Whatever his real feelings were, they seldom broke through the screen he placed over him. "When are you taking me, Lucy?"




  "Do you like poetry, George?" she asked.




  "Must I like poetry to be your husband?"




  "We shall be married when the leaves fall," she said. These people, Stuart observed, were again matching moods—her lightly indefinite manner against his smiling indifference.




  "You string me up and let me swing," murmured George Camrose. "The leaves of the maple which fall early, or the pine needles which never fall?"




  Stuart rose and jammed his hands in his front pockets; and the expression on his face drew Camrose's chuckle. "Our friend disapproves of us, Lucy."




  "I have known both of you a long while," said Stuart, "but these are times when you puzzle me. You are both acting like a pair of people at the edge of a river, afraid to cross."




  "Why damn you," said Camrose, still smiling yet slightly stung. "You're a bit too blunt."




  Lucy watched Stuart with closest attention, as though at this minute she had observed something new in him. Camrose was meanwhile embarrassed by the unfriendly strain of the scene and gave out a quick laugh to bring things back in better humor. "If you so highly approve of the state of matrimony, why not try it yourself?"




  "The idea has occurred to me," said Stuart, and began to grin.




  "Here, now," put in Lucy. "I should like to know about that beforehand."




  "To help choose the girl? George, tell this woman she can't run both of us."




  "Your judgment isn't very good," said Lucy. "You're impressionable. It would be like you to marry a widow with seven children, out of pity."




  George Camrose found this extremely funny. He began to laugh and kept on laughing until tears got into his eyes. Out on the street a voice shouted and men began to run by the door toward Howison's hay barn; and a little miner paused at the door to say, "It is Honey Bragg and Vane Blazier." Logan Stuart walked to the doorway and had his look down the street; then he cut back, moving fast to the rear room. When he returned he had his revolver tucked in his waistband and, thus armed, he left the store. Camrose moved after him immediately; and Lucy Overmire said, "Wait," and caught Cam-rose's arm and walked with him.
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  Jacksonville's idle men made a circle on the street, drawn by the sound of trouble, drawn by the hope of trouble; and lanterns hung high to make this drama visible to hungry eyes. Stuart heard someone softly begging with his voice: "Go at him Vane, he's offerin' you a fight don't refuse it." He laid the edge of his shoulder against the ring of men and roughly shoved a way through until he was inside the circle. In the center of this circle stood Vane Blazier, his black hair streaming over a hatless head, his arms down and his body motionless as he faced Honey Bragg. Honey Bragg had already struck, for a single furrow of blood made a track on the boy's jaw. At the present moment Honey Bragg waited back, smiling.




  "Boy," he said, "never crowd me."




  "Nobody crowded you," said Blazier.




  "You got in my way," said Honey Bragg. "You wanted a fight, I guess."




  "The hell I did," said Blazier. "You walked across the street at me."




  "Well," said Honey, his words rising and falling, "now you call me a liar. I am going to bust you up proper, boy. I am goin' to scar you. I'm goin' to cripple you good. I'm goin' to gouge out your eyes and kick you in the belly till you walk straddle. I am goin' to smash your teeth to snags and bust your nose flat, so you'll whistle when you breathe."




  More lanterns danced in the night, dipping and swaying in eager hands. Vane Blazier's eyes were bitter-black, his face gray and grown old. He stood fast because his pride would not let him move, but his legs trembled. He was afraid yet dared not show fear.




  Honey Bragg saw all that too with his bright attention. Smiling, he pulled his lips flat against his heavy teeth; the smile was a crushed half-moon against an olive-dark skin faintly shining with sweat. He had short hair curled against a round head and an extremely short neck joined into huge shoulders and arms. He was pleased with himself and his nostrils were sprung open and he tilted his head back to study the boy in the way a man might measure an ox for a slaughter-house sledging; the feeling of it came out of him, the malign enjoyment was quite clear.




  "Go on," said Vane Blazier, scarcely audible. "Let a man alone. I didn't pick this fight."




  "He's calling me a liar again," said Bragg. "I don't like that, boys. You know me. You know I couldn't take that even from a kid that don't know better. I am going to drive him around a bit and break him up before I drop him. Give me room and I'll show you some fun."




  The eager miners crowded nearer, shoved up by others lately arriving. The greasy lamplight flickered and flashed on all those eyes so narrowly watching for the promised brutality so that Stuart saw the lust for violence there, the greed for raw action, the fetid stirring of jungle wants. They were good men, with stamina and courage and kindness. Individually they were, but they were in a pack now, and the smell of the pack was on them as the uniform expression of the pack was on their faces, making all faces alike—the hollow-eyed expectation, the partly opened mouth, the tensed cheek muscles.




  Honey Bragg had his fascinated and hostile audience in the palm of his hand. He had no friends here, for he was a man suspected of many things; in the heart of every onlooker was the hope that Vane Blazier would cripple him—a hope that had no foundation in view of his skill. Honey Bragg understood all this, and it pleased and amused him as he stood poised for the butchering. Vane Blazier knew it, too, and now cast a starved glance around him, whereupon Stuart moved across the open space, took place beside Blazier and faced Honey Bragg.




  Honey Bragg had not been aware of Stuart's presence. This quick change of the scene set him physically back; he had been poised to attack, his heavy legs slightly spraddled, his round head tipped forward and his elbows crooked. His first reaction was to draw up his head and drop his arms; then he straightened and the smile went off his face while he watched Stuart with a moment's most profound attention. If it caught him off guard, it likewise startled the crowd. The murmuring, the advice, and the listless shifting ceased until there was no sound whatever around the circle.




  "A little trouble here, Vane?" asked Stuart, casually. He dropped a hand on Blazier's shoulder and he glanced at Bragg with a face quite heavy, quite homely.




  "Hello, Honey," he said.




  Honey Bragg stirred from his preoccupied silence. His grin came back to him. "Why, Logan—how are you, my friend?"




  "Hear you've been away."




  Honey Bragg mentally picked the question apart through a moment's silence; he covered the silence with his continued cheerfulness. Presently he gave out a short laugh. "I'm here and there," he said. "I'm a restless man, always moving."




  "How's the horse ranch, Honey?"




  "Fine as silk. No horses now. Ain't seen you go by the place last few days."




  "I've been away, too, Honey," said Stuart. "Well, you're a restless man, like me," said Honey, repeating his brief laugh.




  "I notice you favoring your right leg," said Stuart.




  "Horse bucked me off."




  None of this talk made sense to the crowd which, hungering for a fight, now looked on with ill-curbed attention. All these roundabout men listened with closest interest, their glances darting from Logan to Bragg, and back to Logan. They waited for Logan to go on speaking, or for Honey Bragg to answer, but the moments dragged while Stuart stood idle and wordless. Bragg's narrow-placed eyes rolled from side to side as he cast a speculative glance around the circle. He stared a moment at Vane Blazier and brought his attention and its grinning brightness once more to Stuart.




  He covered himself well, Stuart thought; there was a full anger in this man but, save for the fugitive shadows which chased themselves in and out of his mouth corners, he kept his mask of humor well in place. He would be calculating whether or not to push the issue, he would be balancing the fight and all that it might mean very cleverly in his head. Meanwhile Stuart said nothing; the burden was on Honey Bragg.




  A small flurry of motion went through the crowd which now realized how things were going; Honey Bragg raked that circle with a glance which quickly suppressed the discontent. Then the smile came easily back to Honey Bragg. He said: "I'll see you sometime, Stuart," made a turn and broke a path through the ring with a violent use of his shoulders and arms.




  He got to his horse and swung up, waited a moment for a pair of men to join him—and thus he ran out of town.




  A muffled and exasperated grumbling ran around the circle. Somebody said, "Well, by God, it was a freeze-out." Then with a thoroughly unsatisfactory scene irritating them, the various miners drifted toward Jacksonville's deadfalls. Stuart said something very quietly to Vane Blazier who turned up the street.




  He himself stood a short while longer on the street, listening to the three horses of Honey Bragg's party run eastward toward the valley, toward the ranch which Bragg operated some five miles away; and he was thinking: "He was afraid to bring it to a head. He's not ready."




  "Well, Logan," said somebody, "you found out, didn't you?"




  He turned to see Joe Harms and Jonas Over-mire—Lucy's father—in the shadows hard by Howison's hay shed. Joe Harms sat, as he usually did, on a bench in front of the shed, a radical little man wearing a shabby suit, a head of thin white hair and a white goatee on a frail chin. This bench was Joe Harms's pulpit, on which he spent most of his day, and from which he dispensed his acid comments on the injustices of the rich and the ignorance of the poor. Overmire made a strange partner for him, being a lawyer, a man of some property and considerable education; yet the two were frequently together. Argument, amiable or heated, was a bond between them.




  It was Joe Harms who had spoken. Walking toward Howison's, Stuart saw the little man in his favored position, stooped over with his arms propped on his legs, his head thrown back to Stuart with his sharp and dissenting glance.




  "What did I find out, Joe?"




  "That he'll back down."




  "No," said Stuart, "that wasn't what I found out."




  Joe Harms inquisitively cocked his head and waited for an explanation that didn't come. Then he added: "You know somethin' about him. That's why he backed down. What do you know about him?"




  Logan said, "You figure something out, Joe," and walked toward his store.




  After he had gone on beyond earshot, Over-mire murmured: "He put the weight on Honey Bragg, and Honey broke."




  "Honey's nerve is good as any man's. Good as Stuart's. But you notice him stop and think, whilst he was watchin' Stuart? He added somethin' up—and it didn't add right. So he backed off."




  "What would that be?"




  "I'd like to know," said Harms. He brooded upon it awhile and presently added in a tone that was arbitrary and wholly beyond doubt: "Stuart's got to fight him."




  "Why?"




  "Because," said Harms with his continuing certainty, "the town won't have it any other way. The boys were promised a fight and they didn't get it. Stuart's got to do it."




  Camrose and Lucy were up the street and as Stuart went toward them he thought: "He disclosed his hand in backing away. It is well to remember." He stopped before the pair, and he observed Lucy's face to be stained with trouble.




  "Playing a little poker tonight?" asked Cam-rose.




  "No," said Stuart. "I'm going out to Scotts-burg early in the morning. Good night." He started into the store, but Lucy reached out and took his arm and said, "Walk up the hill with us."




  "You know," said Camrose, as they ascended the gentle grade, "I believe you would have enjoyed a rousing battle with Bragg."




  "I was disappointed," admitted Logan. "But not for that reason."




  "Ah," said Camrose. "The town's got it right, after all."




  "What's that?"




  "I heard the boys talking as they came back. They thought it was all very queer. Something under the woodpile."




  "It will give the boys something to discuss on idle nights."




  "You bet it will. They'll talk you two into a fight."




  "Don't say that," said Lucy with some sharpness.




  They had reached the Overmire house, and Camrose turned toward Lucy to say good night.




  Stuart stepped aside and made it a plain business to fish out his pipe and go through the motions of filling it. He had no wish to witness the intimacy between them; it was their affair, in which he had no proper part. But a renewed irritation went through him when he heard Camrose say so calmly to her: "I shall see you tomorrow. I have missed you."




  "That's nice of you, Georoge," she answered, and once more Stuart caught that balanced and faintly formal thing between them. It was like a ceremony they had learned. He lifted his attention from the pipe and watched George bend forward to salute her with a brief kiss. George was smiling and his comment was faintly malicious.




  "Logan disapproves. I see it all over him."




  Logan said brusquely: "You ought to do your kissing in private, George. And you ought to do it better."




  "Well, Logan, I shall ask you again: Can you do better?"




  Stuart took the pipe from his mouth. An impulse rolled through him and made him reckless and then he was smiling down at Camrose and at Lucy. "George," he murmured, "you're making a mistake."




  He waited for Lucy's voice to end this nonsense, to settle it at once by a rebuke that would send both of them away. He watched her, expecting it, and saw that it would not come. She had not moved. She was looking at him with her face lifted, her lips motionless. He saw the quick rise and fall of her bosom, he saw the moonlight whiten her throat and he came hard upon her, drawing her toward him with one sharp gesture. Even then he waited for her protest and was astonished that it did not come; and he bent his head and kissed her, and despised George Camrose at the moment. Her mouth was firm when he touched it but the firmness dissolved before his rough handling and a warm wind whirled through him, and he felt the lightly clinging touch of her hands behind his shoulders. She steadied herself and did not pull away.




  George Camrose's idle voice came from the outer distance: "You see, Lucy. Rough and clumsy in all that he does. There is no skill to the man at all."




  Stuart stepped back. He had his pipe clenched in his hand and he had pressed it against her, and now he wondered if he had hurt her with it. She stared at him, saying nothing at all. Suddenly George Camrose turned down the hill with his laughter coming back in full echo, as though he had witnessed a great joke. He was still laughing when he reached the main street and turned east upon it.




  "Logan," murmured Lucy, "I guess I don't like you."




  "I should not blame you. Good night."




  She reached out and caught his hand. He was sweating and his hand was damp and it embarrassed him that she should discover this. "Wait," she said. "I don't like you when I think of you kissing other women as you did me. Do you know what you'll lead them to believe? Do you know what they'll expect of you?"




  "The truth is," he said, "that you and George are both wrong. I have had no affairs with women."




  The information seemed to shock her. She looked keenly at him through the darkness, she put a hand on his coat and the sharp pressure of her fingers bit into his arm. "Logan," she whispered. "Oh, Logan." Then she wheeled quickly and went into the house.




  Camrose moved through the street's lamp-stained shadows at a rather rapid pace, eager to have his feet under Jack Lestrade's poker table. The scene between Stuart and Lucy had passed out of his head as a thing which, while temporarily amusing, had no importance. He dropped a casual nod to Overmire and Joe Harms in front of Howison's barn, and he stopped a moment before the Bolden & Wilson Express Company's office—of which he was local manager—to try the door's lock and to test the solid wooden shutters which covered the windows. He had just stepped away from the door when a miner came out of Blacker's deadfall across the street's dusty surface, saw him, and came quickly over. "Looking for you," said the miner. "Be all right if you open the safe and let me have the dust I stored with you?"




  It was Johnny Steele who had prospected along the Applegate, had left a well-filled poke at the express office for safekeeping, and had announced he would be gone on a trip for a couple of months. Camrose thought, "What the hell brings him back so soon?" and his mind ran rapidly from one excuse to another. Steele saw his hesitation and was somewhat apologetic.




  "I realize it is a nuisance at this hour. But I've got some poker to play tonight."




  Camrose made a show of agreeableness. "That's all right," he said, and reached for his keys. When he got inside the dark office he lighted a lamp and turned back to Steele. "I'll have to ask you to stay outside while I open this thing. You understand it's a company rule."




  "Sure, sure," said Steele and backed from the office.




  Camrose locked the door and moved around the counter to the massive safe with its gilded eagles. He crouched down and rapidly twirled the knob, a tighter expression now on his face. When he got the doors open he glanced at the window shutters to reassure himself that they kept out curious eyes, and he rummaged through a heavy layer of buckskin gold pokes—each with its owner's name and the amount of dust it contained attached to it—until he found Steele's. He looked at the tag and rose to lay the poke on the gold scales. "Eight ounces," he said to himself in a toneless murmur.




  He looked again into the safe, his mind spurred to extraordinary swiftness by a faint sense of desperation. He thought: "Jackson, no. Bellemyer, Stroud, McIver." McIver. Perhaps. McIver was away down at Kerbytown and probably wouldn't be back for a month. He took up Mclver's pouch, opened it, and was careful to sift out upon the scales only the fine gold. This he transferred to Steele's poke until he was within two ounces of the required weight; then he found a small envelope of particular-shaped nuggets which, in originally borrowing from Steele's poke, he had taken care to remove and save. Now he replaced them at the top of the poke, weighed it again, spilled in a small quantity of additional dust to make the weight correspond with the tag, and cinched it.




  Having returned McIver's poke to the safe, he went over to let in Steele. "There you are," he said, and pointed to the miner's poke still lying on the scales.




  Steele gave the scales and the tag a casual glance. "Thanks for the trouble," he said, and opened the drawstrings to have a look at the top nuggets; he picked out one with thumb and forefinger. "See that? I remember where I found it. Damnedest thing. It was inside an old Indian skull. Well, I'm obliged. Owe you something?"




  "No," said Camrose, "glad to do you the favor," and watched Steele replace the nugget.




  Steele's head was bowed over the poke for a moment, and Steele seemed thoughtful, and a smallest expression of puzzlement came to him. Then he cinched up the poke and left the office.




  Camrose closed and locked the safe and stood for a moment with his arms on the counter, his face somewhat flushed and preoccupied. He thought: "What did he see that bothered him? What did I do wrong?" A slow fear moved small and distant somewhere within him. Presently he extinguished the light and left the office, locking the door behind him, and continued toward Lestrade's.




  Lestrade's cabin was a few hundred yards beyond the settlement, built in a shallow canyon and surrounded by pine timber. When Camrose got to the place he found Neil Howison, Dr. Balance and Lestrade already seated at a poker game. Since they were all old acquaintances who met here almost nightly, there was nothing much to be said by way of greeting. Camrose simply sat down in a chair, received chips and cards, and began to play.




  "Where's Logan?" asked Neil Howison.




  "Probably asleep. He's going out tomorrow to Scottsburg."




  "Always on the move," commented Howison. "I guess I haven't got the energy he's got."




  There was a small fire on the fireplace hearth and a pot of coffee suspended from the crane. Mrs. Lestrade sat by the blaze and from his place at the table Camrose watched the flame color her face and increase the mystery he always found upon it. She was, he thought, far too beautiful and polished a woman for these rough parts; she was meant for gentler places and she had come out of far pleasanter surroundings. Faithfully she had followed her husband in his search for health, silently enduring his strange tempers.




  "Energy," said Lestrade in a half-mocking voice. "Well, I envy any man the possession of it."




  He sat back, the room's heat lightly flushing normally colorless cheeks. He wore a jaded and disillusioned air, as though he understood the world pretty well and had little use for it. His face was of the brittle, narrow and handsome sort and he never failed to keep himself in the best of clothes. Apparently he had money and apparently excellent connections somewhere. His interest in life had pretty well narrowed itself down to a search for health.




  "I understand," he said, "that Logan and Honey Bragg were pretty close to a fight."




  "Bragg backed down," said Howison. Lestrade showed a tinge of interest. "Never heard of him doing that before."




  "I don't understand Logan's interference," said Howison. "He's been around here long enough not to step into another man's quarrel."




  Dr. Balance, older than the rest of them, reached for the whisky bottle and poured himself a comfortable jot. Always a busy man, he came here to relax his middle-aged bones, to hide out for a short while from the incessant calls upon him; he had white hair, a well-larded figure and a pair of eyes which had a good deal of power. "It may be," said he in a dry manner, "that he disliked seeing young Blazier slaughtered. The rest of you, being intent on a Roman holiday, perhaps did not consider that point of view."




  Howison made his frank admission. "I don't know of anyone around here who cares to meet Bragg. It would be a grisly business."




  "A comment on this town," said Balance, "that Stuart should be the only one."




  Howison shook his head. "It was an odd approach. I don't recall Logan made any challenge. It was softly done, by George it was. Then it was entirely up to Bragg. I got the distinct feeling there was considerably more to it than what we saw."




  Lestrade lifted his head, now definitely interested. "What would that be?"




  "I don't know," said Howison.




  They played on in this manner, sometimes talking, sometimes silent. Later Lestrade came back to the subject, speaking to Camrose. "Better tell Logan to walk softly with Honey Bragg."




  Camrose said: "Let Honey Bragg walk softly."




  "Bragg's a sort of friend of mine. You can't fight white man's style against a damned beast. I shouldn't like to see Logan crippled."




  "You've got some queer friends," suggested Dr. Balance.




  Lestrade said amiably: "I did not say I liked him, or trusted him, or would defend him. I only said he was a friend."




  "Good God," said Camrose, "what's your definition of a friend?"




  "Any man, I suppose, whose character lends support to my belief that the human race is a great mistake." He was seized with a fit of coughing and bent forward in the chair, his face coloring from the effort. Dr. Balance observed him professionally, but said nothing. Lestrade murmured: "It is always cold and damp. Is there no heat anywhere in the world?"




  "You ought to live in the Southwest," said Camrose. He watched Marta Lestrade rise from her chair, turn around the room and pause in a corner. Her hair was silk-fine and as black as the blackest thing in nature; her features in repose were clear and settled and sad. The sadness, he had observed, was a constant thing, tinging every other expression her face revealed. Her eyes touched him and he thought—as he had thought before—that beneath her faithfulness a great fire burned.




  "Why run from pillar to post?" said Lestrade. "The day of ending comes soon enough. It might as well come here as elsewhere."




  Boots trotted through the night and a fist struck the door, and the door opened to show a miner. "Balance," he said. "There was a cave-in up at Happy Camp. We brought a man in. He's got a crushed chest."




  "I'll be there. Go back and get his shirt off."




  The miner went away at the same time gait while Balance cashed in his chips. "Marta," he said, "could I have some coffee?"




  "You're cool about it," observed Lestrade. "And in no hurry."




  The doctor stood up and accepted the coffee. He made a bow to Mrs. Lestrade and sipped at the drink gingerly. "No, I'm not in a hurry. I work long, but I keep a pace. Otherwise I would die. As for the man, if his chest is really crushed there is no need to hurry. I can do little for him. And of course I am cool. Only a fool would get excited." He put the cup down, smiling away the rebuke he now proceeded to give Lestrade. "But although I may be cool, Jack, I am not cynical. If I were an amateur philosopher with time idle on my hands, as you have, I might afford that luxury."




  "Why, damn you," said Lestrade with good-natured venom. "Do you mean to say, after all your experience with the sweaty, dirty carcasses of people, their dumb brute follies, their superstitions and ignorances and crooked cheap passions, that you still regard them with any degree of pity or sympathy?"




  The doctor's tongue could be sharp when he chose to make it; he made it so now. "You're no realist. You're a dabbler. I know more about people in a minute than you do all year. I know what they're made of and I know what they can do when their resources are strained. I do more than pity them. I respect them." Having said it, he calmly continued sipping his coffee.




  "Ah," said Lestrade, with an impatient wave of his hand.




  Camrose said: "Death comes sooner if a man gives up. I think you've already made your surrender."




  Lestrade stared at him. "You're no better than I am for sympathy. Mostly you are out for George Camrose. You do not waste energy in any other direction."




  Camrose smiled. "You may be right. I presume it is fortune we are all after. So then it becomes a matter of how it shall be soonest reached."




  Marta Lestrade watched him as he talked. He was conscious of the force of her dark, wary eyes. Lestrade likewise studied him with considerable calculation. "It is a series of figures nicely lined up in your ledger. I wish you luck. It is a brutal world. A world meant for fighting and survival. The Christian virtues are for the meek and mild—to console them in their failures."




  "There is a tide," said Camrose, "and the thing is to go with the tide."




  "Do not float on this tide too long," warned Lestrade. "The first two years of any mining camp are always the best. After that the slack sets in." He put his arms negligently over the back of his chair. "You are the complete opposite of your friend Stuart."




  "He requires different things of this world."




  "What does he require?" asked Lestrade.




  "A good fight, a good laugh, a good run. He has the common touch. Most people will love him where they will care little for the likes of you or me. Perhaps it is his vitality."




  "A pretty sermon," commented Lestrade and rose from his chair. "Pretty enough to put me to bed. But, remember, fortunes are not made on sentiment. Fortunes are made by rude and rough ways. Fortunes are seized, and when you close your hands upon them, you must necessarily smash something else, and somebody else."




  "I have dwelt even upon that somewhat," murmured Camrose, still smiling.




  Lestrade stood at the doorway of the cabin's second room, seemingly frail in the lamplight, yet humorously contemptuous of frailty. "You have dwelt on many things, apparently."




  Howison got up from the table. "It is a dull conversation. The both of you are worrying a dead rabbit around the floor."




  "Certaintly they are," said Dr. Balance and laid down his empty cup.




  "I'll walk to the camp with you, Doc," said Howison. "I'm of poor sorts tonight."




  "What's your trouble?" asked Balance.




  "I sent Bill Brown as express to Yreka tonight, carrying considerable gold. I'll feel better when I know he has gotten safely through."




  Balance stood a moment, watching Lestrade and Camrose with his dissecting attention; it was as if he had seen symptoms of a sort about these men and now took the time to hunt down causes. Presently his lips folded together and with a nod at the room he turned out of the place with Howison.




  Lestrade, posed at the edge of the cabin's adjoining room, smiled faintly at Camrose. "The doctor does not like us tonight," he observed. He made a graceful flourish of his hand toward his wife, said, "Entertain our guest, Marta," and closed the door behind him.




  Mrs. Lestrade placed her back to the fire and drew both hands behind her, the effect of which was to pull her body straight and slim within her dress. She looked across to him and he thought he observed once more the suppressed rebellion within her. "Do you believe all the strange things you've been saying?" she said.




  "As between men I do," he said. He rose and walked toward her, excited by her. "As for a man and a woman..."




  He was not certain of himself, or of her. He paused, on the edge of daring, on the verge of adventure. She seemed to be waiting for him to continue; her silence pushed him forward as much as anything else. He turned back and got his hat and said, "I shall be going." Then he came before her again and struggled with the notion of seizing her and kissing her. It occurred to him she must be seeing that impulse in him, but if she saw it she made no attempt to restrain him. He held himself tightly together, his voice dropped low. "Who knows what happens between a man and a woman? It can't be explained. Good night."




  He swung and left the house. Mrs. Lestrade moved around the room, picking up the dishes on the table. The inner door opened and Les-trade appeared there, watching his wife with an odd critical glance. "Gone already?"




  "Had you expected him to stay?"




  He had become a harder man, merely by his passage in and out of the other room. There was a sharpness on him now to replace his former weary invalid's manner. He took his hat from its wall nail and moved to the door, Marta's glance following him. She said: "To Bragg's?"




  "Yes," he said. "Marta—be nice to Cam-rose."




  "Why?" she asked. "So that he will keep coming here to lose more money?"




  He searched her face and weighed her darkly reserved manner. It amused him to say: "When I am dead he might make you an excellent marriage."




  "At least," she answered, "it would be a marriage."




  Balance and Howison walked in complete silence all the way to the middle of town, at which point the doctor turned toward his office. Howison called after him: "See you tomorrow night for another game."




  Balance paused and turned about and shook his head. It occurred to Howison that the doctor carried something in his head which he had not meant to speak of, and it was clear that he overcame some doubts in order to say what he at last did say. "No, Neil. Not tomorrow night. Nor the night after—or any other night."




  "Quitting poker?"




  "At that place, yes. I would advise you to do the same."




  "The conversation bored me, too, Doc. But it was a passing thing."




  "Neil," said Balance, "I should like to tell you something. Our friend does not have consumption."




  "What is it, then?" asked Howison.




  "That is the point. He by no means is an invalid."




  Howison had the extreme desire to question the doctor further, but before he could do so Balance swung and moved on to his office.




  IV. THE SECOND WOMAN
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  The least variable habit of Logan Stuart's life was his hour of rising—which was at four-thirty. For a man who was scarcely methodical in any particular, this set rule was more or less a way of demonstrating to himself that he could follow discipline if he chose. In only one other particular did he deliberately test his own will: during one month of the year, and always in February, he quit smoking.




  On this morning he shaved and cooked his breakfast while the town still slept, and afterwards walked through the store's pungent shadows to open the front door. A thin night-chilled air came against him with its dry and sweet and winey odors, and day moved in broadening bands out of the east and the first echoes of the waking town were magnified by the hour's intense stillness, the hollow impact of an axe on its chopping block, a metal stove door slamming, a man's spongy coughing. Smoke rose straight from chimney tops; the tarnished silver dust of the street showed a thousand agitated prints of the previous night's liveliness, and a man lay asleep in this dust with no protection at all save for the furry hide of a dog who lay against him. Looking at him for a curious moment, Stuart identified the sleeper as John Steele.




  Under the roofs of this town men slept with their common dreams and wakened and walked abroad with a common hunger and a common crankiness, and felt the same morning hopes stir through them and were lifted by some kind of ambition. Some were brave and some were scoundrels and some were smart and some were fools, and all of them reached a level largely of their own making. They were equal only in that they came of the same clay and would dissolve to the same dust; yet at this hour he felt his closeness to them, knowing that he was whatever they were.




  He turned back into the store and sat up to Henry Clenchfield's desk, and he lighted his pipe and began his chore of going through the bills, the accounts and the ledgers of his freighting and mercantile business which was a thing scattered throughout Oregon's southern half the money owed and the money due, the pack outfits scattered along one trail or another, the goods oversupplied and the goods needed, the hay and oats in the barn, repair bills, the gold dust received for shipment and the credits therefor made. He bowed his shoulders and went through all of this. He had the sharpest kind of memory for details; he knew the characteristics of each mule in his service and the load it could carry, he knew all the roundabout trails, the fordable river crossings and the kind of bottom each ford possessed; he always knew where grass and water were best for a camp.




  Stuart & Company had begun from two mules carrying a stove up the Applegate; now as Clenchfield had mentioned, it had a hundred thousand dollars in stock and equipment. It was a personal venture, and everything was in the venturing, and very little in the having. The town now was fully awake and the sun arisen. Down the street he heard Vane Blazier swearing the Scottsburg pack outfit together. Clenchfield came in, shaved and neat and sour.




  "I expect," said Stuart, "it will be the William Tell arrived and unloading at Scottsburg. What can we use?"




  "No hardware. Get gingham, soap, wool cloth if they've got any. Woman's stuff. But don't overbuy. You always overbuy."




  "We always oversell."




  "There's an end to that, soon or late."




  This was the old argument which never had a conclusion. It was ended this morning by John Steele who had risen from the dust with his torn and gritty clothes. Steele was of Stuart's age, a normally cheerful and sensible young man; but he had come into Jacksonville with a month of lonely prospecting behind him—and he had had his fun. He stood in low spirits before Stuart, his face scratched from fighting and his eyes bloodshot. He managed a small and wan smile.




  "I must have had a hell of a good time. Don't remember a thing about it, though. Shouldn't a man have a few memories for a thousand-dollar bust?"




  "You were honey bait for the bears," commented Stuart. "I'm a little surprised. You know these deadfalls, Johnny."




  "Sure I do," agreed Johnny. "Still, when a man works like a horse for a year and then one day asks himself why he's working, and gets no answer, it is a disturbing thing. So I thought I'd loosen up, and maybe I'd find out why I was working."




  "Did you find out?"




  "Yes," said Johnny, "I did. But I wish I hadn't. Now, I'm going to buy out Billy Clay-ford's claim on the creek. I'd like a stake for it, Logan. Five hundred dollars. Think I can pay it back ounce a day."




  "Henry," said Stuart, "put Johnny Steele down for five hundred."




  Clenchfield said, "Ah," and managed to put into the single expression his complete disgust; he moved on out of the building.




  "You got a Scotchman there," said Steele. "Thanks, Logan." He plunged his hands into his trouser pockets and suddenly brought one hand out with a small nugget. "Well," he murmured with mild surprise, "not clean busted," and stared at the nugget. It seemed to remind him of the previous night and gradually his lids crept across his eyes until they were half covered. "Logan," he said, "how long does it take to open a safe?"




  "Half a minute—mine at least."




  "Ten minutes would be pretty long wouldn't it?" commented Steele, and left the office.




  Stuart took up his pipe after Steele left and thoughtfully repacked it and lighted it. He thought, "What safe? Camrose's?" and slowly shook his head. He rose and moved around the counter and went into his quarters to catch up his saddlebags and his rifle; when he came back into the big room he found Clenchfield returned.




  "Five hundred dollars," said Henry. "At no interest. If you have got to loan, make it at a profit."




  "Henry," said Stuart, "we're making money, are we not?"




  "It is no argument. You've not got a hard head."




  "Always let the other man make some money, too. Never try to get it all for yourself. I'll be back in ten days."




  He went out in a fine frame of mind; the day was good and the prospect of being in the saddle pleased him greatly. Vane Blazier and Zack Murrow were even then lining the pack mules through town, the bell mare plodding wisely at the head of the procession. He moved on to his barn and saddled the red gelding; he was ready to lead it out when Neil Howison came in and looked carefully around the barn, obviously wanting privacy. Howison looked extraordinarily depressed.




  "Logan," he said, "Bill Brown was held up last night near the Mountain House."




  "How much are you out?"




  "He was carrying twenty-five hundred dust."




  "You want help, Neil?"




  "No, I can stand the loss. But listen. Either the road agents are simply waiting for whoever came along, or they found out what Bill was carrying and were waiting for him in particular."




  "How could they know? You tell anybody?"




  "I mentioned it in only one place—last night at the poker game. There were just four people. Balance, Lestrade and his wife, and Camrose. If I cannot trust them, who shall I trust?"




  The light of the barn was quite dull and Logan Stuart had lowered his head against the gelding to give the latigo a last pull. He finished the chore and turned to meet Howison's searching glance. Howison wanted an opinion from him; when he failed to speak, Howison's face slightly hardened. "Who can I trust then?"




  "I don't know," said Stuart.




  "Balance told me last night he proposed not to play cards at Lestrade's in the future and suggested I follow suit. What's up, Logan?"




  Stuart freshened the light of his pipe and for a moment Howison caught the expression on the man's face; it was something like the look he had showed Honey Bragg the night before, watchful but deliberately bare. "For twenty-five hundred dollars, Neil, I guess you're entitled to suspect anybody you choose."




  "Balance also said Lestrade did not have consumption—and was scarcely an invalid."




  "So?" said Logan.




  Observing this lack of surprise, Howison suddenly grumbled: "Am I the only blind one around here?" He saw that he would get no additional information from Stuart, and added: "I propose to send Bill Brown out again, as a decoy, with no great quantity of dust on him. I propose to tell one less person in that group each time, until I narrow the thing down to one man."




  "A good idea."




  "Suppose it turns out to be the wrong man?"




  Stuart walked the gelding from the barn and stepped into the saddle. He settled his hatbrim against the sharp sun streaming low from the east and he stared at the distant rim of the mountains. "If you find the wrong man, Neil, that man is nevertheless a thief."




  "Disagreeable business."




  "Yes," said Stuart. "For your information, I gave up poker at Lestrade's last week." He turned after the pack outfit which, having crossed the flat part of town, now rose along the side of a ridge and curled gradually around it to the northeast.




  Leaving Jacksonville, the trail cut over the point of the foothills which bordered the valley's flatness. Out on that flatness stood Table Rock with its spectacular level top and, in the foreground, the rectangle of Fort Lane. From the fort the valley broke into lesser fingerlike valleys which in turn were at last absorbed by the heavy mass of the Cascades. Here and there in the visible distance the log but of a settler sat lonely and small.




  They crossed the Rogue ferry and followed the trail through willow, pine and oak as it ran smooth and ran rough and all along this way the three men—Stuart, Blazier and Murrow kept sharp lookout; for this was on the reservation which, empty as it seemed, contained the mercurial Rogues, whose motives were never known. In the middle of the afternoon the pack outfit paused at Dance's, where Caroline poured buttermilk out of an old Wedgwood jug and looked on at Stuart with her thoughtful smile, while he drank.




  "Scottsburg?" she said. "You travel a lot, Logan."




  "Caroline," he said, "when will you be twenty?"




  She looked at him with an attempt to read the reason for his asking. Behind her calm manner a liveliness had its sudden way and her lips mirrored the change. "I am already twenty," she said.




  He said, "Mighty old," and stepped up to his saddle while Blazier and Murrow lined out the mules.




  She was accustomed to his mild teasing; she had usually a steady sort of smile for it, and sometimes a distant gaiety of her own to match his manner. But she was essentially a sober girl and this was a sober subject with her. "Why yes," she said, "I have been old for three years almost. It is a pity. I shall be late starting my family."




  He folded his hands on the saddle horn. "Why, Caroline, you have got plenty of choice in the valley. I can think of twelve men, offhand."




  "So can I," she agreed, "but it isn't a thing where you count eeny-meeny-miny-mo, is it?" Her eyes were a powdery gray; they regarded him with a firm attention, to see if he was laughing at her, and once again some inner excitement showed its brisk motion in them. "You go on, Logan," she murmured. "The day's wasting and I've got butter to make."




  She stood before the house with her hands across her apron and watched him depart; and when he turned, just before entering that belt of dark timber which marked the beginning of the trail's laborious passage of the Umpqua Mountains, he turned and waved back to her and her own hand lifted in answer—not rapidly but with a certain hesitation, as though she were not sure she ought to do it. Her father saw this from another part of the yard and now moved over to her.




  "Caroline," he said, "you like him?"




  "I guess I do," she said, most calmly.




  Dance scrubbed a hand across his whiskered cheeks and studied his daughter with a desire to give her proper advice; it was a hard thing to do with a girl who had grown into a woman too young, who was as mature as his own wife.




  "Well, then," he said, "if you want to catch a man you have got to work at it."




  She still watched the trees into which the pack outfit had gone, and from which the bell of the lead mare sent its musical and diminishing sound. "I'd want no man I had to catch," she said.




  "Why, sure," he agreed. "You catch him and he catches you. But you got to do your share. A man always figures he does the catchin', but the truth of the matter is it is the woman who brings him up on the rope, him not quite knowin' it."




  She looked at him with a solemn interest. "Is that the way you got Mother?"




  "I fought for your mother," he said at once. Then he saw the contradiction and gave out a cheerful laugh. "But your mother give me sign enough to go ahead and fight. You got to give a man the sign."




  "Maybe it's so," she said. Behind the composed expression, a little-girl eagerness vaguely stirred and vaguely displayed itself.




  Four and a half days out of Jacksonville, Stuart's pack train reached the Umpqua's head of navigation. The river, searching for the sea, had here cut a notch through the Coast Range and had left only a narrow strip of meadow between mountain and water. On this cramped flat spot was Scottsburg, its cluster of houses sprung up on the strength of the pack-train trade. The ship William Tell lay by the bank with a gangplank thrown over to the back doorway of Poole & Hutchinson's store.




  Stuart made his purchase from the ship's stock, loaded his pack mules and started on the return trip. All the way from Jacksonville Johnny Steele's remark concerning the Camrose safe had been on his mind; and now, homeward bound, he came to grips with an issue he had long refused to meet.




  In this country most men were rough and plain and direct since they could be little else. George, alone of his friends, held to his polish, his light cynicism, his complexity of character. George always walked Jacksonville's streets with the manner of a man strolling along the city park on a pleasant Sunday afternoon. It seemed necessary to him to be a little gay, a little sardonic, yet never to reveal his full emotions; and in fact he never presented himself fully to anybody. Still, under it all, there was a charm to the man which laid its bonds upon those he chose to like.




  Friendship was an entire thing, or else it was nothing; therefore it made Stuart uneasy to be looking into George Camrose as critically as he now was. What lay behind that charm—substance or weakness? Was the man's laughter something human and generous, or a shallow echo out of a mind that had no strong faith? And what was that indifference which always guided George Camrose's words and manner even in those scenes, as before Lucy, when the sight of her and of all that she meant should have swept aside the conventional mannerisms of his life? If he could not be roused then, what was there in him to be roused?




  These were the questions he asked as the pack train steadily footed its way down the trail, made camp, and went on again. Silent in the saddle, he added up the little stories which had singly come to him concerning Camrose, the stray suspicion which Johnny Steele had dropped, the losses at poker which he knew Camrose had sustained, his friendship for Lestrade who was, as Balance had said, not the sick man he pretended to be. By night, squatted before the campfire, he nursed his pipe and pried away at Camrose with his questions; wrapped in his blanket, he watched the starshine and came slowly to his conclusion. It was not possible to judge a man completely, it was never certain what lay real and unchangeable at the farthest corner of a human heart; as for George Camrose, there was some weakness in him but since Lucy loved him, there must be worth in him other eyes could not wholly see. In any event Lucy had taken him and that was the end of the story.




  He grew more and more silent until at last he scarcely heard the few words Vane Blazier spoke to him during the day. If a man had the picture of a woman in his mind, and heard through all the hours of the day the tone of her voice, and caught the fragrance of her at any odd time in any odd place, why shouldn't he fight for her? What was George Camrose's indifference before his own never still desire for Lucy? He remembered Camrose's idle amusement as he, Stuart, had kissed Lucy and had stepped back to hate George for that foolish humor and now he wondered what Camrose's depth could be, to remain unmoved at such a sight.




  All the way to Canyonville he was thus wrapped around. Suddenly, as they started through the mountains, he was through with speculation and he knew what his part was; it was what it had been before. Now he began to talk, and to be cheerful. Zack Murrow and Vane Blazier both looked at him with considerable surprise. "What's been eatin' you?" asked Blazier.




  "The next forty years," said Stuart.




  "Why," said Blazier, "a man can't look that far ahead."




  "Not as far off as you think."




  The canyon passage was quiet, with young Lieutenant Bristow and his twenty dragoons camped in boredom at Wolf Creek. "Peaceful," he said. "You who knows about these people? I feel them somewhere in the timber, watching. They are a brooding race." By twilight of the fourth night the pack train halted at Dance's and Stuart and Blazier and Murrow took their ease at the supper table. The three Dance boys, wild and shy, ate without speech and rose and silently departed into the shadows. Dance sat back to enjoy himself with his pipe. Mrs. Dance and Caroline were at the supper dishes.




  "The lieutenant," said Stuart, "doesn't know what to make of the quiet spell."




  "He's just ridin' back and forth, makin' the trail broader," said Dance. "The Rogues can hear him for miles. It's a way of passin' the time, I suppose, but if trouble starts he'll get himself bushwacked first off. He don't know Indian style."




  "Why don't you tell him?"




  "He's got a little brown book. If it don't come out of the book, it ain't true."




  Murrow rose and departed to his blankets outside the house. Van Blazier, following suit, stopped at the doorway to look in Caroline's direction. Interest held him there even though shyness kept him silent. He watched her as she moved around the room and presently, when she became aware of his interest and looked to him, he flushed and left the room. Dance, observing it, gave his daughter a sly grin; she returned to her chores.




  "Ben," said Stuart, "you're ten miles from a neighbor, and right in the track of trouble if it breaks."




  "Why," said Dance, "I have got a stout house if they strike, and I have got three sons who will know by morning if an Indian has been within two miles of this place. Mark me, I put no trust in the peace treaty with 'em. It was their land we're on and they don't forget it. When they come here and talk easy, I know what's behind their eyes—it's ordinary hate. But we got strength and they can't beat us unless they do it by plain surprise. They know that and they'll remain still—unless a medicine man stirs 'em up, or unless some white man commits a murder that starts them off."




  "Both possible."




  "We are sitting on a powder keg," said Dance, and found nothing in the foreboding statement to disturb his comfort. "If they struck quick they could wipe out every settler between Evans Creek and Anslem's."




  "You'll know it beforehand," said Stuart. "They'll start moving around. They'll get bolder when they ask for food. They'll get insolent. That's the time for you to fort up."




  Mrs. Dance, having finished her work, now quietly moved into the bedroom. The curtains sang sharply on the wire when she closed them, drawing Dance's attention. He said, "This is my fort and damned if I budge," and then he sat still a moment, fingers pulling at his beard. Presently he rose with a great yawn and moved over the puncheon floor in his moccasins, dropped a covert grin to his daughter, and vanished behind the curtains. There was always a little deviltry in this man and it now made him say loudly to his wife: "Anna, even the chickens ain't gone to roost yet."




  His wife's calm voice had a good enough retort. "You've got more mind than chicken, I do trust."




  Caroline swept the floor and stood a moment in the center of the room, considering what had been done and what was to be done. She laid out that next day in her mind so that when it came she would rise early and be at her work without the need of stopping to plan. Presently she removed her apron, with a lighter humor replacing the fixed graveness of her cheeks. She took a round reed basket from a shelf, it containing torn stockings and darning thread, and sat down in the rocker. When she had gotten well at this chore she paused a moment and lifted her head to look at Stuart with a glance that he was wholly unable to make out.




  He knew her to be the calmest of girls, always disposed to take the practical view of things; he knew her to have her own will, and a great deal of self-confidence. Beyond this, he was not certain. She was mature in so many ways; yet now and again when he saw the graveness leave her face, and the sparkle of little-girl excitement come to her eyes, he wondered where youngness ended and maturity began. Sometimes it seemed to him her quietness contained the sharpest kind of wisdom, but at other times he thought the quietness might hide a great deal of wonder and a great deal of soft, warm dreaming. She was to him a frequent contradiction.




  "Logan," she said, "do you really think the Indians will break out?"




  "Always possible. They've caused trouble each year so far."




  "It will be nice, someday, when we don't have to worry about that any more."




  "Someday there'll be town all along the valley."




  "Now that," she said, "I'm certain I'd not like. This is best, the way it is."




  She usually liked things to be as they had been. It was a strong, conservative streak in her. She suspected change and was made uncomfortable by it. He let the silence continue while he pulled at his pipe and kept her close in his mind. If she married him, she would follow him, for that was in her nature; yet would she like the kind of life he gave her? Would she ever discover that though he might bring her much, one thing would be missing?




  She had meanwhile gone on with her darning, the heat of the room coloring her cheeks. She was prettier, he thought, than he had before noticed her to be; she was sweeter, her features warmer and more expressive. Suddenly she stopped her knitting and looked up to him and he saw once again that trace of fugitive excitement play across her face.




  "No, I wouldn't like it. This is a nice place. My father built it and I want to live in it. I'd like all my children to grow up here. When they get old enough I want them—if they are boys—to take land near by. If they are girls I want them to marry neighbors and not move off. It isn't good for people to always move and be torn up. I like to get up early and watch the sun come over the mountain. I like to watch the mist lie on the meadow at night. I like to hear people, away off—their voices coming ahead of them when it is quiet. When I am dead, I'd like to know my children stand where I stood and see the same things."




  "The man you get," he said, "might not want to stay here."




  She lowered her head to the darning. "I know," she murmured. "But at least it is good to think of, if it is never anything more than that."




  "Make you unhappy to move away?"




  She went on darning for a short while, thinking carefully of it. Then she said, quietly, "No, not unhappy. My grandmother moved and my mother moved. I can make a new home as well as they. Only, I would hate to move too much. It would be hard to be always fixing a new cabin or starting a new garden."




  Her mind went at once to these things, solid and permanent and useful. He knew as much about her then as he thought he would ever know, the next moment he knew less, for she said something that puzzled him.




  "I miss my grandmother. She was such a smiling woman. I always liked to watch her sit and rest. Her hands were pretty and her face was so smooth. She had twelve children and they all grew up and they all went away and now she's alone in Kentucky. I feel so sad for her being alone. People ought to be close. Families should stay together. It would be a delight to sit down to Christmas dinner with everybody there. I remember Mother saying the Boyd family, back East, once had eighty-three to Thanksgiving. It must have made all of them feel good."




  The little things, he thought, were close to her; the little things were big to her and she made her world out of them. He rose and tapped the ashes of his pipe into the stove and refilled it and sat down again. She had ceased to work. She sat still, directly watching him, and he thought she wanted to say something to him. It was a clear and bright urge in her eyes; it made all her face hopeful. This was Caroline, as much of her as she cared to let anybody see.




  "What, Caroline?"




  She said, "Do you like Jacksonville?" It was not the thing she had meant to say, he realized. "It is a place to do business in," he said.




  She resumed her knitting, and spoke again. "You're not a religious man."




  "I don't get to church much, maybe I should."




  "When it's handy," she said, "you should. Not that I'd care for an extra-religious man. They all look so dry and hungry."




  He sat back in the chair and quietly laughed. Her glance came up to him, pleased that he was pleased. Afterwards, in the still idle voice, she went on: "Are you very thrifty? Folks say you make money but don't keep it."




  "I don't pay much attention," he said.




  "Men are not much in that habit," she said, as though meaning to excuse him. "But you are restless. Everybody says so."




  "Yes," he said, "I guess I must be."




  "I suppose it is easy to be that way if you have nothing much to do at home but bach." Now, still with her head lowered, she added an irrelevant question. "When is Lucy to marry George Camrose?"




  "I don't know."




  "I don't think I'd want him," she said and looked up at him with a rather quick swing of her head. It was then that he felt his uncertainty rise again. He smiled at her, saying, "Everybody's got a taste of some sort," and at the same time he wondered what things stirred behind her simplicity. Forty years lay right here at this moment. How was anybody to know what the wise thing was, or the good thing, or the honest thing? There was only one thing certain—which was that the forty years would not wait.




  He got up, knowing he had the decision here and could not delay it. So he said, "I understand everybody's going down the Applegate tomorrow night to raise a house and see Gray Bartlett and Liza Stone married."




  "Yes."




  He moved once more to the stove and knocked out his ashes. He said, "I'll be there," and turned around to watch her.




  She sat with her hands still on her lap, looking across the room to the wall. Her face was as clearly expressive at this moment as he had ever seen it—nor did he ever again see it so graphically register the light and the shadow of her feelings—the pleasure his words had brought, the wonder and the fullness of heart which followed, and the strange, small stirring of sadness which came after. She lifted her shoulders and looked around to him, smiling at him and smiling for him. "Yes," she said, "I'll be there, too."




  "Good night," he said, and moved out of the house toward his blankets. He heard the soft bell-like echo of her voice come after him. "Good night, Logan."




  V. DOUBT BEGINS
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  After the sun dropped behind the hills west of town, there was by summer a long and beautiful hour in which both shadow and light seemed to stand still. Sauntering up the gentle grade to the Overmire house, George Camrose now and then looked back to see supper fires burning along the creek and the smoke rising into the pearl-colored air. The town's streets were empty during this hour and a feeling of loose ease came over it as though all men, paused from sober work, now waited for evening and the excitement of evening. "Shedding righteousness and embracing revelry," he thought with his usual sardonic twist of mind. The two had two characters: by day it was sweaty and impatient and grimly at labor; by night it turned bawdy. Often he had thought of this, and often had decided that men who toiled so long for their riches and spent those riches with such swift abandon were fools scarcely to be pitied.




  Lucy was at the door to meet him with her calm pleasantness. He ate with the family and for a little interval sat in the room while the lamps were lighted and the conversation moved casually from one thing to another. In a little while Lucy rose and looked at him, and the two passed into the darkness and strolled along the edges of the town, the hot day's odors quite strong around them.




  "Well," he said, "it's been just another dull day. Nobody killed, nobody robbed, no ten-pound nuggets."




  "We always live on the edge of expectancy, waiting for big things to happen."




  "Typical mining-camp feeling. Always expecting a big tomorrow that never comes."




  "Yet I do love this country. I am quite happy here."




  "Ah, Lucy," he said, "there's so much of this world we're missing. This is only one lonely little spot of it. We're three thousand miles off the main road."




  "You sound rather jaded," she said thoughtfully.




  "I'm partial to mansions with plush furniture and God knows what I'd give to step into a restaurant and have music with my dinner. I'm anxious for the next move."




  "What will that be?"




  "Either to be transferred to the company's office in San Francisco—and I'm sure you'd like that—or else to get into another kind of work. I know mining and mining towns and I fancy I might someday go East and place myself with some of these big houses which handle mining interests." Then he added something else, without changing the expression of his voice. "When are we to be married?"




  They were arm in arm as they walked silently forward. Her lack of instant answer caused him to look at her; and then she said: "I had not known you were very impatient about it."




  He kept his lightness, his faint air of amusement at himself. "I am not the rough and overwhelming kind, like Logan."




  She spoke quickly. "Let's not grow too serious."




  "I'm trying to tell you something, Lucy. I'm not the kind of a man Logan is. He is not responsible for his character and neither am I for mine. We happen to be what we are, nothing more or less."




  "Have I ever questioned it?"




  "Sometimes I feel you make a comparison which leaves me at a disadvantage. But, Lucy, I do love you very much."




  "Why, George."




  He saw that he had succeeded in profoundly stirring her, and he drew her forward and kissed her. It was a soft kiss, soon done with; immediately afterwards he stepped back to observe her face in these velvet shadows. "Should I be rough and violent? I think you expected it. Should it be fury and thunder to be real?"




  Her voice had a sudden energy in it. "Why do you always pick things apart?"




  "It is a streak in me, I guess. Or a fear that I may not be rough and bruising enough."




  "Are you trying to tell me you resented the way Logan kissed me? After all, you brought that on rather deliberately. Why did you do it?"




  He shrugged his shoulders and only said, "It irritated Logan to have me do it."




  "You didn't show it."




  "I never show myself." He laughed a little and took her arm, the two of them retracing their route toward the Overmire house. "You two are much alike," he said. But he was rather gay, his little gust of emotion having passed, and at the doorway of the house he removed his hat. "Let's not wait too long. I'm very lonely."




  "George," she said, as serious as he had seen her at any time, "don't make things complicated between us. Don't be so filled with wonder and doubt. Let everything be simple and straight."




  "My thoughts seldom ever travel a straight line," he said.




  "Doesn't your affection travel in a straight line?"




  "Yes," he said. "Yes, I believe it does."




  "Then let it be straight. You must not confuse me."




  He bowed to her with his outward cheerfulness; he searched her face with a moment's care, seeking some fugitive expression which might betray other emotions she might be hiding from him. Then he walked down the hill, turned at Stuart's store and passed from sight, eventually to appear again on the pathway to Les- trade's.




  She knew where he was going and she thought: "He would rather play poker than stay here." It was a thing that should have made her both resentful and jealous, but it did not. She folded her hands across her breasts, remembering that once tonight he had greatly moved her for the first time in many days. It took her back to the beginning when she had been so sure of him and so sure of herself, when everything had been wonderful between them, when she waited for marriage with a terrible impatience.




  She was shocked by the realism of her present thinking. She was angry at him for taking this clear thing which had been between them and muddying it with his questions, his indifference, his odd inflections. She recalled the guarded remarks people had made about his poker-playing habits—said in jest and quickly dropped, yet deliberately intended as warnings. She saw his face, its charming handsomeness and its gay changeability—and then she saw the little things she had not noticed before, the narrowness of that face and the sharp edges of it. She checked herself at once. "I must stop this." If he was what she had thought him to be a year before, he must still be the same man now. And this was the thing that unsteadied her the most—this doubt of her own judgment; she had been made changeable and fickle and cheap in her own mind.




  And it hurt her to think how great and powerful a sensation Logan Stuart's kiss had shot through her—how vivid and how lasting it had been, how unsettling it was even now. "I should be ashamed of that," she thought. "I should be ashamed to realize another man could create that feeling in me." Sometimes she was a stranger to herself, astonished at the things she had not known were in her, and as she faced the night she had a very real fear of the future. Some unlovely thing was happening to her. She hated it and resisted it, but could not stop it.




  On his way down the street, Camrose passed Joe Harms who, as usual, sat on the bench in front of Howison's hay barn. He had no greeting for Harms and Harms had none for him; the truth was that Camrose had always distrusted the frail little man's manner of sitting spiderlike in the shadows, spying upon the town. At the express office he turned in, locked the door behind him, and lighted a lamp. Then, casting a glance at the window shutters to be sure they were tight-closed, he worked the safe's dial and swung open the heavy door.




  The gold dust bought by the company lay on the upper shelf, waiting convenient shipment, and the gold coins used in daily business were all carefully stacked there; on the lower shelf stood the fat pokes of the miners, held for them as a matter of safekeeping only and returnable to them on their demand. McIver's poke was the one from which he had been currently borrowing and now he lifted it and set it on the scales to refresh his mind as to the quantity he had already borrowed.




  A slight grimace stirred his face as he watched the scales dip; and he stood in considerable thought, his elbows on the counter. McIver was supposed to be on a prospect somewhere down the Rogue and therefore not due back for some time. Yet suppose he came suddenly in, as Steele had done? The truth was, the game got increasingly risky; one could not go on forever juggling dust, and forever hoping for a night's luck at poker to balance the account.




  He restored McIver's poke to the safe and stood in thoughtful debate. A good night's winnings would change all this, and sooner or later that was bound to come. There was also another possibility, which was that one of these miners who had left gold here for safekeeping might die in some sudden accident or brawl, leaving the gold unpossessed. He had thought of it steadily for the past two weeks, turning the prospect over and over in his head. McIver's death, for example, would be for him a stroke of luck. He shrugged his shoulders and, with some slight qualms, slipped a hundred dollars of the company's gold coin into his pocket and locked the safe. Presently, with the office closed behind him, he continued toward Lestrade's.




  A few moments later Joe Harms walked from the narrow space between the express office and Howison's barn; all during the recent minutes he had stood in a crouched position against the express-office wall with his eye pushed against a knothole in the building's rough walls; it was a very small knothole, yet it had given him an excellent view of Camrose's actions.




  The Lestrades and Howison were comfortably gathered around the fire when Camrose arrived; and Mrs. Lestrade rose to mix him a hot whisky punch. "Really," said Lestrade, "we've not got enough customers for a game. Logan's out of town and Balance is off somewhere on mercy's errand. Drink your punch, George, and call it a day."




  He was never a genial man whose sense of hospitality reached out to warm others; and this night he seemed more indrawn than usual, almost to the point of waspishness. He sat close to the fire as though unable to get warmth enough into his bones, and his face was tired. Mrs. Lestrade was, Camrose thought, definitely oppressed by her husband's temper; she was very quiet, very sober. Howison, seeming also to sense this lack of pleasantness, suddenly finished his punch and got up to depart. "Tomorrow's tomorrow."




  "There'll be an end to tomorrows soon enough," said Lestrade.




  "Very cheerful thought," said Howison dryly. "You're full of self-pity."




  Lestrade lifted his head to rake Howison with an embittered glance, whereupon Camrose observed for the first time that Lestrade's eyes were considerably bloodshot, as though the man had been heavily drinking.




  "Now, now," said Camrose. "This is scarcely the way to begin or end an evening."




  "End it any way you please," retorted Les-trade, and fell into a spell of coughing.




  Howison had gone to the door. Following him, Camrose turned to observe that Marta Lestrade watched her husband quite closely and with almost a complete absence of expression. She lifted her eyes and met Camrose's glance and held it over a long moment. After he left the house, joining Howison, he tried to fathom that glance, and a small excitement ran through him as he played with the notion that she was silently speaking to him.




  Howison went glumly along the path, still obviously out of sorts. Camrose said: "We have got to make allowances for a sick man, Neil. He's dying."




  "Is he?" said Howison briefly, and swung toward his own cabin.




  Camrose called after him. "Tomorrow night, Neil?"




  "No, think not."




  Camrose strolled on alone with his evening at loose ends. He had gone to Lestrade's eager for poker and he had come away with the eagerness unabated. It was an appetite he could not control and suddenly he turned into Hobart's deadfall, found a blooded game in progress there and made a place for himself at the table. This night, he thought, would be better; this night his luck would change.




  Lestrade rose up from his chair with a changed manner and reached for his hat. He grinned at his wife. "Do you think I play the part of a petulant invalid well, Marta?"




  "Too well. They left here disliking you."




  "They don't come here out of affection for me at any event," he said. "Balance comes to escape the pains and aches of his customers, Howison comes because he is a bachelor with no better place to go, and Camrose is drawn by the hope he'll make a killing at cards. Or perhaps—" and he gave his wife a cool appraisal—"to watch you for a sign of approval. Do you give him a sign of approval, Marta?"




  "You are nasty tonight."




  "I am a realist, and all realists are nasty when they jar the romantic myths people like to wrap around themselves to cover their shabby sins."




  "Are your sins any less shabby, Jack?"




  "I am honest about them. I do not pretend."




  "You are always pretending. You think that by admitting your sins you are being a very strong character."




  He was at the door. He paused there to look back with his sharp and antagonistic glance.




  "You are pretty blunt."




  "I thought you admired honesty."




  He showed a slight color and confusion, which was rare to him. "There is such a thing as faithfulness."




  "I suppose," she said, "you are going to Bragg's to tell him what Howison told you about Bill Brown tonight."




  He wheeled through the door and slammed it behind him; and presently she heard him ride away to the northeast. She stood before the fire, the blaze throwing its light on the frozen calmness of her face; but as time went on the heat seemed to thaw that expression until her lips and her eyes were loose with despair. Turning, she left the house and walked on through the scattered timber; she was scarcely conscious of her direction and when she reached the creek and found it barring her way, she stopped and something broke within her and she began to cry.




  Johnny Steele, walking abroad in the night, heard the sound of this crying and came on until he was near enough to recognize her. He said: "Anything I can do, Mrs. Lestrade?"




  She seemed unaware of his nearness; she remained erect, both hands cupped to her face, racked by the increasing violence of her crying. She had started and she could not stop; the spasms grew greater and greater and her breath lifted and fell in swifter, sharper gasps. Johnny Steele was appalled by it. A woman's tears were foreign to him and a woman's grief was a terrible thing to witness. It came to the point where he could no longer be a spectator, and so he stepped forward and put his arms around her.




  Then he knew how bad it was with her. He was a stranger, touching her, and she was so blind and heartbroken that she wasn't aware of it. She turned in his arms and laid her forehead against his chest and continued to weep; he tried to hold her tight enough to stop her shuddering but he could not, and that was a thing that got into him and shook his nerves. He thought to himself: "Goddamn whoever did it," and an extraordinary pity went through him and he became this woman's fiery partisan.




  He had no idea of how long he stood in that position. Time ran on considerably and at last he noticed the lessening of her body's shaking. It was, he thought, like a violent southwester blowing itself out; and afterwards her weight rested more heavily against him, as though she had been exhausted. Presently she drew back and became aware of him.




  He was embarrassed at what she might think of him. He said, "I'm Johnny Steele," and regretted the rough appearance he must be making. "I heard you, and came up. Anything I can do?"




  She shook her head. He had of course often seen her in camp and often had observed her prettiness, now it was more than prettiness to him and he felt somehow obligated and bound to her. Meanwhile, she had taken her time to study him and had reached some sort of conclusion about him. She turned away but in a moment she swung back. "It was good of you. You'll say nothing about it?"




  "I'll say nothing. But if it's any kind of trouble I can fix—"




  "No," she answered in her soft and depressed voice, and disappeared in the trees.




  He turned toward the street with the keenest memory of his arms holding her. He paused before Corson's deadfall, then swung away from it with no appetite for a drink. "Probably that damned husband of hers," he thought and was considerably enraged at the man. He reached a small shack on the town's western side and stepped in, lighting a lamp; and his immediate move was to have a look at himself in the mirror. What had she seen? One more miner's sunburnt and ragged face, marked by its occasional scars? He thought: "I have been a big fool. What the hell is there to be proud of in a thousand-dollar drunk? It's time to settle down." Then he thought: "I ought to shave every morning."




  Honey Bragg's cabin lay beside a wandering, half-dry creek four miles from Jacksonville, largely hidden in a thicket of willow and scrub oak. Coming through this thicket Lestrade picked up the glitter of Bragg's light and took care to send a call ahead of him. A pack of dogs rushed out of the shadows, all baying, and Lestrade began to curse at them as he got down from his horse; then Bragg's voice moved up from the deeper shadows, calling off the hounds. Lestrade stepped into the house, with Bragg coming behind him.




  Lestrade irritably said: "If those curs ever dig a fang into me, Honey, I'll slaughter the whole damned pack." There were three other men in the small, earth-floored cabin. Lestrade gave them a quick glance and a nod and wheeled to face Bragg, whose fleshy lips and brightly dancing eyes had an easy smile. Honey was affable when he chose to be. Honey was a schemer who could meet a man with any temper he chose, and now he chose to be pleasant.




  "They're to keep strangers from slippin' up on me." He gave the three men a signal with his hand, whereupon they moved out of the cabin. When they were beyond earshot, Bragg said: "What's it now?"




  "Howison is sending Bill out again as messenger. Same road."




  Bragg turned to the doorway at once and called, "Boys, get up the horses."




  Lestrade said: "What's between you and Stuart?"




  Honey Bragg came about, smiling but alert. "Nothing at all."




  "He had something on his mind the other night when he faced you."




  "He stepped in to protect the kid. He didn't want to see Blazier busted up, because Blazier works for him."




  "You backed away from a fight. That's not your usual style."




  Bragg ceased to smile and his temper, always a treacherous thing, grew unstable. "Don't ask questions."




  "So, then," said Lestrade coolly, "he's got it on you. You were all set for a scrap, and when you're set for a scrap it is something you've got to have right away. But he came along and you dropped it entirely."




  Bragg's nostrils swelled wider and his face, in line and shadow, began to distill the basic cruelty within. "Never mind," he said in the briefest of tones.




  "If he drives you out of the country, it would spoil the good thing we have now. Better leave him alone entirely."




  "If I fight him I'll do the driving," said Bragg.




  Lestrade shook his head. "You can't drive him anywhere. You ought to be able to whip him, but you can't drive him. In a brawl you might kill him. If you did, you couldn't stay here a minute. The whole camp would be after you. Maybe that's why you avoided the fight."




  Bragg showed his irritation. "He made a fine play of it. He's got the camp thinkin' him the best rooster on the street." He stood still, unsettled and vindictive, as he reviewed the event. It was a thorn in him which gouged and festered. "I should have done it. Got to be done sometime."




  "Why?" pressed Lestrade.




  "Because. That's answer enough for you." Bragg pointed a finger at Lestrade. "You find out when Stuart is going to ship gold."




  "I told you about the Portland trip. You had no luck at it. You never have luck when it's Stuart."




  Bragg stared at Lestrade so steadily that the latter presently shrugged his shoulders and departed. He was always glad to have these meetings done with.




  At the end of an hour Camrose was considerably ahead of the poker game; whereas before he had made up his mind to play only until he had recouped his losses and afterwards to abstain from gambling, he now forgot his fears and his self-lectures and once again planned on running his luck to the farthest point. Talk went on endlessly around him as men came in, drank, and departed. A quarrel sprang up and blew over. The smoke got thicker in the deadfall and the temperature rose until sweat shone like oil on all the surrounding faces. There was discussion to be heard concerning pockets and lodes and drifts, of Sterling's richness as against Coyote Creek, of a little nameless gulch west of the Applegate wherein somebody had discovered and lost gravel so rich it had a yellow cast in the sunlight. There was talk of women, of memorable drunken sprees, of food, of Indians, of fights and fighters. On that subject an argument presently rose concerning Stuart's skill as against Honey Bragg's brute power.




  Camrose's luck had once more taken a turn downgrade and he was irritably intent on the game; even so, he listened to this talk.




  "He backed off from the scrap, didn't he? He was afraid of Stuart."




  "Ever see his arms when he ain't got a coat on? I seen him once when he put a sack around his fist and busted a piece of lumber six inches wide. I seen him break four of George Dyer's ribs. He ain't afraid. He don't need to be."




  "Then why didn't he fight?"




  It had begun as a private argument, but it soon became a subject of general argument, to be analyzed and guessed at, to be enlarged, to be magnified with stray suspicions. Bragg's fights were cited and his strength was recounted. Logan Stuart's height and weight were added to the record, and surmises made as to his quickness.




  "No long-necked man can beat a short-necked man his size. Stuart would get his head torn off."




  "I saw Stuart step around a balky horse once," said another. "He's fast. Bragg would rush him, but Stuart wouldn't be there. He'd weave and whirl."




  One more man put in his contribution. "All you fellows are talkin' about Bragg bein' afraid. Maybe it's Stuart who's afraid. He didn't offer a fight."




  Several voices came down on him at once. It sat ill with the men in the saloon to hear Stuart's courage questioned. "By God, what you think he stepped up to Bragg for? He opened the door and he left it open. Bragg never walked through it. You a friend of Bragg's?"




  "I never said I was. I only asked a question."




  "It was a damned-fool question."




  "Makes no difference. He can't lick Bragg. Nobody can."




  "You think so? About how much money you want to put up on it?"




  "Well now, brother, if you're so proud of your money, you name the amount."




  "A hundred will suit me."




  "That's fine."




  The two stepped to the bar with the crowd and called on Hobart to hold stakes. Hobart said: "All right. Let me get this. Johnny Ball bets Ira Mullins one hundred, even, that Stuart can't whip Bragg. Any time limit on this?"




  "Let it ride. The fight's not far off."




  "Suppose it comes out a draw?"




  "A draw?" said the Bragg man. "Not a chance. If Stuart's on his feet when Bragg walks away I'll consider I lost."




  There was, even in this crowd so partial to Stuart, considerable murmured assent to that conviction; the brutal record made by Bragg impressed all of them. Camrose, now steadily losing, got up from the table in bad temper and walked to the crowd.




  "Just what makes you gentlemen so damned sure of a fight?" he demanded.




  The saloonkeeper, Hobart, answered fot the crowd. "Why, George, everybody knows there's got to be a fight."




  "How do you know it?"




  "Well, good God," said Hobart, "one's best man and one's second best—and it's got to be settled, ain't it?"




  "Does it occur to any of you that you're pushing Stuart to a hell of a beating just to satisfy your curiosities?"




  "Then he shouldn't of set himself up before Bragg in the first place," said Hobart.




  "If you fellows are so dead set for a fight, why don't some of you have a go at Bragg? I'll lay an open bet there isn't a man in the house who can whip Bragg. Five hundred dollars on it. Let's see your sporting blood."




  There were no takers and Hobart passed off the offer with a wave of his arm. "You're just standing on your sore corn, George. Stuart can handle himself."




  "A very easy thing for you to say since it is not your skin. Want to bet five hundred Stuart will whip Bragg?"




  Hobert looked momentarily thoughtful. "No," he said, "I wouldn't go that far. But you wouldn't bet against your friend, anyhow, George."




  Camrose looked around the crowd, hating everybody in the room. He said with deliberate intent to throw a scare into them: "I think Bragg ought to know who is doing all this betting and talking. It might interest him."




  He had not realized, until then, how oppressive a threat Bragg's name was. The two betters at once swung away, and the rest of the group immediately lost interest in the subject. He had some hard looks from the group, and Hobart said: "If you don't like this camp, why do you stay here?"




  Camrose returned to the game, but it went no better. At midnight he placed an I.O.U. for five hundred dollars in the hands of Gordon Thackeray and left the deadfall. The wind, brushing his sweaty face, brought a sharp reaction of coldness and he walked toward the express office in blackest spirits. "I should have quit when I was ahead," he told himself.




  VI. NEW CABIN ON THE ROGUE
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  Stuart reached Jacksonville with the pack train around noon of Saturday; at two o'clock he was once again riding the trail this time bound for the cabin-raising down the Rogue. With him were Lucy and Camrose, both in the lightest of moods; and also with him were Vane Blazier and Mrs. Lestrade.




  "Where's Jack?" asked Stuart.




  "He's not been feeling well," said Mrs. Lestrade.




  "Sorry to hear it," commented Stuart. Mrs. Lestrade looked at him with a moment's close interest. She was in a most attractive dress, its color brightening and heightening the charm of her face. She was a woman soft of manner, speech and gesture; in her own way she was as striking as Lucy Overmire, yet in every respect those inward qualities which reflected themselves through her features were more pliable than those of the other girl. She had not the definiteness of expression, the sense of robust emotions under discipline, the feeling of strong will. It was as though, loving warmth, she was numbed by coldness.




  It was late in the afternoon when they reached the pile of rough lumber and logs which marked the future house of young Gray Bartlett and Liza Stone. Bartlett had picked a long narrow meadow which lay against the river and the river's willows; and being practical, he had also located himself beside the California trail, to combine farming with chance profits from accommodating travelers.




  The settlers—there were a hundred of them had come from thirty miles around, drawn not so much by the fact of a marriage as by the need they felt for an occasional cheerful gathering. Saddle horses and wagons stood idle in the meadow and men were already notching and setting up the log walls of the cabin while others, with saw and wedge and froe, were riving out the cedar shakes to be used on the roof. There was a lively argument going on between two men, concerning the advisability of slanting the window frames for better protection against Indian attack. Another crew had set about erecting the fireplace which, being a matter of some delicacy, had been put in the charge of the man who seemed to know most about the depth and width necessary to assure a proper "draw."




  "You got no draw," he said, "and you got no cabin. I wish I had some animal blood to mix with this clay." Slightly down the meadow, a separate group was throwing together a temporary lean- to to serve as a barn.




  This was in effect a holiday effort of the neighbors, over which young Bartlett had no control. He had indeed put in a request that the cabin have only one door, but was overruled by older heads. "You want two doors, in case trouble comes." Young Bartlett said, "Well, all right," and offered no more suggestions. It was much the same with Liza Stone who sat prettily on the brown meadow grass while the neighbor ladies, walking around the interior of the cabin, much to the irritation of the builders, made plans as to the disposition of the furniture. Liza smilingly agreed to all their proposals; and to herself said: "I'll move it the way I want it when they're gone."




  In the meadow a fine fire cheerfully burned while women bustled about making a community supper, and other ladies came up with their own particular specialties—pickled peaches, huckleberry pie, blackberry pie, cider, fresh butter molded in pretty patterns, homemade cheese, summer sausage, Indian relish, and cucumbers in cream and vinegar, and jellies and jams and fruit butters, all of these compounded out of old recipes brought from Vermont and New York, from Missouri and Kentucky.




  Shortly before sunset the house was done and perspiring men came out with the heavy log ends with which they had beaten down the earth floor, which Liza Stone's mother had insisted on in preference to puncheons "because the earth is more healthy." The wedding gifts began to move in: a four-posted cherrywood bed which had traveled two thousand miles overland, homemade chairs and table, dishes and cooking utensils, a feather mattress and pillows and a patchwork spread, a barrel of sugar and a barrel of flour and sides of cured meat; and all the trinkets and objects of a home. The ladies made the last touches. A fire was lighted—the superintendent of the fireplace construction narrowly watching the smoke lift from the chimney—and the bed was made. A rug was laid down and a lamp placed on the table beside a Bible opened at the Psalms. The dishes were put in the cupboard and a brush broom tipped against the wall. A man drove up with a wagon and a team; in the wagon were a plow and a harrow. He got down and tied the team to the house door.




  "Now," said Liza Stone's father, "let's have the wedding."




  The minister stood bareheaded in the meadow, the two people came before him, and the crowd made a circle around. The sun dropped west and the hour of water-clear light was upon the land, with its fragrance and its stillness so complete that the minister's voice moved round and resonant all down the meadow. He married them and he pronounced his benediction, and then he put his Bible in his rear trouser pocket and stood back while young Bartlett, considerably unstrung by his audience, accepted his wife with a vigorous kiss. The new Mrs. Bartlett was smilingly composed; she bent forward and kissed the minister.




  "Supper," called Liza Stone's father. "My God, we got aplenty."




  Stuart got his supper and walked over to where the Dances had gathered on the grass. Vane Blazier had previously joined this group, and had taken his place beside Caroline. He had been talking, but now he fell silent and seemed ill at ease. Lucy and Camrose and Mrs. Lestrade presently arrived. Johnny Steele walked past the group and said "Hello, Logan," and went quickly on. He was shaved and wore a white shirt and a good black suit—and he looked pretty substantial.




  "I ain't had such a good time since I don't know when," said Mrs. Dance. "Folks do get awful alone-feelin'."




  "It occurs to me," said Camrose, "that the Bartlett couple are pretty much by themselves. No neighbor closer than three miles, and the reservation right across the river."




  "There'll be too many neighbors inside of a year," said Dance.




  The fall day had been warm. Now coolness flowed from the river as the shadows came; the big fire was replenished and the flames grew yellow against the forming darkness. With supper done, people sat lazy around the meadow, their talk and their laughter freely running, and youngsters raced through the willows, all crying out.




  "I must get that chow-chow recipe from Mrs. Bartlett," said Mrs. Dance in a dreaming voice.




  Stuart stretched back on the grass, so turned that he saw Caroline's face, its youngness inter-mixed with its unplumbed maturity. She felt his glance and met it; she held his attention with as much deliberate intention as he had ever seen in her. It was as though she felt something deeply, and wished him to feel it as well; she was speaking to him in this way, saying those things she would never bring herself to say openly.




  Camrose spoke in his idle, detached fashion. "The illusion of peace is upon us."




  It was not the kind of talk, nor was he the kind of man, these people understood. His manner was not quite frank and plain enough for these direct settlers. Only Mrs. Lestrade seemed to be affected by his remark, her dark eyes turning on him and remaining a moment.




  Lucy's only answer to Camrose was a half smile; afterwards her attention traveled to Caroline and became thoughtful. Suddenly Dance let out a whoop and rose from the ground to shout: "Buck, where's your fiddle? Where's Simon to call for us? Come on now—come on! We got to dance off these provisions before we go home!"




  The stars were brightly glinting in a sharp-black sky. Dance, still shouting, disappeared in the river's direction; he was gone a little while and then came laughing back toward the fire with a keg under his arm. He got a bucket and he poured the contents of the keg into the bucket, and walked into the house for a dipper. He came back with a second bucket and, with both buckets and the dippers, he made his rounds.




  "Whisky or water? Can't dance without sweatin'. Whisky or water?"




  The fiddler found himself a seat on the wagon standing near the house and tuned his instrument; the caller took his station and slapped both hands sharply together. "Partners form your sets! We got room for two sets at a time."




  "Caroline," said Stuart and rose. He took her hands and brought her up. "It is time to be foolish."




  She studied his face and weighed his words; her answering smile was uncertain and gently stirred by excitement. "I guess it is not so foolish, is it?"




  All the group looked on, Mrs. Dance with her quietly anxious interest, Vane Blazier in dark resentment, Mrs. Lestrade whose mouth sweetened at what she saw, Camrose with his sudden knowing grin—and Lucy Overmire. Lucy's attention was closely on these two and her expresison was one which seemed to be half startled by what she saw here. Camrose turned to her: "Let's join them," and got to his feet.




  Couples moved toward the fire as the caller sang out, "Form and balance all! Let 'er go Jed!" The fiddler sank his bow on the fiddle's strings and swung into a reel. The two sets formed—four couples to a set—near the fire. The caller's voice whipped them around; they stepped over the summer's slick grass, out and back. "Oh take your girls, your pretty little girls," suggested the caller while the onlooking spectators brought their palms together to beat out the music's rhythm. "Virginia is a grand old state. Come on boys, don't be late."




  Somebody threw fresh wood on the fire and sparks flashed with white brilliance against the night; the sets turned and wheeled and the steady hand-claps made a hard pulse all through the night. The fiddler on the wagon seat drew out his bow upon the last note, and laughter boiled and new couples ran into the light to take their turn. The fiddler cried, "Where's that bucket, Dance?"




  Suddenly a man spoke one sharp word which arrested all of them, which turned them around to see the six Rogue bucks standing beyond the fire, their naked upper bodies shining like dull copper.




  A man trotted toward the wagons, clearly with the intent of getting his gun. Dance brusquely called at him. "No, Pete. No." Dance put down his buckets and faced the Indians, calling to them in their own blunt language; the motion of his arm drew them forward until they were well within the circle of light, all lean men with their ribs making rippled patterns against their skin, all with lank hair hanging down about their heads as a frame for their coarse and unsymmetrical faces. Light touched their eyes, vaguely flashing on those muddy surfaces, and their lips formed sharp downward curves. One of them pointed at the whisky bucket.




  "No," said Dance.




  That same one pointed to the new house and talked quickly, bitterly. When the Indian was done speaking, Dance stood still and a heavily strained silence fell, the settlers looking upon the six Rogues with their memories of past disasters and treacheries, of families lying butchered in remote cabins, and the sudden crack of guns out of ambush, and the wild whoop of attack. These were memories luridly alive; the six savages standing here personified the uncertainty and the never quite extinguished fear which hung over them.




  Dance began to talk, using his hands to make smooth motions through the air; he was calm and easy about it and almost smiling, but positiveness went with his words. Meanwhile Logan Stuart had picked up a muslin sack from somebody's supper basket and now went around the grass, filling the sack with leftover food. He handed the sack to Dance and watched the wary eyes of the Rogues drop to it and steadily stay upon it. Dance said a last word and tossed the sack to the spokesman who, casting a last brightly intolerant glance around the crowd, stalked off with his people.




  The fiddler said: "Let's go—let's go."




  "We were careless," said Dance. "Where's my boys?"




  His oldest son came trotting in from the dark like a lean hound. "We been watchin' em for half an hour," said the boy. "It's all right. They got no guns. There ain't any more around. We're watchin'."




  "That's better," said Dance and was broadly pleased as he watched his son wheel away. Dance picked up his bucket and banged the dipper against it. "Water's all gone, but whisky's just as good for sweatin'!" The fiddler swung into a tune.




  Caroline Dance, during this scene, had stood alone with unruffled interest. Coming back to her, Logan saw once more on her face the reflection of an inner hardihood, stronger than any other quality she possessed. The appearance of the Rogues had made her grave, but she had not known fear. Her glance came to him and her smile woke at his smile; and suddenly he took her arm and moved away with her into the shadows.




  "Caroline," he said, "what were you thinking about?"




  "It is such a nice house Liza and Gray have got. If it were my house, I'd have a storeroom added. A kitchen ought to be big."




  It was the practical things which captured her mind; her thoughts were direct and simple ones. The fire was a bright cone in blackness and the music came out to them brisk and lifting, with the steady shouting of the settlers and the clapped-out rhythm of their hands moving through the dark. Fall's smell was a thick fragrance around them, rising from the lush earth, from the hills so darkly ridged beyond them, from the river—all this stirring Stuart's wonder. Around him was the timelessness of this universe—these wild odors which had been here since the beginning, this slight wind and those blackly suggested hills farther away; and the arch of the sky above. There was something in it for a man to understand; there were hints in it, and now and then a feeling came out of it to touch him and to set his mind alive. Something waited for him somewhere, but what it was he never could know; for when his thoughts moved close to the mystery, the mystery retreated and left him puzzled. Was a man for walking and riding, or was he for thinking? Was he meant to hope for what he could not have or was he meant quietly to work out his day?




  "Logan," said Caroline, "you're not always so quiet."




  It occurred to him then that he knew little about her, and that she knew little about him. Would he hurt her for not bringing more to her than he could, or would she know? It was not a question ever likely to be answered. "At this moment," he said, "I'm wondering if you like me well enough to make a marriage out of it." Her answer had long been in her mind, ready for him if he ever asked for it. It came promptly to him now in a voice small enough, and yet cool enough—and quite certain. "Yes."




  He kissed her, healthily and hard, and he felt her arms grow tight against his back. Afterwards she pulled her head down until her cheek was against his chest; she stayed that way a long moment, not speaking. The pressure of her arms remained until, made curious by her silence, he drew away. She lifted her face to him, with all its tremendous seriousness visible to him even in the darkness.




  "I wish," she said, "nothing would ever change, that it would always stay the same—no more people or houses or new things. Everything just as now."




  "Why?"




  "Everything's good now. It could never be better."




  "Don't you want a good road over the mountain, a nice town near by—"




  She looked at him, smiling at her opinions. "I know it will change," she said. "But I can wish for it not to, can't I?"




  The music began again and the figures of the dancers moved against the dull red cast of the dying fire. Caroline and Stuart walked slowly back to the little group lounging on the grass.




  Mrs. Dance said, "Caroline, it is about time to pick up and go." But this wasn't on her mind as she eagerly read her daughter's face. Caroline saw the question. She said, "Yes," and quietly laughed.




  Mrs. Dance got up with an excited gesture and gave Stuart an impulsive kiss. "You're a good man, Stuart. You've got a good girl."




  Camrose, half asleep on the grass, rolled around and sat up. He said, curiously, "What is this?" Then he saw what it was and got to his feet and seized Stuart's hand. "Damned glad to hear of it." Mrs. Lestrade had risen, her face soft and stirred. People began to come up, catching the scent of news. Dance, made brashly cheerful by his bucket and dipper, sent a long halloo to the black sky.




  Stuart watched people come to Caroline, watched Caroline meet them with her composure. She would already be thinking of the house and what the house should contain; she would be making her plans, quietly and with sureness, and placing the little objects about her which she treasured so much. He had not looked toward Lucy. He had kept his eyes from her. But he saw her now, standing before Caroline and speaking her words with care, with that grace upon her which she always possessed. "Caroline," she said, "I am so happy for you."




  He saw Caroline's face grow firmer, he observed a shadowed wisdom come to it. Caroline was a woman at this moment, closely staring at another woman, and Caroline's words had reserve in them. "That's nice," she said. Lucy turned away, never looking at him.




  People stirred around, catching up their possessions, and began to move out of the meadow. Stuart gave Caroline a hand to the seat of her father's wagon and stood with his hat removed while the wagon rolled into the night. Then he went to his own horse, and joined the Jacksonville party waiting for him. A small group of relatives tarried in front of the new cabin, and voices of the departing settlers came back through the night as they called out their last farewells.




  Stuart joined Mrs. Lestrade and Lucy and Camrose, and found that Johnny Steele was returning with them. These five moved south without talk, until Stuart remembered Blazier.




  "Where'd the youngster go?"




  "He pulled out alone," said Camrose. "Don't you know why?" Camrose's voice was easy and laughing. "Lucy, tell our friend why."




  Lucy was riding beside Camrose, with Stuart back of them. He saw Lucy's face turn toward Camrose and he saw its silhouette. He could not see more and he could make nothing of her tone, which was plain and colorless. "Don't be unkind, George."




  "What's unkind?" asked Camrose jovially. "You broke Blazier's heart, Logan. He thought Caroline was his girl."




  Lucy's voice sharpened: "Let it be," and when Camrose, still enjoying his own cleverness, started to speak again, she cut him off with a still more abrupt manner. "Let it be."




  "What have I said?" asked Camrose with some surprise. Then Mrs. Lestrade, sensing what Camrose did not, began to speak softly of other things.




  Stuart rode without talk and was alone with himself. A thin moon lay askew in the low south and the river's surface near by was a dull silver ribbon freckled with the shadows of its willows. A coyote sounded in the hills and a quiet wind blew. He thought of many unrelated things, without much interest, without buoyancy.




  Nor did Lucy speak again during the trip. She was asking herself—in so insistent a way that she even feared Camrose might catch the current of her thoughts, "Why—why?" This night had done what Stuart's kiss had not done; it had revealed something within her which she had suspected and had not wanted to know. But it was too late an answer. Her own original error could have been mended, had she been sure it was an error; now it could not, for it was no longer her error to mend. And again she asked herself: "Why—why did he? Why should he? It isn't what he thinks it is. We are both fools, and we are both wrong."




  VII. BLOOD LUST
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  Finished with his morning inspection of the ledgers, Stuart got to thinking of the coming winter, and of the spring to follow, and of the years beyond. Each new cabin—such as young Gray Bartlett's—was a dot on the land's former emptiness. Wherever those dots began to cluster, a settlement was taking shape; some would grow and some would die, and it was never clear which would survive. Rich little valleys lay untouched until a venturesome family, risking the Rogues, moved in. Then another equally venturesome man erected a gristmill and a community was born. It was a guessing game and this was the fun of it—the guessing and the planning and the riding; afterward it was Clenchfield's job to count the shelves and add up the bills. But Clenchfield was in one particular completely right. Stuart & Company had grown so fast that it had no fat on its bones; if it were to grow farther it would need some kind of money in addition to that which it had in the till.




  Clenchfield had steadily argued against venturing; all his words were colored by the conviction that a man who dared too much inevitably met disaster. But Clenchfield was from the Old World—and the Old World had trained its children not to dare beyond their proper place. Clenchfield did not understand that America was all motion and change, that failure was never permanent unless a man deliberately made it so, that disaster was something to meet and forget and walk away from. America had no limits except those a man placed upon himself. The yesterdays Clenchfield loved did not exist here at all. The todays Clenchfield labored so hard to keep balanced and exact would soon be dead tomorrows. When a man tied himself to a piece of time, that piece of time, always moving backward into the mists, took him with it until both the man and the piece of time were dead and forgotten.




  But Clenchfield was right in saying that Stuart & Company needed more money. Its growth perpetually starved it; what it needed was a substantial line of credit from a banking house, and there was none nearer than San Francisco. It was, Stuart thought, about time to go south and secure some kind of commitment from a financial institution like Crawford & Company.




  Neil Howison, stepping into the store, found him thus plunged in contemplation, with a cold pipe clenched between his heavy teeth. "What's up?" said Howison.




  Stuart leaned back and lighted his pipe. "Just figuring."




  "You're always figuring. Ever get anything settled for good?"




  "Never try."




  "Logan, I have made a disagreeable discovery. I laid my trap and caught something. Bill Brown was held up again in the mountains."




  "You've got it pinned down? No mistake?"




  "Only one man knew about it," said Howison. "I hate to think of him as a crook. I've played a lot of poker at his table. I've drunk a lot of his liquor. Whom can I depend on? Doesn't friendship mean anything? Is everything rotten in this world?"




  "You have made a painful discovery," said Stuart. "You will make more."




  "A common road agent. A thief. A night rider. Giving me a smile and meaning nothing by it. It makes me sick."




  "The gentleman does not do his own dirty work," said Stuart. "Bragg's in it, too."




  "If you knew all this, why have you been playing poker in Lestrade's house?"




  "So that I could draw my conclusions about him."




  It rather nettled Howison to think that he had been walking through situations without being aware of them. "How much do you know? What do you know about Bragg?"




  "We all know about Bragg."




  "Not enough to make him back down from a fight as you did," pointed out Howison. "You know something else that's got him worried." He waited for Stuart to shed light on the subject. When it did not come he spoke again. "Bragg will not be satisfied to have you running around with information that might cause him trouble."




  "Maybe you have noticed," said Stuart, "I usually have a gun when I meet him."




  "If he wants to kill you badly enough he can always find ways of doing it. You're in a poor situation."




  "Say nothing about it," said Stuart.




  "We'd better tell Camrose to quit playing cards at Lestrade's."




  "Let him find out for himself. He wouldn't believe us."




  Stuart started to speak further, and forbore. Howison noticed this and his thoughts briskly rummaged the relationships between the various members of this group. Then he thought of Marta Lestrade and he recalled the way George Camrose occasionally watched her. Here was something else he had in his innocence overlooked. He was about to mention it when he checked himself with a definite feeling of embarrassment. The ground got thinner and thinner under him as he recalled the friendship of Stuart and Camrose, and Camrose's engagement to Lucy—and here another possibility began to uncover itself—Stuart's friendship for Lucy. Stuart's eyes were closely scanning him so that Howison had the feeling that Stuart followed his reasoning. The big man's face was barren, and that in itself was a warning. Howison thought, "I've got to back out of this before we get worse ground." Then he said aloud: "Better tell George to quit playing poker. He lost a hell of a lot of money the other night at Hobart's. Thackeray's got his note for five hundred dollars."




  "I didn't know that," said Stuart.




  "For a man whose business is handling money, he's too careless."




  Henry Clenchfield came in and Stuart surrendered the high stool to him. "No grubstakes so far this morning," said Stuart, and turned to the doorway. Sunlight ran fresh and fine through the town, flashing against window panes, cutting long, sharp shadows against the dust, and brightening the dust's velvet-gray carpet. Stuart tilted his hat against this sun, cast a glance down the street and presently wheeled back into the store. He lifted his revolver from the holster kept on a peg near the doorway—snugged it in his waistband beneath his coat, and walked out again.




  The scene arrested the attention of both Clenchfield and Howison. The latter immediately stepped through the doorway to have a look.




  "What is it?" asked Clenchfield.




  "Bragg," said Howison and stood watching the street.




  Stuart moved east on the street, passing Ling Corson who was at the moment sweeping out his saloon; the outcoming air of the deadfall made a stagnant pool in the fresh smell of the day. Bragg was near the foot of the street and now walked forward at a rolling gait, his whole body made grotesquely formidable by the great breadth of his shoulders. His shirt collar lay open, exposing the dense hair which matted his chest. He kept his eyes on Stuart and he had pulled his lips away from his teeth in a kind of smile. He stopped at a distance of ten feet. He said, "Hello," and his eyes ran up and down Stuart's shape with a close attention. "You're up early."




  "What's on your mind, Honey?"




  Honey Bragg gave out his short half laugh and wrinkles sprang around his temple corners as his eyes grew narrow. He was sly and unpredictable and his impulses might carry him in any direction, and these impulses were working on him now, behind the spurious humor. Stuart saw them shuttle back and forth on the man's face and make faint changes on the fleshy lips. Then Bragg lowered his cropped bullet head and momentarily stared at the ground. Wind ran strongly in and out of him and the muscles of his arms stirred beneath the flimsy shirt. Stuart noticed the black tufts of hair growing above the man's wrist bones. Then Bragg's head lifted swiftly to show the heat running through him, urging him, making him restless. Brutality throbbed in the man—and that too was a sign on his face. Almost anything would make him jump into a fight, Stuart guessed.




  "Let's have a drink," suggested Bragg.




  "Too early," said Stuart.




  "Well," said Bragg, "I'm thirsty, early or not." But he remained still, half inclined to fight, half inclined to be cautious. Stuart reached into his pocket and got out his pipe and tobacco. He filled the pipe and lighted it, and felt the steady, strong beat of his heart; it was a sound back of his ears and a steady drumming in the middle of his belly. Honey Bragg's stare was a continuing thing, the laughter abating, the pressure increasing. Only a small thread of caution restrained the man, and now he beat at Stuart with his eyes, watching for weakness that would set him into motion.




  Logan took a long drag on his pipe and removed it. He tapped out the ashes and put the pipe in his pocket. He had never liked pressure from any man; the push of a man's hand, the sound of an ill-meant word, the sight of hostile eyes—these things were quick to rake him. He drew his teeth hard against his lips and let Bragg see how things stood with him. Yet it occurred to him that he was holding himself in more carefully than of an earlier day. When he had been younger he would have spoken out at once. He said, "Am I getting old, or am I afraid of this man?"




  Bragg let go with his brief laugh. He said, "Well, a drink's a drink," and moved around Stuart.




  Stuart continued to the foot of the street, observing that men had appeared from the town's houses to witness this scene. Trouble was an odor that passed through any kind of wall and shook men alive, swaying the educated and the ignorant alike—for all men worshipped strength, even the gentle minister who thought of righteousness as a sword to slay evil.




  He came to the long shed which was his mule barn and storehouse and found Vane Blazier mending harness. The boy heard him but held his head down as he worked. "Vane," said Stuart, "you'll pull out for Salem in the morning with thirty packs. Henry McLane has got a consignment there waiting for us."




  "All right," said Blazier.




  Stuart walked through the shed, appraising the piled-up goods; some of this stuff would be all right when rain and snow came, but the rest of it needed to be put into the store for protection. He said, "Hitch up the wagon," and he thought to himself, "I'll have to keep Vane under sight today. Bragg may try to break him up."




  Presently Blazier backed the wagon into the shed and the two of them fell to work loading and carting merchandise to the store, and unloading. The town came alive and disturbed dust trembled in the full sunlight. On the second trip to the shed Stuart peeled off his coat and laid his revolver aside, drawing Blazier's first direct glance. Blazier asked: "Bragg in town?"




  "Yes," said Stuart.




  "Don't buy any trouble on my account," said Blazier. He spoke it in a voice which contained a small quality of offended pride. Stuart straightened from his work.




  "This is a matter which started before you came into it at all."




  "I can fight my own battles," insisted Blazier. He had a chip on his shoulder; he was a young man thrown off his balance by ideas that wouldn't let him alone.




  "Vane," Stuart said, "if you've got something to talk out, let it rip. You've been making a speech to yourself all morning."




  Blazier threw Stuart a tough stare. "I can tell you this. She don't like towns. She don't like big things. She don't like movin' around or changin'. You'll run her from pillar to post. I don't like it."




  "It was her choice," pointed out Stuart, gently.




  "It ain't right," said Blazier. "You're not the man for her. You'll make her miserable. You don't look at her the way I do." He stopped himself quite suddenly and walked from the shed.




  Stuart sat silent on a box of goods. "That boy," he thought, "loves her. Yet that's not the answer, for if she had felt the same way toward him she would have taken him, not me." It was a queer business—this confused wandering of people towards things they wanted and could not have, this waste of hope, this silent resignation to less than they wished. Nobody truly knew anybody else. It was a world wherein people walked with their desires and seldom attained them. But it was all in silence, held away; and men walked soberly by other men, concealing themselves; or laughed together, and held away their real thoughts.




  Vane Blazier returned to the shed, and made a brief apology. "I had no right to mix in your personal affairs."




  Stuart said, "I am sorry the way it turned out for you." He stood up and laid a hand on the boy's shoulder.




  "I'll have to swallow my medicine with less fuss," said Blazier.




  "Well, let's load boxes."




  Joe Harms crouched on his heels at the base of Stuart's store wall, half asleep under the sun, when Stuart came up with the next load. Out of this motionless posture his warning softly emerged:—




  "Bragg's up at Stutchell's deadfall."




  The town had begun to fill up; the word was out, the word was traveling. Making his backand-forth trips, Stuart watched the audience grow and discreetly station itself at doorway, in deadfall, and along the shaded building walls. Joe Harms, never changing his position, issued his reports as Stuart came by.




  "He went toward the creek, back of Howison's."




  Stuart cooked his noon meal and afterwards lay on a row of boxes in the store's main room with a cigar, making the most of the hour. Clenchfield said: "The lads are bettin'."




  "Where are the odds?"




  "Against you," said Clenchfield. "Don't let him bruise you. He'll get your eyes if he can. You remember Paul Gerritse, with nothin' in his sockets but tears? Kill him and be done with it."




  Clenchfield was old and mild, yet here he was with first instincts growling through him. Stuart watched his clerk and marveled at that rejuvenation of a dry husk. Some things were deeper than learning, some things broke the flimsy bindings of civilized conduct. This was one of those things, and love of a woman was another. What did it prove? A man was a mysterious thing, knowing himself no better than he knew others; a fugitive, a shadow, a being that knew greatness but made itself little out of fear; man was a seed caressed by the sun and rain. Man was anything he wanted to be. The winds at night whispered his destiny to him and the sky beckoned him and all things in nature conspired to make him big; but he would not be big. Stuart lay quietly back, the taste of the cigar and the smell of the cigar good to him.




  George Camrose came hurriedly into the store, troubled and with a thin sweat on his light face. "If Bragg had taken a drink and gone back to his ranch, it would have been all right. But he knows the crowd is watching him. He knows he can't back down the second time."




  "Henry," said Stuart, "go hunt up Blazier. I want him out of Bragg's way."




  Camrose said: "You'll have to stop him with a gun. You can't match him with your fists."




  "He knows that, too," said Stuart. "I can't use my gun if he has none. And he'll not have one."




  "Here's the town pushing it on. By God, I'm ashamed of the human race!"




  "It's better than that," said Stuart, carefully putting his words together. "They've seen Bragg win his fights too long. It's made them doubt there is such a thing as justice. They've got to know if there is such a thing."




  "So they're willing to see you cut to ribbons. Is that justice?"




  "They'd rather see me cut up than see the idea lost," said Stuart. He rose, watching Clenchfield pass out through the door to the street. "George," he said, "how can you afford to lose five hundred dollars?"




  Camrose stared at him with a moment's embarrassment. Then it passed away, leaving him watchful. "If I couldn't afford to lose it, I wouldn't be playing, would I?"




  "You can't afford it if you give out I.O.U.'s."




  Camrose displayed a touchy temper. "I wish this town would keep out of my business. It is a damned whispering gallery."




  "Exactly so," said Stuart. "A lot of whispers can feed on five hundred dollars. Jacksonville is wondering about a man in your position losing at poker. You've got to watch yourself."




  "Who spoke to you about it?" demanded Camrose, obviously touched on a tender spot. Stuart, watching Camrose, saw him throw up his guard; he saw a faint pulse of apprehension. George, he thought to himself, had the thing on his mind, for he added: "I've got a right to know."




  "There are too many men thinking it's queer," said Stuart bluntly.




  "Do you think it?"




  "Yes," said Stuart.




  He saw Camrose balance between anger and injured feeling; then he watched this old friend inwardly shrink, and at that instant Stuart knew more than he cared to know.




  "Did it ever occur to you," said Camrose, "that I've played a lot of poker, and may have built up a stake?"




  "Your luck around this camp," said Stuart, "has been bad. Everybody knows it."




  A slack and sallow expression showed on Camrose's light features, as though he had been struck in the stomach. "Is it being said I've borrowed the money from the safe?"




  Stuart said with a deliberate severity: "You had no other place to get it. How much are you shy on your books?"




  "If you think that about me—"




  Lucy Overmire came into the store. She said "Gentlemen," in a light voice and smiled at them. She was quick to observe the preoccupation on Camrose's face. "Am I interrupting something?" she asked.




  "No," said Stuart.




  "This isn't Saturday is it? The town seems full of men."




  "I guess they all got lazy at once."




  Johnny Steele stepped into the store. He said, "Logan, he's—" Then, seeing Lucy, he ceased to talk. The girl was now definitely aware of the unusual atmosphere; she ceased to smile. "Is it Honey Bragg?"




  "Where is he now, Johnny?" asked Camrose.




  "At the foot of the street, leaning against the corner of your place." Johnny Steele looked long and questioningly at Stuart. "Everybody's expectin' you out there." He waited a moment and added in a sharper voice: "You're goin' out there ain't you?"




  "You got a bet on this, Johnny?" asked Stuart.




  "Well, yes, a small one."




  "Which way?"




  "Why damn you, Logan, which way you think I'd bet?"




  "Then I suppose I'd better go win it for you," said Stuart. Camrose grumbled under his breath and walked from the room, with Johnny Steele following. Stuart rose from the packing box. His cigar had burned down to a stub and now he gave it a regretful glance and dropped it on the floor; he put his shoe on it and looked over to Lucy. He smiled slightly at her.




  "Why can't they let you alone?" she demanded. "It's cruel."




  "Temporary cruelty. It will pass. That's better than things which stick on and never quit hurting."




  "Are you trying to tell me something?"




  "It was just words," he said.




  "You don't just talk words." It was the first time since the night of the cabin raising she had looked at him with the old familiar interest. That night had done away with an expression in her eyes and it had taken a warmth out of her voice, as he had wished. Even so, this moment brought some of that back and revived in him the same sudden physical shock. He had never been ashamed of that before; now, engaged to another woman, he was.




  "I wish you'd tell me what you have in your mind," she said.




  He saw Johnny Steele at the doorway, anxiously looking in. Johnny expected something of him—as all this town did—and his slowness disturbed Johnny and the town. "Lucy," he said, "stay in here," and walked to the door.




  Johnny Steele said, "He went back to Stutchell's."




  The sun was on the western side, throwing Stuart's shadow before him as he walked toward the foot of the street; heat warmed the back of his neck and the rich odor of dust was in his nostrils. He passed Joe Harms and the dry little man stared at him and the man's lips moved, saying something without force enough to make it heard. Behind Stuart, at some distance, a man's words were quite audible in the stillness. "He's goin' into Stutchell's." Swinging into the place, it occurred to him the town would be disappointed if this fight would finish and end where it could not be seen.




  The deadfall was a single-story log building thirty feet long by fifteen wide—the roughest kind of place, cluttered by chairs along the walls, a table in the center of the room and a bar across one end. Stutchell was behind the bar and Honey Bragg stood against it. He was half turned and therefore saw Stuart at once; his fleshy mouth stirred slightly and a muscular reaction rippled along his body, stiffening his shoulder. There was a bottle and glass in front of Honey Bragg but it didn't appear to Stuart that the man had been drinking very heavily during his six hours in town.




  Stuart spoke to Stutchell. "Put out a bottle for me, Harry—a full one." Stutchell's breath ran short and fast and fear made him pallid as he placed the bottle on the bar. Stuart was sorry for the man and he said: "You want to stay in here and watch this, Harry?" Stutchell said nothing.




  During this short time Bragg had kept his round head half lowered and his glance on Stuart. A half smile remained, lips drawn back from his massive yellowed teeth; there seemed to be some kind of amusement in the smile, Stuart thought. But something else was in the smile as well—a saturnine pleasure, a savage stain of expectancy. He spoke briefly to Stuart. "I've got no gun. Put yours away."




  "I'll keep it where it is."




  Honey Bragg dropped his arm from the bar and made the slightest turn. The strange, dancing smile was a bright screen covering the lightless evil in him. He said, "Let's keep this thing a fair fight. I've got nothing against you. It's the boys that want the fun. Let's give 'em a good fight, no hard feelings about it."




  "What the hell are you lying for, Honey?"




  "What have you got against me?" asked Honey Bragg, smooth and inquisitive. "I blow off steam. I'm handy with my fists. But what have you got against me?"




  "You'd like to know exactly how much I know, wouldn't you? It's been on your mind a long while. You'd feel a lot easier if you could find out."




  Honey Bragg's laugh ran short through the room. "Ah, you're talking riddles to me, Logan." Then his head dropped until his glance was half screened by his eyebrows, and all the good nature left him. "What's in your mind?"




  "The picture of a tree, you swinging from it."




  It seemed enough to verify the man's suspicions. He drew a gusty breath and let it fall; he stood dark and brutal before Stuart. "You're making a mistake keepin' that gun on you. I've got to figure you're going to use it. So I guess I have got to break your neck before you get the chance. Stutchell, remember I warned him. You hear, Stutchell?"




  Stutchell murmured with a wholly frightened voice: "I hear."




  "Look at Stutchell," said Honey Bragg. "Look at him, Logan."




  Stuart's hands rested on the bar idly, close by the bottle he had ordered. He turned his head half toward Stutchell, and then swung it back in time to see Honey Bragg gather his thick body together and jump forward. It was what Stuart had guessed the man would do—and what he had ordered the bottle for. His hand swept up the bottle by the neck. He stepped back to avoid Honey Bragg's outstretching arms; he aimed the bottle at Bragg's round head and brought it down, lifting on his toes to get force into the blow. Launched in full attack, Bragg could do no better than jerk his head slightly aside. The bottle struck him slantingly above the ear and broke, and the ragged remnant scraped down the side of his face, leaving its deep red track.




  The steam went out of Bragg. He wheeled and seized the bar to support himself; his mouth opened from the shock and he clung to the bar, his face dull and his hand dropped. Stuart saw the man's ear half torn away, hanging loosely down. Suddenly Stutchell was yelling at the top of his voice:




  "You got him—you got him! Kill him now!" Jacksonville's citizens were crowded at the door, staring in, and boots stumbled around the deadfall as men sought to station themselves at the windows for a fair view.




  Stuart wheeled about and seized a chair. He raised it over his head, watching Honey Bragg who should have been unconscious on the floor but was not. This man was a burly brute with bones like those of a grizzly, with an oxlike vitality. All his victories came from this thick-shield of bone and muscle, this insensitivity to injury. Bragg cursed as he came around; he was alive and stung and dangerous as he pushed his legs apart. He saw the chair come at him and raised his hands against it. The legs of the chair struck him first and broke away; he went backward, he swayed and brought his arms against his head. Stuart had the remains of the chair in his hands—back and seat—and he swung once more and caught Bragg on the head with the edge of the seat. The sound of that blow went out from the deadfall, clear enough to make men yell at it.




  "You got him!" cried Stutchell. "Beat his brains out! Poke his eyes out!"




  Bragg said in a growling voice, "The hell I'm out. Stutchell, I'll kill you." He turned his back to Stuart deliberately and pulled his head down, making a shield of his back; he put pressure on the bar with his arms and sidestepped to the corner and he came around with a hard, grunting sound, propped against the wall and waiting for his legs to hold him. Blood ran rich-red down his cheek and his curly hair was wet with it; he shook his head steadily to clear wool out of his brain, and through this wool he peered patiently and blackly at Stuart. He was murmuring in a coarse voice, in a voice made terrible by its conviction, by its unchangeable intent. "That's all right, Logan. That's all right. I'll get you in a minute. I'll put my arms around you and I'll break your back. That's all right."




  Stuart struck him again with the chair seat. Bragg took the blow on a raised arm but the force of it sank him to the floor. The chair fell apart in Stuart's hands and he walked away and got another and came back, watching Bragg turn and seize the edge of the bar with his hands and crawl erect. Suddenly Bragg whirled and made an impetuous rush at Stuart. Stuart took a rapid step aside and plunged one leg of the chair into Bragg's mouth, crushing the man's lips and flinging him back upon the bar. Bragg's vitality was a frightening thing; he had suffered badly, he had taken blows which would have killed a frailer man, and yet he remained erect, largely past the power of deliberate thought but sustained by a sheer animal force. He held his odd grinding tone: "That's all right, Logan. I'll get you in a minute. I am goin' to get you on the floor and step on your guts and break 'em. That's all right, Logan." He seemed to be fighting off a drowsiness. Logan lifted the chair and measured Bragg with the coolest kind of attention; he feinted with the chair and he saw Bragg's arm swing up in defense, and then he brought the chair swinging down on that arm. He heard the bone snap and he saw the chair break; he threw the chair aside. "Now we can close in, Honey."




  Bragg stared at his crippled arm. He moved his arm at shoulder and elbow; he brought it up and saw the bend it made below the elbow. He let it fall again and studied it as though he were a distant spectator to something that puzzled him. He brought his good hand slowly across the wreckage of his face. "You think I won't do it, Logan?" he asked, and pushed himself away from the bar, his good arm lifted.




  This man was a bull, primitive and unchanging; his mind was nothing but a pulpy core surrounding a single hunger—to attack, to destroy. The fear of pain was not in him or, if it was, the need to smash was so great that it destroyed pain. He struck out with his good arm, strange sounds clogging his throat. Stuart met his attack directly parrying the blow and stepping in for a hard punch to Bragg's stomach.




  Dull a man as he was, Bragg had a fighting slyness; he had not put all his weight into the attack and now he wheeled and struck again, catching Stuart flush on the mouth with his fist.




  It was a disaster running down Stuart's spine. It seemed to crack his neck and it sent a roar through his head. His eyes lost focus, so that for a little while he could not see Bragg and therefore he moved slowly away, with the smell of blood strong in his nostrils. Bragg sensed his chance and rushed forward, striking again. He missed a direct blow, came hard against Stuart and rammed his knee into Stuart's belly. At this close distance, Stuart flung an upward punch at Bragg's solid chin; he lifted himself to get weight into the blow and he felt the shock register on the nerves of his arm. Bragg's head tilted back; he began moving away, weaving as he moved, waving his heavy arm before him like a stick. Stuart went at him, driving the arm down. He hit Bragg in the flank, he struck under the burly man's heart, he drove a blow hard into the pit of Bragg's stomach and saw the man's face grow loose. Bragg, in retreating, at last got his back to the bar and once more his slyness came to his rescue. Sliding aside along the bar, he raised a foot and plunged it into the lower part of Stuart's belly.




  It sent Stuart backward off balance. He struck the small table in the center of the room, and fell with the table dropping on him. He rolled again, knowing himself in great danger, and he saw Bragg rush to the nearest wall and seize up a chair with his one good arm. Bragg yelled, "By God, I got you!" Bragg stumbled forward and tried to kick the obstructing table aside. He failed and, yelling again, he threw the chair with all the strength left in him.




  Stuart rolled, hearing the chair smash beside him. He kept rolling and sprang up, and wheeled away as Bragg charged him. Bragg struck the saloon's end wall and slowly came around. Stuart was in the middle of the room waiting for him.




  "Time to put out the lights, Honey," he said, and lifted another chair.




  Stutchell stood pale and numb in a corner, cringing against the logs. Honey Bragg suddenly became aware of his presence and turned and struck him to the floor with one blow. Bragg kicked at him and drew Stutchell's scream; at this moment Stuart brought the chair fairly down on Bragg's head and shoulders and stunned him. With the chair jammed over his head, Bragg dropped and slowly tried to free himself. His breathing had grown hoarse and heavy and he kept murmuring to himself as he worked. Finally he got the chair away from him and he sat on the floor, staring out of eyes that were filmed with blood; he tried to clear them with his hand. His vision remained bad and then he began to groan and to talk to himself as he turned to the wall and rose. He faced the wall, scarcely knowing it; he cocked his fist and struck the wall.




  "Not there," said Logan.




  "Come up to me," said Bragg, turning about. "Come up and make it even. Come on."




  Stuart walked over the room, watching Bragg's arm draw back. He feinted at Bragg and drew a last blow from the man; then he stepped in and beat Bragg on the side of the face, swinging this bloody, indestructible hulk slowly around. Bragg touched the wall again and bent his head against it, wholly exhausted and wholly helpless.




  "Come around, Honey," said Stuart. "I haven't started working on your eyes yet."




  Bragg wheeled to the door and found it blocked by Jacksonville's men. He said in a heavy voice, "Get out of my way." The crowd backed off from it to give Bragg all the clearance he wanted. "Damn dogs," he said. "Damn yellow dogs." He had his head down and so saw the prone Stutchell. He kicked Stutchell again and left the deadfall.




  Stuart followed him down the narrow lane of miners as the latter moved at a drunken, ambling pace toward his horse near Howison's hay barn.




  Once Bragg turned about and for a moment it appeared that he intended making another stand, but he shook his head and swung off when Stuart closed on him; and continued to his horse. He untied the reins and put a foot in the saddle; he gripped the pommel with his good arm and made two false tries before he reached the saddle; and here he sat, drenched in his own blood, with his ear flapping against his cheek and the broken aperture of his mouth revealed as he sucked hungrily at the warm afternoon air. He looked down at Stuart with his hurts beginning to show on him, with his agony starting; even so, the primitive cunning still pulsed in his mind and treachery still lived in him. Stuart drew his gun and pointed it at Bragg.




  "Don't try to run me down."




  Bragg let the half-lifted reins go loose. "You know what I'm going to do?"




  "I know what you'll try, soon as you're able."




  "I'll close your mouth for good," said Bragg in a dead soft voice. "I'll catch you. There's a thousand places to catch you. I'll catch you."




  "By the bend of the river, Honey?"




  Bragg gave him a steady stare. "That might be a good place," he said, and turned the horse, walking it slowly from town with his broken arm swinging at his side.




  Weariness deadened Stuart as he walked up the street. The nerves of his arms began to ache violently and his mouth hurt him. Part of the crowd began to move with him toward the store and voices came at him with hearty approval. A man slapped him on the back and he looked up to see Johnny Steele talking. "It was good it was good," said Johnny. "Nothing like it ever was or ever will be."




  "That's fine, Johnny," said Stuart. "Now you can collect your bet."




  Steele understood him; he felt the force of the remark and he went silently along a little distance thinking about it. At last he lifted his head and made his defense, which in a way was a defense for the camp as well. "Maybe it seems hard to you," said Steele, "but we've seen the day when Bragg was licked. It wasn't a day we thought we'd ever see. That's something, isn't it?"




  "I guess that's something, Johnny," agreed Stuart and passed into the store. Lucy was at the doorway, turned stiff by her watching; her face was harsh and the harshness was slow to dissolve as she looked at him. He went by her, to the rear room; he sat down on the edge of his bed and reached for his pipe. He filled and lighted it and took a drag of smoke and pulled it away with a sudden distaste. The smoke burned in the cuts of his lips. He bent over and propped his head on his hands and stared at the floor, bracing himself against the waves of pain which came in a steady tide. He found himself tensing up as they arrived, and relaxing momentarily when they went away. He had taken more blows than he thought—and all of them were harsh ones; he would have been a mass of beaten pulp had he not crippled Bragg at the beginning. He felt low and dispirited: he felt disgusted at himself, he felt dirty. "I'm old enough not to roll in the dust like a mongrel," he thought.




  Lucy came quietly into the room. She put her hand under his chin and drew it up until she had a full view of his face and he saw her eyes travel over his face carefully. She still had that frozen, repressed expression. "You'll have to go to Dr. Balance." Suddenly she sat down beside him on the bed and put an arm around him, drawing his head against her shoulder. "Logan," she said, "Oh, Logan!"




  "Never mind," he said. "It will pass."




  "He'll be at you again. Why didn't you kill him?"




  Camrose shouted across the length of the store and came rapidly on. He stopped at the room's doorway and observed the scene. He said quickly: "How bad is it?"




  "Not bad enough to die," said Stuart.




  "Bad enough," said Lucy, and held her arm in its place. She looked up at Camrose. "Is the town happy? Are you all pleased?"




  "Why, Lucy," said Camrose, "I never pushed this thing."




  Lucy rose and moved to the door. "You ought to heat up a tub of good hot water and sit in for an hour. It will take the soreness from your body. George, start up a fire. Bring him up to the house when he's through."




  Camrose said, "All right," and then thought of something else. "What was that you said to Bragg about the bend of the Rogue? If you know something, you'd better turn it over to somebody before you're shot off your horse."




  Lucy left them. Stuart listened to her steps cross the floor, and then he raised his head and said, "Shut the door, George." Camrose turned and gave the door a push.




  "Now," said Stuart, "how much have you borrowed from the safe?"




  The question caught Camrose off guard. He met Stuart's dark stare with a sudden irritation. "That's my business."




  "No, it is not. It is the business of the company whose money you've borrowed. It is also the business of the girl you propose to marry. You have got a habit of fooling yourself."




  "Nothing's out of the way," said Camrose stubbornly. "Everything's all right."




  Stuart rose and felt the fresh leap of pain in his body; it shortened his temper. "Nothing's all right. The money in that safe is trust money. You had no right to touch it. The moment you touch it, even if it is only for fifteen minutes, you've got yourself on the wrong track."




  "Are you suggesting I'm crooked?" asked Camrose with growing antagonism.




  "I'm saying it, not suggesting it. You have got to quit poker cold and you have got to quit wishing for easy money. If you do not, you'll wind up with an empty safe and a charge of embezzlement against you. Either you'll be in jail or you'll be a fugitive."




  "Here, here," said Camrose, "I can't let that stand—"




  Stuart brought the flat of his hand hard against Camrose's chest, knocking his friend against the closed door. "By God, you laugh at too many things, you take too many things easy. There's an end to that. You've got yourself half argued into stealing. That's plain enough, isn't it? Stop trying to excuse yourself."




  "Is that all?" said Camrose in a cool, furious tone.




  "You're always sliding away. You've always got an excuse, you've always got a smile or a shrug of your shoulder. You think you can tell this to Lucy and smile it away? You think she'll smile it away?"




  Camrose moved to a window and put his back to Stuart. He kept his back stiff, making it express his outrage. "Logan," he said at last, over his shoulder, "how long have you known this about me?"




  "Six months or better."




  "You haven't got a high opinion of me, have you?"




  "How much are you short?" said Stuart.




  "Two thousand."




  Stuart opened the door and walked into the storeroom. Clenchfield sat bowed over the high desk, making it quite obvious that he was busy with his own chores. Stuart said, "Give me two thousand, Henry," and he waited at the counter while Clenchfield counted it out. Stuart looked straight at Clenchfield and said, "A grub-stake, Henry."




  "So it is," said Clenchfield and added nothing to that.




  Stuart went back to the rear room with the gold in his pockets. He dumped the coins on the table. "That's my opinion of you, George."




  He saw pride form its refusal in George Camrose's eyes; then he saw something get at that pride and bend it. He stood there, bound by friendship to this man, yet a spectator to the easy and plaint and half-cynical workings of Camrose's nature. He knew the smile so well when at last it came, charming and smooth in the way it washed everything away.




  "All right, Stuart. You were always the Puritan. You don't understand the Cavalier."




  "Speeches are no good. Stand up and do the right thing. You know what it is."




  A few moments before it would have invoked George Camrose's anger; but now Camrose was in the full swing of his new mood. "I know," he said cheerfully. "I shall set it straight. There never was any evil in it, but I shall clear it up." He put the money into his pockets, achieving a kind of disinterested air and thus making the gift less important than it was. "Now," he said, "you are going to tell me to play no more poker."




  "That's right."




  "I shall do it," said Camrose. "Though it will be a damned dull world."




  "What's wrong with this world? It's big enough for you isn't it?"




  "The voice of the Puritan again. Coming to the house for supper?"




  "No."




  "Lucy will give me hell," said Camrose and went away. He passed Clenchfield without giving the clerk a glance; he was acutely aware of the man's possible knowledge of him, but he walked straight on, got to the street and turned toward Hobart's deadfall, finding George Thackeray idle at a table.




  "I'll take up that I.O.U. now," he said to Thackeray.




  Thackeray thrust a hand into his pocket. "Flush tonight?"




  "Flush enough."




  "How about a little game?"




  Camrose considered the matter, negligently accepting the note and tearing it across. "George," he said, "I like poker. I'd rather play a game of poker than eat. Yet in my job I'm supposed to be like Caesar's wife."




  "What was that?"




  "Above reproach—above suspicion."




  "It's a free country," said Thackeray. "Man can do what he damned pleases."




  "When a man handles money as a business, he's got to be careful."




  "Suppose we play at my cabin—nothing said and everything quiet."




  "That's better," said Camrose, and turned from the deadfall. The weight was off his mind, and he felt entirely cheerful. Thackeray was disposed of and Stuart's loan would permit him to replace his borrowings from the safe. Then he thought: "If I get in that game tonight and a good hand comes up I ought to have enough cash in my pocket to push my luck. Six good hands in the course of an evening would set me up." So, with that decision made, he walked toward the Overmire house.
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  At ten o'clock that night George Camrose walked from Thackeray's cabin and felt the warm night's air to be quite cold against his face. He ran a hand along his forehead, squeezing away the oil-sweat, and he spoke to himself with a dull bitterness: "I'll never learn to let well enough alone." He had lost his cash, and Thackeray held his note for another thousand. All of them at the poker table had looked at him in a rather odd way when he rose to leave. They would be wondering how he could stand those losses, and they wouldn't keep it a matter of confidence forever. The camp would presently know the story; in due time Stuart would know it.




  He walked into Hobart's deadfall and downed two substantial drinks of whisky; he heard a man call his name and turned to discover Mack McIver grinning at him—that same McIver who was supposed to be down the Applegate prospecting. He said, "Hello, Mack," and gave the man a smile, but a loose sensation rushed through him and he grew confused as he thought of McIver's gold poke lying half empty in the office safe.




  "No luck," said McIver. "I just wore out my shoe leather. Let's have a drink."




  "Thanks," said Camrose, "but I've got to go see Stuart."




  McIver said, "Well, I'm going to get drunk. See you tomorrow."




  Camrose walked into the soft night, remembering Mclver's last phrase. He got out a handkerchief and scrubbed his forehead. He thought: "Does guilt show on a man's face, or is it something he always imagines? God damn Thackeray! How did the bets get so high so fast?" He saw Joe Harms seated in his cramped position before Howison's shed and passed the man without speaking and unlocked his office door. He barred the door behind him and cast a glance at the shutters. It had never been like this before—never this trapped sensation, this incoherent back-and-forth shuttling of his thoughts, this morbid self-condemnation, this physical sickness in his stomach.




  He knew to an ounce how much he had taken from Mclver's poke; yet he opened the safe and got out the poke and weighed it. Then he counted the company's gold coins stacked on the upper shelf. He closed the safe and stood back with both elbows hooked on the counter. "He'll be here first thing tomorrow for his poke. As for the gold coin, I've got a week or two before anything could happen." Then he was struck by the coincidence of two miners within the last few days coming to reclaim their gold dust. Was a grapevine rumor going through the camp about him?




  He left the office, locking the door behind him, and turned toward the Lestrade cabin. He thought he heard some kind of noise to the rear and turned sharply about, but he discovered nothing in the black shadows. "I'm in a hell of a position," he told himself, and with all this on his mind he knocked at the Lestrade door and heard Marta's subdued voice invite him in.




  She was in the rocking chair by the fire; she looked up at him with the usual engraved darkness on her face, the usual shadows in her eyes. Camrose closed the door and put his back to it. He said: "Where's Jack?"




  "Riding," she said.




  "Always riding," he commented. "Balance or Howison show up tonight?"




  "No," she said. "How is Logan?"




  "Battered."




  "Somebody ought to shoot Bragg," she said with a lift of resentment in her voice.




  He gave her a closer glance. "You like Logan pretty well. Wonderful thing to have people like you."




  "Natural people are always liked," she said. "We're all natural are we not? I'm natural, am I not?"




  She turned the subject. "You look pale. Don't you feel well?"




  "Well enough," he said. But he thought to himself: "It shows on me," and the chill sensation went through him again.




  She rose from the rocker and stood gracefully against the wall, and continued to observe him. He was aware of the blend of softness and hot desires in this woman, the emotions capable of so much violence and yet held under such rigid control.




  "You seldom smile, Marta. Why not?"




  "George, could I say something to you?"




  He thought quickly, and with elation, "She's making the first advance," and he moved toward her. She shook her head at him. "Stay there. You've tried to read things in the way I've looked at you. The things you think you see," she said quietly, "are not there. You have got Lucy. What more could you want? Why should you try to be adventurous?"




  "I need your friendship," he said quickly. "That's not what you have been thinking," she said.




  He showed color. "Have I been that crude?"




  "You're greedy and you're unfaithful. Don't come here any more."




  He said: "Are you afraid to have me near you?" He closed the distance and he got his arms around her. He felt her suddenly resist him, but he dropped his head and kissed her—and stepped back. Her expression hadn't changed, but her voice was hard.




  "You're a fool."




  "I think," he said resentfully, "you have used your eyes on me at times." Then he felt cold and desperate and trapped. "Marta, we've been friends a long while. Why should it change?"




  "Balance and Neil and Logan have been friends also. But have you noted they don't come any more?"




  Now he was alert and suspicious. "Why not?"




  "Good night," she said, "and don't come again."




  "Here," he began. "I'd like—"




  He was stopped by the cold repulsion on her face. It astonished him that so much force of character could come from this softly-tempered woman. He had the feeling as he opened the door and looked back to her that he was involved in a mystery of which he knew little; and in this frame of mind he closed the door and walked quite slowly toward the center of the town.




  She listened to his steps die away. Afterwards she turned to the fire and sat in the rocker, crouched forward in a strained and tense attitude and staring at the heart of the flame. "The story will be the same here as it has been elsewhere," she thought. "But at least Lucy won't be hurt."




  Lestrade sat in the smoky light of Bragg's cabin and watched the bearlike man with an interest that had no sympathy in it. The other three riders, all stray figures out of nowhere, stood by, likewise silent and curious and unmoved. Somewhere distant in Lestrade's mind was a keen side-thought concerning this. "Hell of a thing for a man to be so much of a savage that nobody gives a damn."




  Bragg lay on the bed, full of pain. Balance had been here earlier, before Lestrade's arrival, to set the broken arm and to perform rude surgery on the cut ear; but there was nothing much to be done about the splintered front teeth or the torn lips. These had swollen, making his face incredibly ugly. He had taken a terrible beating but, after the manner of his kind of man, he was fortified now by a pride at his own endurance. "Can't kill a fellow like me," he murmured. Pain caused him to move his feet along the bed; it made him slow and thickheaded.




  "I told you to keep away from him," said Lestrade. "Now you're laid up for God knows how long. It plays hell with our business." He had been cautious on previous occasions before Bragg's three followers; he seemed unconcerned now. "What was the remark he made about the river? He's got it on you, hasn't he?"




  "What?" said Honey, his eyelids creeping together.




  "Would it be that pair of fellows bound for California last winter? The two found dead in the creek willows?"




  He watched Honey's face closely and witnessed the little changes of expression. He grinned at Bragg. "Once in a while you let your foot slip. You're smart enough up to a certain point. After that you're a damned bear running wild without brains. You'll be lucky if you don't get chased out of Jacksonville. Or hung."




  Bragg softly and cautiously framed a single word on his lips. "Wait."




  "You're thinking of Stuart," said Lestrade. "If you killed him, you'd have to run for it. This town likes him. They'd string you up in a hell of a hurry."




  Honey shook his head. "It won't do. He knows more than I like."




  Lestrade said: "What else does he know?"




  Honey made a pointing motion to himself and then to Lestrade. The latter said with challenging tone: "About us? How would he know? And how do you know he does?"




  "That draws you, don't it?" said Bragg. He was sharp enough to witness the changed manner it produced in Lestrade and he enjoyed what he saw. "Different now, ain't it?"




  "You'd like to get me in deeper, wouldn't you Honey?"




  "Oh, you're deep enough. High-tones like you make me laugh. I can take care of myself in trouble. Can you?"




  "We'll both take care of ourselves," said Lestrade smoothly. "Let Stuart have his fun. We'll be doing business here for quite a while yet."




  Bragg said: "Find out when he's going to take another load of dust to Portland."




  Lestrade left the cabin, got on his horse and wound through the willows. Reaching the trail, he paused a moment to look back at Bragg's cabin lights, and then he moved on. But he had stopped long enough for a lone-watching man, crouched not ten feet way, to identify him. Johnny Steele, slowly grown suspicious of George Camrose, had come here to see if Camrose had secret connections with Bragg; and now he had discovered this other thing. He sat still, listening to Lestrade's horse drum away. "Why," he thought, "the man's a plain crook. That's why his wife was crying. She knows it." He turned it over and over in his mind. "Bragg and Lestrade. And maybe Camrose, too. Well, I'll find out."




  Lestrade put up his horse and went into the cabin to find his wife before the fire.




  "Anybody been here?"




  "Camrose. I sent him away."




  "You should be kind to our customers, Marta. He's been a good meal ticket." He grinned at her and moved to the wall cupboard for the whisky bottle. "Bragg took the worst beating I ever saw. He's badly cut up."




  "Good," she said. "Good."




  He gave her a side glance and drank the whisky in one long gulp. "It's odd that none of the other boys have been here for a week."




  "Is it so odd?"




  He straightened and gave her a penetrating glance; he stood still, with a thoughtfulness coming to him. "Where have I revealed myself, Marta?"




  "People sense things like that. We'd better leave before they really know. I'd like to leave a few decent memories behind me."




  "I thought it was my safety you were worrying about." He moved into the adjoining room, presently calling to her in his lightly skeptical way. "At times I have thought you might be fond of Camrose."




  "He is a weak man," she said.




  "Marta, is there any man in this town you look upon with desire?"




  "Why do you ask me that?"




  He came rapidly out of the other room and caught her arm and pulled her from the rocker.




  His face was rough with temper. "You didn't answer my question." He drew her forward and kissed her; then he stepped back to look upon the unyielding calm of her face.




  "Even when you loved me," he said, "you also hated me. You can hurt a man merely by not speaking to him. I feel your judgment now. It is disillusioned, it is condemning. Would it be possible to change it—to start over again?"




  "You could not change," she said.




  "Am I as weak as Camrose—is that what you mean?"




  "Let's not talk about it."




  His one revealing moment passed on and he pulled himself behind his covering skepticism. "I presume it is too late," he said quietly, and stood silent a long while, watching her and wondering about her. "Did you ever stop to think how close heaven is for all of us—and yet how far it is when we lift our hands to touch it?"




  Camrose strolled up the street, noting that Joe Harms had at last abandoned the seat in front of Howison's stable. This was now near midnight, with the deadfalls still active; otherwise the lamps of the town had begun to wink out one by one, and miners were slowly walking toward their cabins and tents and brush shacks along the creek. There was a light in the rear of Logan Stuart's place, and Camrose stopped at the front of the store, with his problem going around and around in his head. The thing seemed to be turning him unreasonable; he kept jumping at the same blind barriers, running up the same alleys of hope and finding the same futile endings. How was he to make up his losses? How was he to take care of McIver's half-emptied gold poke? What was he to say to Logan Stuart when the latter discovered what had become of the loaned money?




  He looked toward the Overmire house and observed a light still shining from the window. "If I had only played it safe when I had the chance." Now it was that he realized how dangerous a game he played—and the fatal consequences of that game; he passed a hand across his forehead and gave out a small, soft groan. "God, if I could just turn the page back!"




  A party of miners came from Hobart's all drunk, and stood noisy and contentious in the street until at last one man pulled away and walked east toward Howison's. One of the others called after him. "Where you goin', Mack?"




  It was McIver, ragged and round-shouldered against Hobart's lights. McIver barely was able to keep on his feet. He yelled: "I am goin' to hide in the brush before the Injuns jump this camp."




  George Camrose's heart began to beat harder against his ribs as he watched McIver weave along the dust. The rest of the miners were loudly debating the wisdom of going after McIver; they were debating Indians. Then the group turned in the other direction and at last drifted into another deadfall. McIver was a shadow down by Howison's, still traveling on.




  Camrose put a hand to the gun he always carried inside the trouser band, and a dizzy feeling came upon him and coldness filled his belly. He drew shorter and quicker breaths and he turned, stepping along the building walls in McIver's direction. Then he stopped and looked closely around the street, and suddenly moved between buildings to the rear of town and rapidly made his way to his own office. Here he came upon the dark street again, and heard McIver threshing around the brush, farther on. He heard McIver say to himself: "I'm too smart."




  Camrose found himself walking fast on the balls of his feet; he found himself crouching and trying to make himself smaller. He kept looking around him, he kept listening. He drew his revolver as he got nearer McIver. Then he stopped and stared at the street behind him and he was saying to himself: "A cave-in, a bullet or an Indian will get him sooner or later. What's the difference how he dies?" Far away in his brain there was a protest and a warning; but by now the wave of desperateness had pushed him too far and he resumed his stalking.




  He heard McIver's boots grind along the creek gravel and he saw McIver's shadow sink into the night; then he heard McIver making sucking sounds as the miner lay belly-flat and drank the creek water. Camrose quickly slid the revolver back under his trouser band and crossed the gravel strip with a catlike quickness. He made some sound as he came upon McIver. He dropped on McIver, plunging his knees into the man's back as the latter tried to turn and lift himself from the water; he flattened himself on McIver's violently agitated body and he laid his forearm on the back of the man's neck and forced his head down into the water and against the gravel. He fought against McIver's great muscular spasms and he felt them grow smaller; he heard the strange frothy bubbling of water come up from McIver's mouth—that sound so grisly and unnatural that it sickened and weakened him. It wasn't long. Lying on top of McIver he presently felt all motion and life go out, and when he knew he had at last killed a man he rose up and plunged back into the darkness, striking a tree in his blind fright. That stopped him and for a little while he stood still while a great shuddering tide of terror had its way with him. A little later he crept to the rear of the office, got into his own bachelor's quarters and there in the complete darkness he lay on the bed and reviewed his actions—testing them for error and the chance of discovery.




  The cold feeling was in his stomach again, and now he realized it would always be there.




  IX. THE SEEDS OF DOUBT
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  John Trent and Burl McGiven left Jacksonville by early morning with thirty Stuart mules, bound for Crescent City. Stuart had not intended leaving town that day but the sound of the lead mare's bell was a stroke of restlessness through the quiet dawn, to remind him of the bright sun upon the land, the cool lanes of timber, and the motion of the horse beneath him. By noon the temptation was too great; he went at once to the barn for his horse and by six reached the Dances' and joined them at the supper table.




  "Where bound?" asked Dance.




  "Just riding."




  "You're a movin'-around man," said Mrs. Dance.




  Dance stroked his rusty beard and showed his cherry lips as he laughed. "The hound that rustles always gets the best rabbit."




  Mrs. Dance considered the remark calmly. "True enough. Men that sit around the house are mostly shiftless. Still, there are hounds always thin and hungry from running too much." Dance winked at Stuart. "Aimed at you."




  The sun disappeared from a still and fragrant land; and the earth seemed to pause for a brief period before it went rolling massively down into the pit of night. Afar, Dance's ranging hounds found scent and their voices came back in bounding, musical echoes. Caroline, sweetly filled with her silence, rose and lighted the lamps of the room. Coming around the table, she refilled Stuart's coffee cup and remained near him, her hip touching his shoulder as she looked down on the black and heavy surface of his hair; her eyes grew blacker. Dance's shrewd eyes frankly looked upon that scene. "Possession," he said, and let his laugh ring out.




  The boys were up and away, lean and restless, and soon out of sight. Dance went to the door and watched them disappear. He called at them: "Take a look a Goose Canyon before you come back." Caroline and Mrs. Dance were at the dishes, but presently Mrs. Dance gave her daughter a shake of the head. "Do you think Logan came up here to see you work?"




  Caroline removed her apron and came over the room at Logan; she touched his arm and drew him up and went out of the house with him. Darkness had suddenly come. There was a small wind and the odor of dust and thicket and dry meadow stubble was a heavy blend in the shadows. They paced together along the trail.




  "Now, Logan," she murmured, "whom did you fight?"




  "Bragg."




  "He's a great bully. I hate the sight of him. I'd rather trust a Rogue." She let that subject drop, but she was more than usually talkative this night, and spoke again. "Logan, where are we to live?"




  "You don't like Jacksonville, do you?"




  She gave him a sober answer. "I will live where you wish to live. If it is to be Jacksonville, I'll be happy. Will it always be Jacksonville?"




  "My business will always go where trade is. I do not know where that will be ten years from now."




  She had, he realized, hoped for better news.




  She hated change and uncertainty. "It will be Jacksonville as long as possible," he added, but he realized that this was a poor offering. "You don't like me riding away so much. It would be better for you if I were farming."




  "You're not the kind to farm. You like to reach out. You're happy when you're moving around." She went on, slowly parting with some of her longest-held notions. He knew it was a tremendous struggle for her and when she said, "I'll be happy, Logan," he stopped and kissed her. She came close upon him and gripped his arms and he felt the impulsive fire of her emotions. Then she stepped back and he saw that she was smiling. "Everything will be nice," she said.




  "Now," he said, "when shall it be?"




  "I have got nothing to wait for," she told him. "I'll wear my mother's wedding dress. If we move to your store, we won't need to build a cabin. There is nothing to delay us."




  "Only one thing. I'm going to San Francisco to borrow money."




  The information surprised her. "Is there trouble?"




  "None at all. I'm doing very well."




  "What do you need to borrow for then?"




  "It's like a young boy outgrowing his pants. The business goes ahead so fast that I'm always strapped for ready cash to get mules and supplies with."




  She said, "I see," gravely, and sighed—and didn't entirely see it. "When do you go and when will you be back?"




  "I'll leave day after tomorrow. I should be back in two weeks."




  They were a quarter mile from the house when a shadow rose from the nearby brush and the voice of one of the boys came at them. "Wouldn't go that way. Rogues around here tonight." Stuart turned Caroline about and they moved, now in silence, toward the cabin's mellowed splash of window light. The wind softly roughed up the leaves in the thicket and the smell of the land, rising with the earth's dissipating heat, whirled in streaky currents through the dark.




  The main room of the cabin was empty when they returned. Settling in a chair, Stuart heard the elder Dances murmuring beyond the curtain in the extra room. He stretched out his legs and lay back in the chair, watching the stove fire flicker through the iron crevices.




  "The Rogues been around here much this summer?"




  She had taken up her darning basket and now sat half occupied with her chore. "This is the first time since May." He watched her square and pliable hands in deft motion; she was much as her mother was—never wholly content unless busily filling in each day, and sleeping content with that day well done, and rising refreshed to take up the new day.




  He lighted his pipe and he laced his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. The teakettle sang and the mild heat of the stove made him sleepy and the smells of the room—the ancient household odors of a frontier cabin were all comforting. In this cabin a man could make a lifetime's home and never know unhappiness; and from this meadow and the hills about he might find a living and a life rich as any that could come of cruising the world over. To sleep in this warm and well-filled shelter, to cruise the timber by day with his hounds baying down the timbered reaches ahead of him, to stand in the door and watch the lean and the restless travelers go by on their perpetual search, to grow old without care and one night to drift out to space and the silence beyond the stars—why wasn't this enough for any man?




  He opened his eyes and saw that Caroline watched him, her face warmed by the close and pleasant world she was building for them both. He knocked out his pipe and rose.




  "If people would not change," she said in a wistful tone, "if they would be content with what they had, if they would only see how good each day is and never want for another day—" She put the darning basket on the table and walked to the corner, catching up a pair of quilts. She brought them back and when he took them he saw the hunger behind her seriousness. He lifted the blankets and threw them over her head and drew her forward; he heard her laughing when he kissed her and then she whispered something he didn't quite catch. He drew back. He said, "What was that?"




  She looked up to him, smiling and suddenly embarrassed. "To the barn for you. The muley cow will keep you company." She made a face at him and closed the door and stood before the stove a little while, her face settling and losing its happiness.




  Early in the morning he started back toward Jacksonville. He reached the Rogue and followed its silver flashing for a matter of miles; and in this manner, moving through a fair world, he was entirely content. "Little things satisfy a man," he thought. "Great ambitions only disturb him." Little things, like the sight of the river shallowly playing on a gravel bed, like the lifting and falling of the horse beneath him. He had Caroline in his mind for a while, wondering about her and appreciating her; and then Lucy came to him quite suddenly—as she so often did—and he was no longer pleased with the day. "I ought to get the last hope of her out of my system." It would be better when she was at last married to Camrose. Then she would be entirely beyond his reach—and he would no longer struggle with those furtive small hopes concerning her. He thought, too, of George Camrose, and found that subject not entirely pleasing; and so, with one thing and another idling through his head, he came upon an area of willows and passed into it. The patch was perhaps a hundred feet in length and halfway through it he came unexpectedly upon four young Rogue men standing silent on the trail. They had heard him from a distance and they were waiting for him in this covered place.




  They wore moccasins and white men's pants and from the hips upward they were bare, with stringy black hair indifferently matted on their heads. They had a certain physical symmetry, but less than some other tribes possessed. In the bony and coarse contours of their faces was some kind of story of racial intermixture or racial poverty; they had not the clean dignity of the Sioux or the handsome openness of the Crow. Like the Klamaths east of the mountains and like the tribes along the Coast, these Rogues were undependable and faithless. One thing remained constant in them: a vindictiveness toward their enemies either white or red; now they were at peace according to treaty—but a treaty meant nothing. They would rise again when they saw a chance of success. Their nature was one of savage inconstancy. These four all carried guns and looked upon him with their half-veiled contempt. Since he traveled so frequently through their country he realized they recognized him, yet they gave him no sign. He reined in.




  "Hello," he said.




  They simply stared at him; and suddenly they looked at one another, exchanging some signal. Then, all of them giving him a hard and insolent survey, they swung deeper into the brush and presently disappeared. He listened to their departure, urged on his horse and came out to a meadow beside the river; presently reaching Evan's Ferry, he crossed over.




  "Four bucks back in that willow grove," he told the ferryman. "They seem edgy."




  "The chief of the Siskiyou band has been here visitin' and talkin' trouble."




  "Well, fall's here. It's fall and spring when they think of trouble." He reached Jacksonville shortly after noon and from Clenchfield he heard of Mack McIver's being found dead in the creek.




  "Apparently was drunk and fell in and drowned in six inches of water."




  "Henry," said Stuart, "I'm leaving for San Francisco tomorrow. Ought to be back in fifteen days."




  "Logan, lad, do you know you're walkin' around like a cat in a cage?"




  Stuart brought himself to a standstill. He grinned at Clenchfield. "That's true. But don't I always move around?"




  "You're worse. You can't stand still." The elderly man, seldom stepping beyond his own defined bounds, now did so. "Poison can be a liquid, a powder, a gas—or it can be somethin' in your head. Whatever it may be, you'd best have it out."




  Stuart stared at his clerk. There sat Clench-field, old and dry, content to sleep and eat and spend his wakefulness at a desk. Had he always been that way or had he, as a young man, possessed a young man's fevered wants? Had the air once held its wild smells to him, had a woman's face evoked for him the strains of music and visions of beauty? Had he ever felt time's cruel swiftness, or watched the stars and felt wonder? Was it that some men never felt the keen lash of wanting; or was it that all men, full of wanting, were slowly shriveled by age and disappointment until they clung only to little comforts and stray bits of security? Was there a memory in Henry Clenchfield which even now, by its recollection, burned him; or were the memories of old men gray and without heat, the lusts and beauties of life so ephemeral as to be briefly felt and then to be forgotten? Clenchfield said: "Do not rack yourself. Do not hope for things which never are."




  "Was there ever a time when you felt that there was a thing just beyond the reach of your fingers which, by the stretching out of a hand, you might seize?"




  "It is never out there beyond your fingers. Do you know where it is? It is here—" and Clenchfield reached up and touched his head. "Man is a very strange creature, making images in his mind and then rushing over this world to find that image somewhere real. You had better take your beer small, for there is no beer as strong as you think."




  Stuart suddenly smiled. "You had me worried for a moment. No, my friend, you have forgotten."




  Clenchfield said: "Is there more than I can see? Damn you, Logan, let an old man alone."




  "Gentlemen, do I hear swearing, or may I come in?"




  Lucy Overmire came through the doorway, her gingham rustling as she walked. She looked at Stuart's face. "The cuts were rather deep. I'm afraid you'll have scars. Did I interfere in an argument between you two?"




  "No," said Stuart. "I simply reminded Clenchfield he had forgotten something."




  "I was never the one to be poking my finger through shadows," retorted Clenchfield. "It is more than I can say for you."




  Clenchfield turned his glance to the girl. "He rides too much and thinks too many things. Now he goes to San Francisco in the morning."




  "I had intended asking you for supper tomorrow night," said Lucy. "It is your birthday."




  "You have a long memory."




  "My memory is full of pleasant things I could scarcely forget—and unpleasant recollections I wish I could forget."




  "One balances another."




  "One leads to another."




  Clenchfield, resting his hands on the high desk, observed that they had forgotten him. He noticed how quiet they were with each other, how softly their words fell, how sober they had turned. She was a handsome woman, an uncommonly striking woman.




  "I am like you, Logan," she said. "I always want to see what is over the next hill. Don't get in trouble with the vigilantes down there."




  "I'll bring you a pair of jade earrings for your wedding gift."




  At that point the talk ceased and Lucy, after a moment of silence, turned from the store.




  Stuart watched the doorway a short while and then walked into the rear room. Clenchfield thought to himself: "That was a queer thing," and he sat pondering it. There was a twinge in him—a stray current of something out of the far past, a half-warm regret and a pale sentimentality.




  A small crowd turned out to bury McIver, and afterwards most of that crowd moved toward the town's deadfalls. Four men remained behind Johnny Steele, Joe Harms, Dick Horeen, and a man called Lester. It was Johnny Steele who brought up the subject of money.




  "I heard Mack say he had three or four thousand in dust."




  Horeen smilingly shook his head. "All miners are hell for lying. But let's just go ask Camrose if Mack has got anything in the safe."




  "No," said Joe Harms. "Don't ask Camrose if Mack has anything in the safe. Ask him how much Mack's got in the safe."




  "What's the difference?" Horeen wanted to know. But Steele stared at Joe Harms, recognizing what the little man suspected. The four of them turned to the express office and filed in one at a time.




  Camrose stood at the far end of the room. The moment he saw them, a change came upon his face—the beginning of a sharp reaction which he at once checked. Harms and Steele, both with suspicion making their eyes inquisitive, saw that instant of shock.




  "George," said Dick Horeen, "we got to talkin' about poor old Mack. How much did he leave in your safe?"




  Camrose's glance ran from man to man. He moved to the counter and he drew in deeply on the cigar and expelled the smoke, thus creating a haze around his face. He grew visibly cooler.




  "He left nothing, boys."




  Horeen turned to his friends. "There you are. Mack was just makin' himself big."




  But Lester said: "I was with him last night. He said he'd left his poke here."




  "So he had," agreed Camrose. "But he picked it up."




  "When?" asked Harms.




  Camrose took the cigar from his mouth and stared beyond the group, evidently in careful thought. "It was ten o'clock last night." Then, turning his attention to harms, he quickly corrected himself. "No, I wasn't here at ten. Must have been eleven."




  Harms said: "How much did he have?"




  "I'd guess about twenty-five ounces."




  "Why, by god," said Horeen, "Mack wasn't lyin'."




  For quite a while the group stood silent, each man taking the story apart and putting it together again. Harms and Steele both had quicker and better minds than either Horeen or Lester; but if they reached their conclusions earlier than the other two, they failed to indicate it. Horeen was first to speak. The information had sobered him. "Well, Mack picks up his dust, walks to the creek and falls down. When we find him there's no money on him at all. That's a hell of a long jump from an accident, boys."




  Harms held his magpie attention on Camrose. "George, why didn't you say something about this, instead of lettin' the camp think it was just a case of a drunken prospector, with nothing in his pocket, fallin' in the creek?"




  Camrose showed Harms a nettled expression. "I don't slide around the shadows watching people. Therefore I don't know how he died."




  "You knew he had dust."




  "Not necessarily. He may have spent it, or given it to somebody else."




  "Odd you wouldn't have mentioned it anyhow," said Harms, stubbornly.




  "Odd to you perhaps," answered Camrose. "But I keep my nose out of other people's business. What happened to McIver or his dust was not my affair at all."




  "Seems odd," repeated Harms, unable to leave it alone.




  Camrose was now in bad temper. "I guess I'll have to make it clearer, Joe. I am not your kind of man. I don't go sliding around the dark, looking through windows at people. You're a damned Peeping Tom."




  Harms flushed but made no answer. Horeen said: "No use of anybody being offended," and drew the party out of the office.




  Camrose moved to the rear of the room, watching through the window as the four moved toward Stutchell's, stopped at the deadfall's doorway and fell into sober conversation. Then Joe Harms broke away and recrossed the street, vanishing from Camrose's sight. He would be resuming his pulpit seat in front of Howison's stable, Camrose thought. Presently Horeen and Lester went into the deadfall while Johnny Steele turned back to join Joe Harms.




  Camrose dropped his half-finished cigar to the floor and stepped on it; when he brought weight down on his leg he felt his knee shaking. In his mind a phrase turned around and around, endless and bitter: "If I could only go back to before this all happened! If..."




  Joe Harms tipped his bench back against the wall of Howison's barn, his short legs not quite touching the ground, his pointed and ungenerous face half concealed by the forward slope of his hat. Johnny Steele crouched on the street and slowly winnowed the dry dust between his fingers.




  "What do you think, Joe?"




  "Not at eleven o'clock. There wasn't no light in his office then. He came down the street around ten. I was sittin' here. He went into his office. He was there fifteen minutes. There wasn't anybody with him. He went out, going to Lestrade's as usual. He came back and he went up the street. That was when McIver walked out of Hobart's deadfall."




  "Where was Camrose then?"




  Joe Harms raised his head so that Johnny Steele clearly saw the expression of chagrin on the man's features. "That's what I could shoot myself for. I don't know. I lost track of him while I was watchin' McIver. You got some kind of a suspicion against him, Johnny?"




  "Yes," said Steele with reluctance. "I sort of thought it queer when I went to get my dust from him. Something seemed a little out of joint."




  "There was," said Joe Harms.




  Steele said: "What was?" and hung his arrested glance on Harms's fox-sharp features. But he got no answer from the little man, who was reluctant to admit that he spent his time crouched against the office knothole.




  Steel continued his pondering and his steady winnowing of dust. He was a fair man, not given to quick conclusions; he was also a man of firm mind and convictions. Therefore he went through the thing from beginning to end, and arrived at something new.




  "When we looked through Mack's pockets," he said, "we figured it just an accident. So we weren't looking very hard. We might have missed something. I think we'd better look again."




  He rose and stamped his legs. "Meet me tonight. I'll bring along a couple shovels. Better be just the two of us. It is sort of dirty business, and I'd not like to be tagged with it, if we don't find anything."




  "You know Camrose has been losin' a lot of money at poker?"




  "Yes," said Steele, "I know all of that. But I'm not going to start thinking what you think until I've got more to go on. Tonight."




  Steele walked away while Harms straightened the chair and assumed his characteristic posture, arms across his lap, body half bent over, one leg swinging in a steady motion across the other. Thus cramped, the little man viewed the town from beneath the brim of his hat, his eyes darting about, full of slyness, full of skeptic wisdom, full of ferret-like curiosity. He saw Overmire coming down the street and his ungenerous little mouth changed shape. Overmire was an educated man and a lawyer of some importance in the Territory and it flattered Harms's vanity that he could do injury to such a man.




  "Overmire," he murmured, "Lucy's engaged to Camrose, ain't she?"




  "That's right," said Overmire and waited for the little man to come to the point. He knew Harms very well; for if it pleased Harms to reduce Overmire's worth to the common denominator of Jacksonville's least occupied citizen, it likewise pleased Overmire to study the queer impulses and quirks which made Joe Harms what he was.




  "Well," said Harms, "he lost a couple or three thousand dollars last night in a poker game. Thackeray's got his I.O.U. for one thousand of it."




  The little man, of course, wanted to shake him as well as warn him; and this was a pleasure Overmire did not propose to give him. "Joe," he said calmly, "it has often puzzled me to know how one small man could absorb so much gossip. But, then, you do work hard at the business. It is a triumph of perseverance."




  He laughed at the warm resentment on Joe Harms's face, and went away; but as soon as his back was turned, he ceased to smile. Other stray bits of news and gossip had frequently come to him concerning Camrose, making the picture of a man who had a taste for the pleasant sins of life. So far there had been nothing that Overmire, himself a man of the world, could honestly carry to his daughter. But this information was serious, and something to be weighed. Abreast Stuart's store, he wheeled in and walked to the rear, finding Stuart there.




  Overmire seated himself on the edge of Stuart's bunk and observed this man he greatly admired. Himself a person of considerable force and resolution, he recognized in Stuart the same qualities. In silence to himself he had often debated his daughter's choice and had often wondered at the closeness which seemed to exist between Lucy and Logan. Yet that closeness never appeared to pass a given point, a thing which puzzled him; for after all his daughter was a desirable woman in any single man's eyes and Logan Stuart, though not handsome, had action and gallantry enough to excite the average woman. In such a situation, certain attractions and compulsions should be at work, and Overmire had watched for this to happen with the eye of a realist and the sentiments of a father wishing his daughter a good match. Why had it not happened?




  "You ought to be a traveling man by trade," observed Overmire. "Selling medicines from a wagon up and down the country. You have too much energy to be still."




  "I'm going to San Francisco to set up a line of credit."




  "Sensible. The want of capital strangles development in this country." He secured himself a cigar from a breast pocket, trimmed it, lighted it and placed it between his broad lips. Then he came nearer to what lay on his mind. "Do you think it a particularly good thing to be playing cards at Lestrade's?"




  "I do not play there any more. Neither does Howison or Balance."




  "I had not realized it was entirely that certain a thing."




  "Lestrade is not the invalid he makes out." Then Stuart gave Overmire a direct glance. "You're thinking of Camrose. I told him to stay clear of the place."




  "It occurs to me," said Overmire, "you are usually the first one around here to smell changes in temperatures." Afterwards he added a most casual phrase. "You're loyal to your friends, and I suppose George Camrose is the closest friend you've got."




  Stuart was careful with his words. "This is a dull camp for George, and the dullness makes him restless. Whether he would be happier somewhere else or not, I don't know. There are spots of him I have not fathomed. My guess is he needs to be whipped to get the best out of him. He's not the kind of man I am, Jonas. Maybe that's why I'm fond of him. It is a fine thing to be able to laugh, to see the foolish side of life."




  Overmire rose. "Better advise him to quit poker."




  "I have his promise on that."




  "When did he give it to you?"




  "Day before yesterday afternoon."




  Overmire had not intended to say more, but the information upset him; suddenly it shed a different light upon George Camrose. "That same night," he said slowly, "he lost two or three thousand dollars."




  He had thought, during this talk, that Stuart's private knowledge of Camrose was greater than he was willing to disclose. Now, in observing Stuart's change of expression, he felt certain of it. The tall man before him showed anger rather than astonishment.




  "He signed an I.O.U. for a thousand," added Overmire. "Therefore he lost a thousand or two in cash. Where did he get the money?"




  "It didn't come out of the company safe. It was his own."




  Overmire had a dry answer. "I did not know he possessed that much wealth. How can you know it?" Then he said very bluntly: "Why do you protect him?"




  "He's all right. He's got too much spirit for this camp."




  "Well, by God," said Overmire, "if he's going to play poker every time he gets bored during the next forty years he'll never leave the table. Come to supper tonight."




  At six o'clock, Camrose locked the office door behind him and stood still momentarily to view a street along which he had traveled for a matter of two years; he saw the miners drifting in toward the deadfalls, the chimney smoke rising, the solitary riders coming down the short hill from the Applegate trail, the same dogs sprawled in the dust, the same men standing at the doorways of their shops. All this he had witnessed so many times, yet tonight he was no longer sure of the town or the people. Therefore he crossed the street, moved along the wall of McKebbin's warehouse, and took a round-about path to the Overmires'.




  Dinner was on the table and Logan was here. Camrose paid his usual respects to the family and he smiled his usual smile at Logan. Then fear touched him when he thought he saw the shadow of disapproval in Stuart's eyes. He said to himself: "It is in my mind. The world is exactly the same, but I see it differently." He sat up to the table with the rest of them, he bowed his head to Overmire's brief grace, and he took his part in the idle talk that went around. He forced himself to eat heartily and he made a point of being somewhat gayer than usual. Now and then he observed Lucy's eyes show a slight speculation; even behind her smile there seemed a question. That also, he thought, was his imagination. When did a man control these shadows, these fancies, these apparitions which unaccountably flung themselves across his brain? When did memory build a wall around the sound of McIver's strangling breath in the water?




  In the fall of twilight Overmire and Stuart walked from the house to sit with their cigars. Camrose did not join them as formerly. He looked at Lucy and he murmured, "Let's have a look at the mountains." He took her arm, moving away along the footpath toward the southern side of town. Overmire and Stuart were talking in the yard. He listened to the tone of their voices drop away, half expecting some quick whisper between them, Lucy said: "Is something troubling you?"




  "No," he said. "What would be?"




  "I don't know, of course."




  "Look at the shape of the mountains against the sky," he said.




  "George, couldn't you be happy here?"




  "No," he said, "I couldn't. I want to marry you as soon as you'll permit. Then I want us to leave here. How soon can we do it?"




  The wind rose small and cool and the stars were pale pinpoints in the sky. Lucy pointed upward, her voice quite soft. "Did you ever have your thoughts stretch out until it seemed you were almost touching the top of the sky? You get up there and you float against a kind of ceiling. It is soft and bumpy, like velvet cloth not quite stretched tight."




  He stopped and faced her. "I'll be damned if I beg. I'm sick and I'm lonely. I've got to have you inside four walls with me, knowing you're mine. I walk this town like a beggar, owning nothing and owned by nothing. I can't bear to think you've lost faith in me. I do not know what I should do. Do you imagine I've got no feelings, no wants?" He seized her, finding no other words which would express his sudden desperation. He brought her hard against him with neither delicacy nor manners; he kissed her with this fury upon him and he knew he hurt her and could not help it. When he stepped back he was breathing quickly and the strength had gone out of his knees.




  "George—George," she murmured, "why haven't you done this before? Why have you been so terribly afraid of expressing yourself? This is better."




  "When shall it be?" he said, impatient and urgent.




  She took his arm, turning him back. She walked in step with him, her hand warm on his arm; and again the silence lengthened. "I did not realize," she said at last, "you had feelings that deep. You've never shown them." She was again silent, walking forward with her thoughts, and then at last he heard her voice as from a far distance. "Whenever you want."




  "Sunday would be a good day. This Sunday."




  "Oh, no. I shall have to make a dress."




  "Is a dress a marriage?" he asked. Her hand lightened on his arm and he had the impression he had hurt her. They went in silence to the cabin and found Overmire smoking out his cigar. Stuart stood in the kitchen drying dishes while Mrs. Overmire washed them.




  Lucy held her hand on George's arms and said: "We have news, Father."




  Mrs. Overmire, hearing it, came at once from the kitchen, folding her wet hands on her apron. She said: "When is it to be?"




  "On a Sunday quite soon. Perhaps in two weeks—if I can get a dress made by then."




  "Lord love us," said Mrs. Overmire, "there's no material for a dress in this camp, and nothing much in Portland."




  Overmire sat with his hands over his stomach, soberly considering his daughter's expression.




  He found it unexcited and much too calm, too fixed. Meanwhile he kept his own feelings entirely hidden and slowly rocked back and forth. Presently it occurred to him Stuart had said nothing and he glanced toward Stuart, who was in the kitchen doorway. Overmire saw nothing there, either; then it occurred to him that his daughter had not looked at Stuart, nor spoken to him. Suddenly Overmire unlaced his hands and brought one palm vigorously down on the table top. "A long time ago I said that when my girl got married I would see it done right. It has got to be the finest wedding in the Territory. I'll get the governor to come down. We'll have a holiday in the camp."




  "You'll have everybody in the camp drunk," said Lucy humorously.




  "You go to San Francisco with Logan," said Overmire. "Get the best to be had. There's some good French dressmakers down there. I shall give you a draft on a bank. When you return, I'll sent a wagon to Scottsburg to pick up the plunder."




  He knew this was strong lure, both to Lucy and to his wife; they were surprised by the offer, but they were intrigued by it. Mrs. Overmire said slowly, "Well, I don't know. It is a long way to go for a dress, but it is dreadful to live in a land full of men and dust and horses and saloons—and no nice places to get things."




  "Go along with her," said Overmire. "Make it a holiday."




  "You remember what a terrible time I had on the clipper from New York? I made a vow I'd never leave land again—and I won't. But as for Lucy...Lucy, what do you think'?"




  For the first time during this scene Lucy looked directly at Stuart. "Would it trouble you too much to have me along?"




  Both of them were sober and both on guard, Overmire noticed; they were more like strangers than old friends. From the beginning the relations of these two—by turns so close and laughing, so frank, so angered at each other, and now so stiffly cool had greatly puzzled him. All he could definitely say about them was that they had seldom spared one another.




  "Come along," said Stuart, considerably restrained. "We shall be in San Francisco four days. Would that be time enough for you?"




  "Yes," she said, still watching him. "That would do."




  George Camrose stood by and felt his isolation. He was a spectator, his own advice unsolicited. A rush of temper urged him to speak up, but he restrained the impulse for fear that he would only betray himself further. A kind of fever burned in him and a sense of catastrophe washed its steady wave of emotion all through him. He was deeply afraid.




  "It is an impulsive thing," said Lucy. "I ought to think carefully of it."




  Stuart walked to the door. "Come along, George. This is a family matter." He touched Camrose's arm and the two left the house.




  "Now," said Lucy to her father, "is it the dress, or something else?"




  "A month away from him would do you no harm."




  "Do you think I am at all uncertain about it?"




  "I hadn't given it a thought. Certain or uncertain, you're going to be married to this man a long time. Better make your journey to Mecca while you've got the chance."




  "You weren't really thinking of the dress," she murmured, and studied him a longer moment, clearly showing that she wished she knew what was in his mind. Then she turned and left the cabin. Mrs. Overmire, going to the door, saw her daughter stroll on into the darkness with her head dropped thoughtfully.




  Mrs. Overmire said: "You didn't want me to go with her, did you, Jonas?"




  "No. Do you think she'll make the trip?"




  "Yes," said Mrs. Overmire, "she made up her mind the moment you mentioned it."




  "Then I don't think she is deeply bound to Camrose. Do you?"




  Mrs. Overmire sighed. "I do not understand this new age. They talk different and they act different. But she has seen Logan every week for two years. This trip will not change anything. What have you got against George all of a sudden?"




  He avoided that subject. "Why wasn't it Logan? I don't understand. At times I've seen them look at each other in a damned intimate manner."




  "Perhaps," said Mrs. Overmire most gently, "he never asked her."




  "Why not?" challenged Overmire. "She's woman enough for any man."




  "Perhaps it was because she was already engaged."




  "That means nothing to an aggressive man like Logan." Then he paused and shook his head. "It's true," he admitted. "George stands between them. Logan would always defend George—he always has." He got to thinking of it and afterwards said: "But if Lucy's fond of Stuart, why doesn't she break off with George and make everything open again, so Stuart would have a clear field?"




  "It is too late now. Logan's going to marry Caroline Dance."




  He stared at his wife with disbelief. "Do you intend to tell me Lucy would marry a man she didn't love just because she couldn't get Logan? I don't believe it."




  She said, "I don't know how she feels toward Logan. I do know she was once in love with George. Whether she now is, or whether she's not certain, or whether—" She shook her head and added, "I don't know, Jonas."




  Camrose and Stuart went down the hill in entire silence. At the store's doorway Stuart said, "Come in a moment, George," and walked through to the rear room. Camrose followed, waiting for Stuart to light the lamp, and suddenly fearful of what Logan might know. The light bloomed yellowly upward in the lamp chimney and Stuart swung about, showing to Camrose that rocky, drawn expression which always came to him when he faced a fight or a disagreeable thing.




  "God damn you," he said, holding his voice down to a conversational tone. "I ought to break you up and make you crawl down the street on your hands. Maybe that would make a man of you. I don't know. I don't care much."




  "Here—here," said Camrose. The rough handling braced him; it stirred his temper. "Keep your tongue off me, Logan. I can't permit you to talk like that."




  "You have been a sucker in this camp for any man with a deck of cards. You're a tinhorn. Any cheap sport in town can trim you. You've made a hell of a nice living for the boys, George. Thackeray ought to give you a pension. You've set him up well enough."




  "Who keeps you informed—Joe Harms?" asked Camrose in a jeering voice.




  "You suppose any man can drop as much as you did without the camp knowing it? You're a prime tenderfoot. How do you suppose Thackeray makes his living? Did you think you could out-play him? If God gave you any sense, you might know he could deal himself pat with one hand tied behind him. Did you expect to win?"




  "I can't take that talk," said Camrose in a dogged voice. "I can't do it, Logan. I have got to warn you to quit."




  "Explain to me, then, why you took the money I gave you, made a promise to quit playing, and blew it over the poker table."




  "You're very pious about it, are you not? Very smug. You want the sinner to confess. Grovel and cry his weakness and his sorrow. I shan't do it. If it were in my power to raise the money and return it, I should do so. Then, clear of the obligation, I should tell you to go to hell."




  Stuart stood at the corner of the room, the weight of his judgment pressing upon Camrose. The latter began to feel a change in this man he so well knew—a closing out and a drawing away—until at last the silence was worse than the unsparing speech. "Logan," he said, "how can I explain it to you? You have got your business. You are happy at it. Perhaps you will make a fortune at it. You gamble each time you send out a train. Why do you gamble? To make a million dollars. I haven't the chance of gambling that way. So I do it the only way I can. Where is the difference?"




  "Damn-fool talk," said Stuart. "You know better."




  "Well," said Camrose, "let it go. It happened because I'm the kind of a man I am. I am sick of this damned dull place. I never belonged here. There is your answer."




  Stuart put a hand to the wall; he dropped it, and shoved both hands into his pockets. He shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe it is a good answer," he said. "I can't judge you. I'm sorry for you."




  "It will all wash out," said Camrose, greatly relieved at the turn of affairs. "Let's have no more hard words. The place is dreary enough without that."




  "You've tried to make it easy before, and each time it comes out worse. If you mean to make your life a thing of running and hunting, you had better think of Lucy."




  "We'll pull out of here and live somewhere decent," said Camrose, full of assurance. "It will be better—it will be fine."




  "Always tomorrow—always the next thing. You never face it. You'll marry her, you'll move on. You'll find nothing that pleases you. You'll play for your million and you'll get into another scrape. The hell with it, George. You stay right here and work this piece of ground. I will not think of you carrying her from pillar to post."




  Camrose's temper swung up. "I'll decide that."




  "Your decisions are bad. You'll play no fake games with Lucy."




  For the first time in his long association with Logan, Camrose felt a suspicion. "Does she concern you that much?"




  "Yes," said Stuart, "she does."




  "That's too damned much. What are you covering up on your own account?"




  The remark touched Stuart far deeper than Camrose imagined it would. Stuart came quickly across from the corner of the room; he flung out his arm, using the butt of his palm to jolt Camrose in the chest; and then he raised his hand and slapped Camrose across the face. Camrose recovered himself and lifted his arms, laughing in a rash way. "Now we're going to have a fight, Logan."




  "You talk too much," said Stuart and struck him on the chest again. Suddenly he took two long steps backward, hearing Lucy's voice call through the store.




  She came into the room somewhat excited by the decision she had made. Then she observed the bony expression on Stuart's face and she cast a quick look toward Camrose, who stood with his light hair fallen down on his forehead and his chest moved by swift breathing. She saw all this and her rapid mind grasped some of its meaning at once. But before she could comment on it, Camrose recovered himself quickly and assumed a smile.




  "What is it to be, Lucy?"




  "I came to tell Logan I was going with him."




  "Ah," said Camrose. "You will be in good company."




  "Have you two been quarreling?"




  "We often quarrel," said Camrose, recovering some of his easy manner. "Then we forget it. You ought to know Stuart's positive disposition."




  Whether or not she believed the explanation, she made a show of accepting it and turned to Stuart. "I shall be packed and ready in the morning."




  Stuart, less changeable, still held his rough expression. He said, "All right, Lucy. We'll leave at seven."




  He watched her leave, he listened to her steps go along the store; then he stared at Camrose with his hard insistence. Suddenly he turned to a corner shelf of the room and took down a whisky bottle and two glasses. He set the glasses on the table and half filled them with whisky. He sat down and he pointed to the other chair, and he continued to watch Camrose as the latter took place opposite him; he laid his heavy arms on the table and hunched his shoulders, and he took up his glass and dipped it at Camrose, and drank his whisky.




  "Now," he said, "you're still shy two thousand dollars out of your safe."




  "Yes," said Camrose, immensely relieved. "But that's all right."




  "Nothing's right," said Stuart. "I'll cover it when I get back from San Francisco. As for Thackeray—don't pay that I.O.U. It was a crooked game. As soon as I return I am going to wring that man dry. I'll get it back from him, or I'll whip him out of camp."




  Camrose relaxed in the chair. Stuart was assuming the problem, Stuart would find an answer—and this knowledge eased him and he thought: "I am safe with him behind me."




  "George," said Stuart, and leveled his finger on Camrose, "you have got to stand fast. Don't shift around and don't duck. You can't run away from anything."




  "All right," said Camrose. "I'll do it. I'll do it, Logan."




  "We'll forget all this," said Stuart. "Drink 'er dry."




  Camrose upended his glass and put it down. He rose with easy humor restored. "I'm going to bed," he said and left the room with a casual wave of his arm.




  Stuart remained at the table. He put more weight on his elbows and he dropped his shoulders nearer the table and used a forefinger to push the two empty glasses around idly. This had been bad, this night. Nothing would be the same between them again, for some good thing had died the moment he struck Camrose; and now he admitted a fact he had hitherto refused to face: Camrose was a weak man who would never stand entirely straight.




  He wished he could tell Lucy that, but he realized he never could. She had made her decision in favor of Camrose long ago, and nothing would change her. There was nothing for him to do, Stuart now understood, but to make Camrose stand straight.




  Leaving Stuart's Camrose discovered Lestrade at this moment walking down the street. The two fell in step and Lestrade presently said: "Little game tonight?"




  "Not in the humor for it," said Camrose. "Tomorrow night, then," said Lestrade. "I'll rustle up the boys, Stuart, too."




  "He's leaving town in the morning for San Francisco."




  "A long and dreary ride."




  "Not that way. He's catching the boat at Scottsburg."




  They reached the foot of the street, whereupon Camrose said, "Good night," and turned to his office. Lestrade continued on to his cabin, thinking to himself: "Stuart will probably take the opportunity to carry dust. He usually does when he makes a trip. This is what Bragg wants to know." Deciding that, he saddled and rode at once to Bragg's cabin, calling the man to the door, delivered his message and immediately returned to his own place.




  It was a quick and quiet trip, yet two men had witnessed his going and his returning, Howison, who had been watching Lestrade ever since the last holdup of his gold messenger, had noticed him walk down the street with Camrose—and had followed him to Bragg's. Pulled off in the timber as Lestrade cut back for town, Howison thought to himself: "I have got as much evidence as I could possibly want."




  Johnny Steele, walking the night with his vivid recollections of Mrs. Lestrade, had been near the creek when Lestrade passed over it, outbound. Afterwards, Johnny strolled on until he was near the Lestrade cabin and he stood with his shoulder tipped against a tree and watched the cabin's light with his thoughts taking him into strange places. She was a beautiful woman tied to a crook, and she knew it and had her private tragedy. The memory of holding her in his arms never ceased to affect Johnny Steele; it had materially changed his life, taking some of the carelessness out of him. He had reviewed himself critically, his faults and his possibilities, and the recollection of his thousand-dollar drunk greatly humiliated him. He had not stepped into a deadfall since that memorable night at the creek; and since that night, too, he had nourished wishes concerning Mrs. Lestrade which he realized were impossible. Still he could not stop those wishes. Standing there, he observed Lestrade's return and he had a pretty good guess as to where the man had been.




  X. BLACK NIGHT
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  Traveling at no great speed, Stuart and Lucy reached Dance's near suppertime the first day out of Jacksonville. The hospitable Ben Dance made a considerable ceremony over Lucy, and Mrs. Dance was reservedly cordial. Caroline showed a mild surprise until the reason for the visit was explained. It was Lucy who took pains to explain it in considerable detail to Caroline, who said, "Why that's nice," and went about her work with no additional show of interest.




  After supper the three Dance boys rose and ranged into the night while the others sat comfortably in the little room. Lucy offered to help with the dishes and was politely refused. Dance had a story to tell about a cougar—and at the end of the story he added: "That was two days ago. I found Injun tracks at the head of Goose Canyon, Stuart. You take care goin' through the mountains tomorrow."




  Then, and how or why it was Stuart could not understand, the ease went away from this group. Dance felt it and his glance went shrewdly around the woman and came over to Stuart with a flicker of comprehending humor. Mrs. Dance spoke briskly of the latest news, and inquired of people in Jacksonville. Caroline worked at her darning, saying nothing; now and then she lifted her head, when Lucy spoke, and watched the girl with a narrow attention. It was the same expression, Stuart remembered, that had been on her face when Lucy had wished her well at the raising of Bartlett's cabin somehow stiff and resisting.




  He rose and stepped into the night, and stood with his pipe to watch the stars and the great black bulk of the mountains. Dance presently came out, his humor working to the surface. He murmured: "Air's sort of close in there."




  "Why?" asked Stuart.




  "You can't mix women, Logan. I remember a long time ago—"




  Caroline stepped from the cabin and looked with suspicion at her father. "What makes you laugh?" she asked and then, not waiting for an answer, put her hand on Logan's arm and drew him down the road.




  She walked fast, with her face firm and her glance pointed ahead. She was angry, and the anger came out of her like heat. Stuart kept pace with her, waiting for the tempest to break upon him; he braced himself for it and wondered how he was to meet it, and how he was to smooth it away. But it never came. Her steps began to slow down and her temper seemed to leave so that she at last stopped and looked at him through the darkness, and reached up to pull his head down. She kissed him, speaking softly. "I should not be jealous, should I? There is nothing to be jealous about is there?"




  "No, Caroline."




  She listened to his words and debated them in her mind. Her face was softer than it had been, but it was also touched by a reserved wonder. He could not be sure of her thoughts, he could not follow them as she stood still and went far off from him. Perhaps, he told himself, she knew more about him than he realized. Perhaps everything in him was glass-clear to her, so that she knew precisely what he offered her and what he could not offer. He was wholly uncertain about it, and once more he asked himself if he was just to her, but came no nearer the answer than he had before.




  "When will you be back, Logan?"




  "Two weeks."




  "I'll think of you," she said and returned to the cabin with him. She stepped inside and presently reappeared with a pair of quilts. Now she was cool and self-contained and her "Good night," as she turned away, was almost impersonal.




  Stuart and Lucy were on the road at sunrise, soon passing into the heavy hills. It occurred to him as they traveled along they were no longer the free-and-easy people they had been on the last trip together through this mountainous way. The fun and freedom between them was gone. Somewhere during the morning Lucy mentioned Caroline. "I should not have gone on this trip. Caroline is not pleased. I do not blame her so much."




  "It will pass," he said.




  "Not too easily. Logan—would you care to tell me why you and George quarreled?"




  "I gave him some advice which he took poorly. But it will blow over."




  "I didn't expect you'd tell me," she said.




  "We've quarreled before and will again. The thing to remember is that I'll always do whatever I can for him, and for you."




  "There'll be little chance of that. We're moving away."




  "That's what the quarrel was about," he said.




  Early in the afternoon they put up at Anslem's and on the following day passed the Umpqua at Rose's Ferry and continued to a house some fifteen miles north. The next morning, Stuart left the main trail and took a shortcut through a land of broken hills and short valleys. It made a long ride but it saved half a day. Beyond noon they camped while Stuart cooked up a meal; afterwards they rested back in the warm sunshine.




  "Logan, why doesn't he like this country?"




  "He's got different tastes than the rest of us. I can understand why he might get lonesome for other things. I imagine you'll like the East."




  "Is he going there?"




  "Haven't you talked it over with him?"




  "Not much."




  "Odd," he said. He rose and helped her to her saddle, her nearness troubling him, her eventual departure from the country leaving a huge gap in him. A narrow canyon brought them before the Umpqua again at a point where Stuart had remembered a suitable ford; but though the river had receded from its solid- rock bottom, the main channel still ran quick and deep and too wide for Lucy's risking. He said "Bad guess. We'll have to follow this around to Elkton. It will be a long ride and a late one."




  "We've ridden late and long before."




  He observed the moment's smile, the moment's break of her reserve; it took him back, it brought up all that he felt about her and made every memory uncomfortable. "I've put you through some rough times."




  "You're usually rough." She was lightened by her thoughts and once more made gay. "I recall when George introduced you to me. He said, 'This is Logan Stuart, a particular friend. He has just been in a fight—look at his knuckles.' I wondered at the time what George saw in you. It took me several months to find out." She grew curious and said suddenly: "What did you think of me, that first meeting?"




  "I said to myself, 'Damn George Camrose.'"




  Warmth came over her face. "You have a rare moment now and then," she murmured, and looked away from him. He straightened in the saddle, with the goodness of the moment gone.




  The detour took them off the trail and it became a matter of finding a passable route between river's edge and timber's edge as the afternoon wore on. They crossed several small creeks, and occasionally found clear going on a natural meadow whose wild hay stood amber and tousled. The river made great roundabout loops on its way to the sea, and occasionally the face of a cliff came down to block them, whereupon they took to the hills and slowly crossed over. At sunset Stuart halted, started a fire and cooked up bacon and coffee.




  A long ride called for a long rest, and he had seen some weariness on Lucy's face. Therefore he lighted his pipe and kept the fire going while dusk came on. "I should imagine we've got ten miles ahead of us," he said. "Lucy, why did you tell me not to marry a calm woman?"




  The question caught her off guard. She gave him a quick glance and shook her head. "It was just something I said. It didn't mean anything. I guess you've made a squaw out of me. I like this."




  "So will you like Fifth Avenue, George in a red plush waistcoat and you in a most elegant red dress."




  "I don't know," she said soberly. "I don't really know." A fish broke the river's surface, that sound carrying through the still air in a widening ripple, and somewhere a deer made a racket in the brush on its way to water, and the crickets all were singing. "I wouldn't say I'm a linsey-woolsey frontier woman, but I couldn't say I am a woman meant for elegant drawing rooms, either. I shall go where George goes and I shall no doubt be happy wherever that is. But I am quite happy here, at this moment. I am..."




  Dusk drifted in, thinly shadowing the world; the small fire brightened against this darkness, and the light of the fire danced in her eyes as she watched him. She had spoken in a detached and unstirred voice. Yet she was not as cool as that, for somewhere within her an emotion strongly worked and left its fugitive impression upon her face. He saw it on her lips most clearly; it was her lips which always first betrayed the changes within her. He thought: "I do not know anybody as well as I know her. Nobody knows me as well as she does. A damned strange thing."




  "I guess," she added in a flatter voice, "I am simply an easy woman to please."




  The deer still stirred the brush, now closer. He listened to it a moment, his mind only half on it. "That's wrong," he said. "You're slow to change, slow to forget, and you don't give up what you've got or what you believe."




  She said quietly: "You should know."




  Then he heard the rustling progress of the deer in the brush once more, and the disinterested part of his mind began to pay attention. The sound stopped, the sound began; and it grew nearer each time he heard it. He was resting full-length, propped up on an arm, with his head turned to the flames. He moved around slightly to watch the black edge of the brush and timber fifty feet beyond him. He thought: "Not quite right for a deer." The fire was a small one, burning on its last few branches. He thought, "Time to go," and sat up; then he was flooded with warning as his mind fully woke and he swept his hand across the fire's ashes and flung wood and sparks in a scattered shower through the shadows, and he rolled against Lucy, knocking her back to the earth.




  The shot came immediately after, striking close by and throwing a clot of dirt against him. He saw the flash of the gun in the thicket and he rolled again as he drew his revolver from his trouser band. He had lost his bearing on the thicket but he still heard a body moving through it, faster and more carelessly. The shadows were deepening along the meadow and the mule and two horses, all on picket, uneasily walked around.




  The hidden marksman, maneuvering beyond the screen of brush and shadows, now ceased to move; and by that sign Stuart knew the second shot was due. The sound of the shot, when it broke, seemed huger than the first, but the aim was poorer. Stuart thought he heard the scuff of the bullet a good distance back of him, though he was not listening for it; he had seen the man's gun flash and he steadied his gun on that spot and tried a shot of his own.




  The answer was unexpected. The marksman broke into a run, through the brush, keeping close to its edge; and thereafter he made an abrupt halt and fired three times, with a considerable delay between shots. The first shot struck one of the horses and dropped it. Stuart had risen and was rushing at the nearest brush when the second bullet broke. He skirted the edge of the brush and saw the third flash of the gun scarcely more than twenty feet from him. He fired on the flash and drew a swift answer. He thought: "That ends the loads," and rushed straight into the thicket.




  The man was in full retreat before him, grunting and hardbreathing as he smashed through the brush and into the blackness of the timber; and suddenly Stuart understood the uselessness of his chase and turned about. When he got to the meadow he still heard the man somewhere in motion, apparently circling away. He passed the animals and noticed all three on the ground; he went forward to the scattered ruby glitter of the fire. "Lucy," he said.




  She had drawn back toward the river. Her voice drew him forward until he found her crouched on the gravel. She said, "Here," and caught his arm and pulled him down. "Don't go back there," she said. "It was Bragg. I know. It couldn't be anybody else." She was shaking. She put her other hand on him, thus holding him with both. He saw the pale outline of her face in the night. "It was Bragg, wasn't it?"




  He got up. "It was Bragg. I'm going to the horses."




  "They're dead."




  "I know," he said, and moved over the meadow again. He came to the animals and crouched down. He uncinched each horse and pulled out the blankets from beneath each saddle and he got his small valise with its load of gold dust. He sat still, hearing another sound, a good deal south—the brisk and padded echo of a horse in motion. He listened to it until he could hear nothing. "It was Bragg," he said, and was certain of it. The man had missed with his first charge and then he had turned sly and had retreated. But he had been obliged to kill something, and therefore had shot the animals. That was Bragg...




  He walked back to Lucy. He pulled her up. "We'll walk away from this," he said. "I don't expect him back. He missed his try and he'll go back and wait another time. That's Bragg's habit. But if he changes his habit and waits around for daylight, we don't want to be here."




  He put a hand to her and followed the river's edge, with the north star to his left. It seemed wrongly placed to him until he remembered the river was in one of its sweeping bends at this point. The gravel gave way to solid rock pitted with holes worn by eddies of the river's high water; and the rock gave way to a brushy bank forcing them inland. A mile of this put them back to the river again; another mile brought them before the silhouette of a considerable canyon, through which the river ran a great arc. Timber came close down to the water's edge and the way forward was no longer to be seen.




  "Here's where we stay," he said and dropped the blankets to the ground. "Cold camp."




  She knelt down, searching the ground with her hands. She lifted the blankets and moved forward with them until he lost her shadow against the timber. He heard her quietly speak and he went on until he stumbled against her. "This is a better place, Logan. A blanket underneath and a blanket on top. Come down."




  He stretched beside her, beneath the top blanket; he rolled the blanket's edge beneath him. "Another rough time to remember."




  "It isn't the end," she said. "I never see any end of violence for you."




  He said, "I'm going back to Jacksonville. But I shall take you on to Scottsburg first and see you aboard the ship. We'll walk into Elkton before noon and I can borrow a pair of horses from Lew Waite."




  "My father would disapprove of my going on alone. I'm committed to your hands, so I shall return with you. It's Bragg, I suppose. Why should he hate you so much?"




  "You remember the two California miners killed near Evans's Ferry a year ago?"




  "The ones the Indians murdered?"




  "I was on the road that morning. Bragg passed me, coming out of the willows, running his horse. Ten minutes later I found the two miners. I was the only witness—and a court would have hung him on what I said. I knew it, but I didn't want to hang a man on something I didn't see entirely. The ten minutes made the difference. I kept still, which was a mistake."




  She was against him, turned from him. He pulled the blanket over her, feeling the damply exhaled fog of the river move over and around them.




  "Logan," she murmured, "you have kept still on many things."




  She lay soft in his arms, her warmth a part of him and her nearness bringing up his constant, never-lessening want. From the beginning her smile had come upon him with its personal interest, her eyes and her lips had lightened at sight of him, her anger had at times shaken him. They knew each other too well; their closeness was too much for what they had of each other, yet too little for what he wished. She was full and warm and deep. He knew this about her more than others knew it, for with him she was a different woman, not particularly caring if she hurt him or shocked him. Since he was not her man, she could be herself before him.




  "You didn't answer me, Logan."




  He thought to himself, "God damn George Camrose," and struggled with his intemperate wishes.




  She turned in his arms and her face came close to him so that he felt the touch of her breath and had the luminous blur of her face before him. "If it gets colder than you can stand," he said, "I'll risk a fire." His urges made a turbulent eddy around them both. There was nothing he could hide from her, so that he knew she felt what was in him; her lips so near him, showed that knowledge. He felt the sudden quickening of her heart and then, rising on an elbow, he moved slightly forward and put his arm beneath her and dropped his mouth upon her lips.




  The pressure of his extreme wants held him there. She was a bottomless softness, she was an acid-sweetness, she was a fire burning against him and a wind rushing through him. He was heavy on her and his arm slowly pulled her body around to him, and a kind of greed made him forget everything else. She had not resisted; her hand rested on the back of his neck and she seemed willing to give him all he could hold of her. But suddenly her lips slid aside, breaking the tension, and then he lay back bitterly angered at himself. He took his arm from her, and she rose on an elbow and brought her face quite near him. He heard her rapid, uneven murmur: "That's what you wished, wasn't it?"




  "Yes."




  "Then don't hate me for giving it to you."




  "It's no good."




  "You're lying," she said. "You'll never have another woman kiss you like that."




  "It's no good. It will stick too long."




  "Ah," she said, "that's different," and continued to watch him. He could not see her face clearly, but he knew she was trying to read him with that strong personal interest she always used on him. This was a moment—like other moments he remembered—when the door opened and they stood on the edge of something neither of them understood. It never remained open very long. He again asked himself the same old question: Why was it George? That closed the door.




  She turned away from him and he put his arm around her and drew her close for warmth. She lay long awake, her mind apparently very active; it was an hour or better before he felt the loosening of her body and the change of her breathing. He said once more to himself: "We're too close for what we've got," and drifted off to sleep.




  The sodden cold of the river woke them before daylight and put them on the road. At ten o'clock they reached the scattered cabins of Elkton Settlement and found Lew Waite, who made breakfast for them and loaned Stuart a pair of horses. "Howison's pack outfit passed by here, Jacksonville bound, about an hour ago."




  "We'll catch up," said Stuart. "Do me a favor. Ride down to where I was camped and strip the dead animals for me." He helped Lucy to her saddle and set out along the wiggling course of Elk Creek; in the middle of the afternoon they overtook Howison's train and joined it for that day's march and that night's camp at Applegate's. But the pack train's progress was too slow and the following morning Stuart and Lucy moved ahead, reaching Jacksonville late in the third afternoon from Apple-gate's. As Stuart helped her down, he said: "I'm sorry about the wedding dress."




  "Any dress will do," she answered.




  XI. APPROACH OF JUDGMENT
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  Stuart dropped on his bunk for a short sleep as soon as he reached camp; and woke to a heavy and angered conversation outside the back room's door—Henry violently in argument with George Camrose. He heard Camrose say: "By God, Henry, you can quit playing the part of a watch dog. I'm going in there."




  Henry's voice was starched with stubbornness. "And by God back to you, sir, and you're not."




  There was a scuffle, and the door came open. Rising from the bed, Stuart saw Camrose thrust Clenchfield away with a stiff swing of his forearm and stride through. Temper flushed his face and made an electric dance in his eyes. He pointed a long finger at Clenchfield, who now stood silently bitter in the doorway. "If you were a younger man, Henry, I'd knock you down. Don't ever lay your hands on me again."




  Clenchfield stared at Stuart. "This man," he said with cold distaste, "is suppose to be your friend. But not enough of one to let you sleep."




  "Damn you, Henry," said Camrose, "a man's not supposed to sleep in the daytime."




  Stuart rose and walked over the floor and got a drink of water. He ran a hand along his jaw, feeling the length of his whiskers; he stripped off his shirt and he got out his shaving mug and razor. The sun had gone down, with twilight beginning its soft inflow from the hills. He lighted the room's lamp and set it on the table; he fixed his mirror near at hand and lathered his face. Clenchfield had gone back into the store. Camrose stood by, but Stuart was not particularly thinking of him; he was thinking back to the scenes on the trail, all of them sharp and real.




  "I hear," said Camrose, "you had trouble."




  "A little trouble," agreed Stuart.




  "That's characteristic," said Camrose.




  The shortness of his tone brought Stuart back from his other thinking. Now he paused in the lathering of his face and gave Camrose a full-on appraisal. Camrose had subdued his anger, which seemed to have been caused by Clenchfield, but he still showed his flush and his ruffled spirits. In any other condition, Stuart would have smiled the whole thing away; but awakened from insufficient sleep and empty of stomach, he was not in the best of spirits. Under such conditions he was not disposed to make too many allowances for the unpredictable ways of his friend. "What's characteristic?" he asked.




  "Saying much in little," said Camrose.




  "What the hell of it?"




  Camrose widened his eyes at the reaction. "It was just a comment, Logan."




  Stuart returned to his shaving. The razor made poor going on his beard, and the sound of it was gritty in the room's silence. Stuart set up his strop, shaved a few strokes, and stropped again. His eyes watered from the casual torture, causing him to swear.




  "Wherever she goes with you," said Cam-rose, "she gets in trouble."




  "It came out all right."




  "Lucy stood it well," said Camrose. "I presume it was cold. Manage to have a fire?"




  "No," said Stuart, "I didn't want to make a target." He finished one jaw and began on the other, waiting for Camrose to creep nearer the thing which was behind this questioning.




  "Otherwise," said Camrose, in the lightest voice he could contrive, "you slept cold."




  "Damned cold," agreed Stuart.




  "Couldn't you give her any shelter at all?" asked Camrose.




  "Some," said Stuart. He felt the hardening of the silence. He carried the razor down his other jaw and along his chin. Camrose walked a circle around the room and came to a stand before Logan. He pushed the subject out of his head with great effort, and turned to another.




  "Are you going south again?"




  "Not right off."




  "I'm due to have a company agent through here one of these days to check the accounts. A damned embarrassing turn of things."




  "Always embarrassing," said Stuart, "to lose somebody else's money."




  Camrose flushed. "I said I was a fool. Do I have to admit it every time I see you? All I want is to get out of this hole. It will be the last." Then he turned somewhat bitter. "It won't be difficult to be honest the rest of my days. Life takes the heart out of a man and leaves him a damned dry pulp. So, I can sit around this town until I die, a little fellow with no courage and no hope. I had hope once—and maybe I had courage. But it didn't work."




  "Not the way you tried to work it."




  "Don't tell me other men haven't done it," said Camrose sharply. "How do you suppose the millionaires of our land got rich? On borrowed money. But they were smarter than I am. They had their lawyers make everything legal. If they lost, they weren't responsible for it. If they won, they were great men."




  "No doubt," said Stuart. "But they stayed away from poker."




  "What's the difference between poker and manipulating railroad stocks?"




  "Your rich men played with their own cards. They had 'em all marked and they couldn't lose. You played with another man's cards, and you couldn't win."




  Camrose was surprised. "I have never before heard you speak cynically."




  "I am only telling you where you made your mistake."




  "It is going to be touch and go with me. I had counted on your help."




  "You'll get it. I'm going to talk to Thackeray."




  "You'll not get it all back. There were others in that game. Even so, it's not enough. It will take another two thousand, above what I lost to Thackeray."




  "When your company man comes, tell him you have got your shortage—whatever amount it may be—out as a loan to me. Enter it on your books now as a loan. We can straighten it after he goes."




  Relief brought a strong reaction to Camrose's face. He even managed a smile—a semblance of the old smile. It would never be the same smile as it once had been, Stuart thought, for there would never be the same faith between them. He felt the loss of it as he watched Camrose; he felt the emptiness of a place that had been filled by their friendship.




  "You're a white man," said Camrose. "That takes care of it. Now I can sleep."




  "And dream of making a fortune some other quick way," said Stuart. "You're getting out of this easy. You always get out easy."




  "You disapprove," said Camrose. "Then why do you bother?"




  Stuart lighted a cigar and took his time to answer. There had been a good deal between them, and Camrose had meant much to him; no man could cross out the fine things of his life without making a last gesture, and maybe this was his last gesture toward the good and careless days he had shared with George.




  "If I thought you were a crook, I'd see you in hell. But you're not a crook. You're a man with so many things in your head that you've never been able to sort out which ones were right and which were no good. This kind of a life isn't yours. You made a mistake, but it was a mistake committed out of foolishness, not done in cold blood."




  George was smiling again with amusement, with a tolerant indulgence of advice which bored him. Even now, Stuart thought, George Cam-rose was unrepentant. Perhaps he had learned a bitter lesson, but it was a lesson which galled him and made him feel self-pity.




  "Old boy," said Camrose, "I never thought you a complicated man, yet there are times when I can't follow you. Shall I see you up at Lucy's?"




  "No."




  Camrose watched Stuart for a moment, the smile fading; and then he turned from the room. By the time he reached the street his face was again tight. He said to himself, "He's making these concessions for her, not for me. I've got to find out about that trip." In this mood of jealous doubt he walked up the hill to Over-mire's.




  Stuart moved into the lamp-stained shadows of the storeroom and was comforted by its aromatic smells. They were familiar smells with flavor to them; they reminded him of a hundred things in swiftest succession, of wet trails through the hills, and the slant of sunlight through the arched timber, of the campfire's flickering and the sound of mystery aboard in night's pit, and of warm cabins where men drowsed and drawled, and the edged air of morning before the sun came up. He stood a moment watching Clenchfield, whose dignity still was ruffled. "Never mind it, Henry."




  "You had better let your friend Camrose take care of his own troubles. He's deep enough and it will do you no good to be involved."




  "How's that?"




  "I will let the town tell you," said Clench-field.




  Stuart traveled on to Mrs. Johnson's house for his supper and afterward went into Corson's deadfall. A crowd got around him to hear about his trip and he stood awhile with his cigar and idly took care of the questions. Thackeray came in and joined the crowd. In a little while Stuart broke away, giving Thackeray a signal.




  The two of them left Corson's, nothing being said until they were well down the street. Then Stuart went straight at the subject.




  "How much did you take off Camrose the other night?"




  "About fifteen hundred gold. Another thousand on a note. Fitz got a couple hundred and Gil Perrin took in a little, but later lost to me."




  "He's damned foolish with his money," said Stuart.




  "His or somebody's," said Thackeray.




  "How's that?"




  "I guess you can figure it out as well as I can. The suspicion's pretty general. He's come to you with his troubles, ain't he? He always does. Better quit holding him up. He'll learn to hold himself up, or he'll sink. My guess is he'd sink."




  "You should have let him alone. He's got no business with cards."




  "If I don't trim him somebody else will. Never pity a fool."




  "You don't know him."




  Thackeray shrugged his shoulders. "My business is cards. In that business you study people pretty sharp. I know Camrose. You do not. You're his friend. You don't see his rotten spots. You'll defend him since you're a pretty stubborn fellow and you wouldn't throw a man down. But for me, he's strictly a tinhorn. When I play him I always watch him. I never know what a tinhorn will do. He'd take me if he could and he would have no regrets. But when I take him he cries to you."




  "No," said Stuart, patiently trying to explain it, "he's not what you think."




  "Well," said Thackeray, "he ain't worth our arguin' about."




  "I want the money back," said Stuart.




  "That's what I expected you wanted," said Thackeray and stopped. He turned to Stuart, his face becoming smooth. "You got a streak in you about that man. I don't understand it, and neither does the camp. It is no use, Logan. I will not do it."




  "I'll expect it back inside of an hour," said Stuart.




  A flurry of concern came across Thackeray's face. His business, always a dangerous one, had taught him the ways of survival and he had used these ways during his career. But he shook his head and expressed a great deal of regret with his voice. "I cannot be bluffed."




  "Did you ever see me run a bluff? I mean what I say."




  "Why, God damn you!" exclaimed Thackeray. "You couldn't find two men in all this camp who'd agree I ought to return the money. You know it, too. You're standing there and telling me you'll make it a fight?"




  Stuart nodded. He held Thackeray's astonished and resentful glance; he was hard and he was patient and, since Thackeray always carried a gun, he was watchful. He had no grudge against Thackeray and in fact had always been on excellent terms with him, but that point had passed by. He had made up his mind and he would not recall the decision.




  "Logan," said Thackeray in an almost pleading voice, "you're wrong as hell."




  "It was in the books you'd clean him when he sat down. He had no chance against you."




  "That," said Thackeray, "was his lookout, not mine and not yours."




  "I want it back within the hour."




  "You won't get it."




  "All right," said Stuart, "I'll have to come after you when the hours up."




  This night was cool with the quickening breeze of a fall night. Yet Thackeray lifted a hand and ran the tips of his fingers across his forehead and brought them away wet. He realized he was suddenly sweating, and the fact annoyed him. His eyes, usually half shut, were now fully open. "You'd better stay out of Camrose's affairs, Logan, before he pulls you down with him." But he realized he could not change Stuart's mind and so said wearily, "I guess it will have to be a fight," and turned away.




  Stuart let the man get ten feet distant. Then he added his last remark, shrewdly withheld until now. "Maybe I better tell you one more thing. The money he lost was not his. It was mine. He had borrowed it from me for another purpose."




  Thackeray came sharply about, walking back at a faster gait. He stopped before Stuart and he said in lively anger: "Why didn't you tell me? Why point a gun at a man's head and try to break him down? I'd like to swing a chair over your thick head! Since it's your money, of course I'll give it back."




  Stuart put a heavy hand on Thackeray's shoulder and smiled.




  "Let's have a drink on it."




  "A good idea."




  During this time men had gone by them, down the street and up the street, singly or in pairs; now as they turned together in the direction of Corson's deadfall, Stuart heard a man running from the lower part of town. He looked behind him and observed this man stop and touch a second man. Someone else drew in, and presently there was a group closely drawn into a circle, softly speaking.




  He paid little attention to that group, for his glance had passed on to a scene which interested him far more. Mrs. Lestrade had come from Howison's store, turning off toward her cabin, and at the same time Johnny Steele walked from the shadows and lifted his hat to her. She stopped, facing Johnny Steele, and something was said between them, after which he went on with her as far as the last shed on the street. Here she stopped once more and looked up to him; a moment later, she continued on alone, with Steele standing on the walk to watch her. His first thought was: "A good man and a fine woman. But a bad thing to do. This town will see it and comment on it."




  Camrose, walking up the hill with a mind made fertile by jealousy, remembered how violent some of the quarrels between Stuart and Lucy had been, and he had a shrewd thought about that: "Unless they were fond of each other, why should they have quarreled?" Then he remembered how they had closed up the quarrels and had turned again to laughter, and this brought him another sharp observation: "They were too close to remain apart. I have been very stupid." As he reached the yard of the Overmire house he recalled how he had taunted Stuart into kissing Lucy. It had amused him then, but it did not now. She had been in Stuart's arms and she had felt Stuart's wants. What went on between them then?




  The thought of it quickened his jealous suspicion, but even then there was a deeper fear in him which turned him sly and cautious. He was alone in this town and men were watching him closely; he had sensed their talk about him as he passed by. He could not break with Stuart, for Stuart was his only support. And Stuart would remain his friend as long as Lucy was in the scene. He had an accurate picture of Logan Stuart's position in all this; it was a love of Lucy which caused Stuart to remain fast.




  The three Overmires were in the cabin's main room and they had been talking, but now stopped. He managed his smile and he made his bow and saw Lucy's smile come lightly back to him. "I have been anxious about you," he said.




  "Look at her," said Overmire, with pride.




  "She has got the constitution of a horse."




  She was in a fresh dress and her face had no fatigue on it; she seemed as she had always been. He said: "It's chilly tonight. Don't you need a shawl, Lucy?"




  "No. I'm warm and I'm content."




  "You must have been miserably cold, and afraid."




  "It was not that bad."




  She was as reticent as Logan Stuart had been; both of them covered their memories. He looked keenly down at her, his small smile hiding his actual feelings; and her glance came back, revealing nothing to him.




  Overmire said: "Well, Lucy's a good soldier. Never say a woman's weak. Also, she was in good hands."




  Mrs. Overmire said: "I told the Postons we'd come over tonight for a talk, Jonas." Overmire looked up with a momentary surprise and then, reading her wishes, rose and walked into the night with her.




  "Your mother," said Camrose, "is always thoughtful. I regret you didn't get your trip to San Francisco. Will you try again?"




  She shook her head. "It doesn't seem that vital now." Then she saw his change of expression and amended the remark. "Any dress will do."




  "Ah," he said. "You had me frightened. I thought you might—"




  "Don't go back to that," she asked him.




  "Don't let's try to explain things which shouldn't need explaining, or keep digging into things which are plain enough."




  "Perhaps it has been a fault of mine," he agreed. He sat down in Overmire's favorite rocking chair and drew it beside her, his jealous mind still creating pictures. He kept cautioning himself, but the strain grew until at last he had to speak. "Lucy," he said, "you're fond of Logan."




  "Logan and I have always been friends. The three of us have been very close. It is nothing new, is it?"




  "When a man and a woman are thrown together, as you were, they are likely to discover things they had not known before."




  "George," she said, "you need not be troubled about that."




  He waited with his tense anxiety, expecting her to continue, to fill in his suspicions or to wipe them away. But her brevity was like Stuart's, bare and unrevealing. He said: "Naturally, I have wondered at what might have happened. You see, I have discovered something about him. I think he loves you."




  The steady calm of her expression remained, though he thought it grew colder. She sat silent, with no warmth coming from her to him; she was alone and apart from him.




  "You're wrong."




  "I don't think I am. But I'm not so much concerned about that. What chills me to the bone is to think you may have changed toward me. I know I have distressed you at times with my ways, yet there has never been a moment when I have not thought of you insistently."




  Her smile returned, small and very gentle. He had touched her; she came back to him from whatever distant place she had been and looked at him with a quiet and personal regard. "Yes, you have caused me distress, George."




  "I know," he said. Then his curiosity rose and he added: "How have I?"




  "Do you remember how long the days used to be when we did not see each other? How short they were when we were together? Then there came a time when you drew back and grew indifferent, as though you questioned everything between us. It left me outside of you."




  "I have never changed. Only I hate to have you feel I am greedy or dominating."




  "Better that than to be lukewarm."




  "Ah," he said, "if you knew how desperate I have gotten, how scarlet my thoughts have sometimes been—"




  "Let's have no more questions or explanations. I have got a white dress. It will do. This is Saturday. Let the ceremony be next Saturday."




  He lifted her hand and put it against his cheek; he was stirred, and for one rare moment he was humble. "You will have no regrets."




  "Nobody can live without mistakes and regrets," she said. "Stay close and keep me close. The rest of it does not matter."




  He displayed a slight concern. "I have missed my way here. We've got to go somewhere else and start fresh. Will it hurt you so much to leave?"




  "It will hurt," she admitted. "But if it must be, I'll not complain."




  He rose, smiling and partially reassured; she had restored some of his confidence. "You're still tired. I'll see you tomorrow."




  She looked at him with a reserved interest. "What made you say that about Logan?"




  "It was something I thought I saw in him."




  "If it were there, I would have seen it long before you," she said.




  As soon as he left the cabin, she relaxed her guard and felt weary from the strain of holding it against him. It was difficult to keep from a man the bitter knowledge that the first great feeling of love had gone, leaving in its wake something less than love but something more than kindness. There was no precise word for that emotion or that frame of mind; but it was the thing most women had to content themselves with in marriage—the great and beautiful fire subsided to a few warm coals which furnished a kind of comfort, but no more than that.




  It had never occurred to her that she would be one of those women; for in the beginning she had been so sure that George Camrose possessed all the gifts she held dear in a man.




  They had been revealed by his laughter, his way of looking at her, by his moments of warmth and perception. She had been so sure, two years ago. It was this original sureness which now haunted her and made her doubt her own instincts, which made her still cling to George Camrose in the hope of seeing again what she had once seen.




  It was not that she had acted in haste, or that he had been alone in her mind. She had known Logan Stuart as long as she had known George; and from the beginning she had felt the pull of Stuart's personality and the rough impact of his character. She had judged both these men and had accepted George. Stuart had never asked her; and now, looking back, she saw that he had drawn aside in George's favor. There was in Stuart that fixed affection for, and protectiveness over, George Camrose. Yet even had Stuart asked her, she would have still taken George.




  How was it she had not early seen in him those things she now clearly saw? How was it he had not stirred her then, but now shook her by his nearness, by the sound of his voice and the touch of his hand? It shamed her to realize that she now so often thought of Stuart in that close and warm way she had once thought of George. It shook her faith in her own judgment and cheapened the value of her affections. Time upon time she had sought an explanation for that change. Was it George whose gradual revealment of himself had disillusioned her? Or was it Stuart whose shadow faded out the image of George within her?




  She had long known Stuart's feelings for her. He had betrayed them by his silence, by his tenderness, by his quick quarreling with her. She pitied Caroline for what Stuart never could give her, and she hated Caroline for what the girl would have from him. Jealousy had its cruel and inconstant way with her. But she could not change her loyalty as she changed a dress. There was a firmness in life which had to be followed and compromises to be made, and tragedies, little and great, to be forgotten. Having taken George Camrose, she would keep him and wait for the old feeling between them to return. Logan had closed the last chance for both of them to do it differently. She tought: "If we could only start over," and thrust that inconstant and futile wish from her mind.




  XII. DECISION OF THE CAMP
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  There was still a small group on the street when Stuart, having had his drink with Thackeray, left Corson's. He identified the six men clustered together and he nodded at them, at Joe Harms and Johnny Steele in particular, and passed on to his store. In the room behind the store, he thrust a revolver beneath his trouser band, caught up his rifle and let himself into the night by the back way. He went directly to his barn, saddled a horse and soon was out of town.




  He recognized a greater impatience and a shorter temper within him, and he suspected it to be caused by the breakup of the old plain and easy things of his life which he valued so much. It was grisly business to strip away the tolerance and the generosity of his friendship with Camrose and dig down into the underlying substance and at last discover that shoddy material lay there. It was a denial of all the warm impulses which sustained men and kept them sweet.




  This was the man he protected, and this was the man Lucy was marrying. "He will lead her through forty years of trouble, and what will she have to show for it?" Yet there was no way of changing a woman's heart. Camrose was the man she wanted, and her wants were too firm to change. He saw the sweetness of her smile and he felt the constant pressure of her lips; and abruptly he gave the horse a sharp spurring and galloped down the road.




  He saw a light glimmering through the creek willows below him, shining out of Bragg's cabin. He thought: "The man's a fool to be around here," and rough feeling spread through him. Fifty feet from the cabin he got down and led his horse into the trees; and he halted a moment to survey the area in front of the cabin as it stood vaguely revealed by the thin moonlight. A horse stood in the yard and voices came from the cabin—one voice heavy, the other a smoother and more metallic tone. That made two within the cabin.




  He crossed the yard and came to the cabin's door. He had left his rifle in its saddle boot; he stood on the balls of his feet with his revolver drawn and his free hand stretched toward the door. Suddenly he lifted the door's latch and drove it open, and for a moment he had a view of the two men whose voices he had heard. Both of them—Bragg and Lestrade—sat at the table in the room's center, the lamp between them and the light of the lamp shining upon them. Their faces came up, startled by the interruption, and it was Lestrade whose quick mind first reacted. In another instant his hand swept over the table and knocked the lamp down. Bragg rose from his chair and made a diving turn as the light died out.




  Stuart shot at that weaving shape and heard the bullet smash against the farther wall. Kerosene smell drifted through the door and a bullet came back at him, its echo creating a huge explosion inside the small cabin. Stuart fired again, stepped aside and heard Bragg's enormous cursing. They were both shooting at him with intemperate haste; flattened against the cabin wall, he heard their feet shuffling ceaselessly back and forth on the hard dirt floor, he heard them collide and grunt from the impact. Bragg apparently struck Lestrade out of sudden, thoughtless rage, for Lestrade's voice rose in passionate resentment. "Keep your damned brute hands off me!"




  Stuart cast a glance sharply behind him, scanning the shadows for those other men always hanging to Bragg's heels. He saw nothing to warn him and he stood fast, a growing temper steadily goading him. He had them trapped but he could not flush them. He called at them:




  "Come out of there!"




  "Stuart!" It was Lestrade's voice, heightened by fear. "Stuart, for God's sakes let me through! Hold your fire!"




  "Both of you come out," said Stuart.




  "Hold your fire."




  "Make a run for it," said Stuart. "I'll let you through."




  They had both stopped moving. He heard the sucking whistle of their aroused breathing; he heard them whispering. Sliding to the edge of the door, he fired a shot into the cabin and backed away. Lestrade sent up his terrible cry of protest.




  "I'm not in this fight! Logan, remember Marta. Remember—" The shuffling of feet began once more and Lestrade's voice picked up a panic and a trembling. "Bragg—stop it! Let go—let go!"




  Stuart backed away from the cabin, not understanding what went on in there. Bragg seemed to have lost his head, to have attacked his partner. Lestrade shouted at the top of his voice, then the cry trailed into strangled fragments.




  The doorway showed a heavy shadow, and on this shadow Stuart took his aim. But he held his fire, careful and puzzled. The shadow was thick enough for two men and as it moved through the door, he discovered that it was two men. Then Lestrade shouted, "I'm in front, Logan. Don't fire!" He was inside the iron hoop of Bragg's arms, calling and cursing and crying as Bragg backed away from him toward the end of the cabin. Suddenly Bragg released Lestrade and there was an obscu flurry between the two men and a hollow, woody echo clapped over the night. One shape dropped. Stuart fired on the remaining shape as it faded toward the end of the cabin. He missed his shot. He growled to himself and rushed toward the cabin's end, behind which Bragg now had taken shelter; then he wheeled and aimed at the cabin's other end. He reached it and went around it to the back side. He walked along the cabin's length and turned the corner and found Bragg retreating into the near-by timber. He fired and he saw Bragg jump as though struck. Bragg came around, issuing a great cry which had no meaning in it; he returned the fire and got into the brush and made his way through it with a careless thrashing of his body.




  Stuart followed that noisy trail into the brush, suddenly to find himself facing stillness and pure blackness. Bragg, animal- sly, had frozen in his covert. He was less than twenty feet away, betrayed by his heavy, winded breathing. Stuart turned his head, seeking to orient that source; he took two steps forward and thus broke the stillness and gave away his own position. Bragg had waited for this, and at once the big one came at him with a full- charging fury. Stuart stepped softly aside. He still saw nothing, but as Bragg went by him, a yard away, he lifted his gun and let go with the last shot in the revolver.




  He had missed again. Meanwhile Bragg, having failed with his surprise attack, never stopped; his momentum carried him deeper into the timber. The sound of that huge body grew fainter and after a while it faded out entirely somewhere in open country. Turning toward the cabin with disgust stinging him, Stuart crouched over the shape of Lestrade. He ran a hand across Lestrade's face; he touched Lestrade's head, and drew his hand away. This man was dead.




  He got hold of Lestrade's arms and dragged the man well off from the cabin; then he went inside the cabin and lighted a match and threw it on the lamp's spilled kerosene. He watched the blue flame start up and crawl out along the floor toward the log wall; he saw it catch the wall and flicker along the kerosene splashed there. The light brightened as the fire took hold. When he was certain it would not die, he turned back to his horse and made his way toward Jacksonville.




  From the slight view point of the military road he looked back and downward upon the increasing glow of the fire with a taciturn satisfaction; but his gritty anger remained, his sense of a thing incompletely done grew greater. He thought carefully of Bragg's next move, believing he knew what the big one would do: he would hole up somewhere along the river and would wait for another chance to attack. Tomorrow, Stuart decided, he would move along the river in search of Bragg.




  The little group watched Stuart go into his store. Then Joe Harms said: "We've got to be careful about him. He'll go against us."




  "Come down to my cabin," said Steele.




  The group, now of ten men, quietly drifted to the back edge of town; when they got to Johnny Steele's cabin there were twelve of them and they made a tight fit inside Johnny's crowded walls. Johnny said: "Where's Camrose?"




  "Up at the girl's."




  "I been a little afraid he'd smell something and run."




  "Ain't been a day I've let him get out of my sight," said Harms. "It's time now to take him in."




  "We got to do it quiet," said Steele. "We'll go to his office and wait until he comes."




  Harms said: "We'll have trouble with Stuart." Dick Horeen shook his head. "Not if he knows Camrose did it."




  He was the only one who believed it. "You don't know Stuart," said Johnny Steele. "Well, we'll have to be ready for it. Come on now."




  They left the cabin and made a wide circle around the town, coming at last to Howison's hay barn; they drifted in behind Camrose's office building, which showed no light. Johnny Steele gently tried the door's latch. The door opened before him. He said: "Harms and Horeen—you come in here with me. Rest of you stick back in the shadows. Somebody better stay on the street and watch for him to come."




  One of the crowd had already thought of that, and now returned rapidly. "He's walking this way."




  "All right," said Steele and, with his two partners, stepped inside the room and closed the door. Steele said through the darkness: "Spread out along the wall."




  A key grated in the front door's lock and Camrose came into the office room, locked the door in the darkness and slowly made his way across the floor. Presently a match burst the blackness and a thin shaft of lamplight slid through the partially open door which stood between the rear room and the front room. None of the miners were in a position to observe Camrose, but it appeared he was opening the company safe, for they heard the click of the tumblers and the groaning of the heavy hinges. There was a considerable silence after that; then the hinges groaned again. He picked up the lamp and came forward. The door opened before him at that instant and he saw them.




  Johnny Steele said: "Stand fast, George."




  Camrose looked at them and was not particularly concerned. He had, in fact, a growing air of amusement about him, as though there were a joke in all this. He held the lamp steady, betraying no nervousness, and for a moment Johnny Steele doubted his own suspicions. This man was either exceedingly cool or he had a clean conscience. In another moment Steele understood why Camrose was so calm.




  "You boys," said Camrose, "are a bunch of fools. Robbery is a tough thing in this camp. You might make the hills but you'll be followed and you'll be caught."




  "Why, damn your soul," said Joe Harms indignantly, "you take us for crooks?"




  "Then what are you doing here?" asked Camrose.




  Johnny Steele reached forward and took the lamp from Camrose's hands, thus depriving him of a possible weapon. He placed the lamp on the room's small table. "You know what we're here for," he said.




  The sound of voices brought the other nine men in from the darkness, whereupon the observant Johnny Steele saw the sharpening and thinning intensity come to Camrose's eyes. Camrose's glance searched the crowd; the normal ruddy color went from his face and the easy arrogance went from it until his cheeks were pale as ivory and a kind of numbly sickened cast showed about his heavy lips. Steele was no longer uncertain; this man was guilty. The whole thing was a miserable business, but it helped to know that they were not making a mistake.




  "We'll put a guard around the place tonight," he said, "and we'll have a miners' court for you tomorrow. McIver had a lot of friends and there might be some thought of quick action. We'll see it doesn't happen. You're going to get a trial."




  "Boys," said Camrose in a tone wholly unlike him, "what have you got against me?"




  "You just look into yourself and find the answer to that."




  "No," said Camrose. "What have you got to show against me?"




  "We'll show it at the trial," said Steele. He saw a tensing of the man's body and a brisker light in the man's eyes. He stepped forward, made a swift pass with his hands beneath the skirts of Camrose's coat and stepped back with Camrose's gun. "That was in your mind, wasn't it, George?"




  Camrose shrugged his shoulders. "Have a good time for yourself, Johnny."




  "Listen," said Steele, "I don't like this job. I've been a friend of yours."




  "My God, Johnny," said Camrose, "don't speak the word." He stared about him; his glance stopped on Harms with contempt and a distaste. "You are to be congratulated, gentlemen, in the company you keep. This man, for example. This narrow-eyed, thin-nosed specimen who hates whatever is bigger than he is and therefore hates everybody. I should like to see his soul laid before you. It would shame you for the human race to see the littleness of it, its crooked turnings, its quavering fear, its sneaking, creeping, crawling cunning. Here is a weasel in the form of a man, using his claws to dirty the garments of his betters as they pass by. He does not belong with you. He doesn't belong in any company, and he knows it and sits aside on his box and hates the town and never ceases to use his malice on it. He could be dangerous if he had courage, but he has no courage. If you struck him he would cringe, but he would forever hate you and scheme against you. I'd greatly appreciate it if you'd not have him here guarding me."




  Joe Harms kept his glance on Camrose, and when silence fell he dropped his head, a small flush on his face. It was an odd silence which seemed hard to break; and nobody came to Joe Harms's defense. Finally Steele cleared his throat. "I'll take first watch with Abrams, Cooney, Geddes and Joe Smith. The rest of you come back at midnight."




  As the others filed out, Steele noticed how calm Camrose had become; it was the resigned calm of one who had given up most of his hope.




  At four o'clock Stuart rose to shave and cook his breakfast and to spend his time at Clench-field's desk while the sounds of the awakening town drifted into the store's pungent stillness and the rising daylight broke the store's gray shadows. Sunlight came and men moved along the street, all talking. Clenchfield came in, cranky and taciturn. He got half across the room and, attracted by something outside, turned back to the street. Of all this Stuart was only indifferently aware as he labored with his own particular problems. Then Clenchfield came in again and silently hung up his coat and hat. Stuart said: "How much have we got in the safe, Henry?"




  "One thousand gold."




  "I think I'm going to The Dalles to pick up mules."




  "Ah," said Clenchfield. "When will you be goin'?"




  "Not today—not tomorrow. I'm going hunting first."




  "A Bragg hunt," said Clenchfield.




  Stuart heard talk rising at the east end of town, and Clenchfield seemed to be waiting for something. "What's on your mind, Henry?"




  "You've not heard the news?" asked Clench-field. "The world is rockin' this mornin', Logan. Your world will rock hardest. They have taken Camrose in."




  Stuart said quickly: "He's all right, Henry. He's not short. His accounts will balance. Who took him in? This damned town gets excited too fast."




  "Murder is hard to balance," said Clench-field. "Mack McIver's murder."




  He got from Stuart the roughest glance he had ever received from any man. The quick and intolerant anger of it troubled him. It was the way he knew Stuart would take this, believing no evil of his friend and defending his friend. If the town was against Camrose, Stuart would be against the town. There was no halfway to him. "There will be a court on it," said Clench-field. "He will get his fair hearing."




  "God damn that crowd. Who started it?"




  "It was something Steele and Joe Harms have been working on."




  Stuart remained still, his mind working in ways which Henry Clenchfield understood so well. There would not be any thought of suspicion in Stuart's head; there would be only a sense of the injustice placed upon Camrose. There would be no thought of letting this thing run its orderly way. He was a partisan, he was a rough-handed fighter who took care of his own injustices and would take care of Camrose's. He would be thinking of action, and action now. It was reflected in the sudden swing he made toward the door.




  He stopped before he reached the door; for at this moment a dozen men were coming in, headed by Johnny Steele and Joe Harms.




  "What the hell do you want here?" said Stuart.




  Steele was not surprised; he had braced himself for this kind of reaction and he had carefully prepared himself. "Why, Logan, that's no way to talk to a friend."




  "I don't regard you as a friend," said Stuart bluntly.




  Steele shrugged his shoulders. "Sorry it's got to be this way. McIver was a friend of mine and I'll fight for my friends the same as you fight for yours. You can see that, can't you?"




  "You're a little late bringing this up."




  "It took us some time to piece the thing together," said Steele. "Harms here—"




  "Harms," said Stuart, "should have been shot through the head long ago for looking through keyholes."




  Harms flushed and looked around him for support; but none of the other men seemed disposed to come to his help.




  "Well," said Steele, "it's a disagreeable thing. But we've got to hold a court on it and we need a big room. Your store's the biggest, Logan. We'll use it."




  "No," said Stuart. "I'm not having my friends tried here."




  "Wait a minute," said Steele, growing quietly stubborn. "You can't buck the town. We've got the right to take over what we want for this thing."




  "Who gave you that right?" demanded Stuart.




  "If we've got no law in this particular matter, we'll make one on the spot. You been in mining camps long enough to know that. We'll use this place."




  "You're wrong on that, Johnny."




  Steele said, with his steady effort at conciliation: "You can't buck the town. It is right and you're wrong. Anyhow it is too strong for you."




  "It wasn't very strong when Bragg walked through this street and kicked you boys around as he pleased. You didn't form any committees then, Johnny. You were all looking in the other direction."




  More men had gathered in the doorway to view the scene; for Jacksonville, loving its drama, knew the drama of this situation very well. Steele shrugged his shoulders. "That's different."




  "The difference is you figure Camrose can't hurt you, so you're brave and full of righteousness. If Bragg came along you'd run like scattered rats."




  Steele flushed but held doggedly to his point. "You've always been on the right side in this camp. Hate to see you get on the wrong side."




  "I am not wrong because I'm alone. The town's not right because it has got the numbers. The man who joins the pack because he's afraid to be outside of the pack is a damned poor man. The town didn't join me when Bragg came along. I don't join it now when you're all drunk with the idea of a Roman holiday."




  Steele, agreeable and quiet in most things, could not back down from his position. He studied the challenge in his mind, slowly coming to some sort of decision about it; and was slowly stiffening himself to the decision's disagreeable consequences when Dick Horren swung the scene away from danger. "No use arguing," he said. "There's other places. Corson's deadfall will do. Come on."




  Johnny Steele showed a degree of relief and said: "No hard feelings, Logan."




  Stuart looked at him with a thin smile showing. "When we're through fighting, Johnny, I'll love you like a brother. But while we're fighting, I'll break every bone in your body, if I must."




  Joe Harms, long silent, now ventured a remark. "You have got no business—"




  Stuart took two steps forward, struck the man hard enough on the shoulder to whirl him half about. He seized Harms at arm and crotch and he lifted him and flung him straight into the crowded doorway. Harms fell and, in falling, carried another pair of men down with him. For a moment there was an irritable cursing among them as they got through the door. Then Harms picked himself up and shook his fist at Stuart. Stuart watched these men with his edged smile; he saw them waver between their anger and their liking for him, and his grin broadened when they moved out. He stepped through the door among them and moved past them toward the foot of the street.




  He saw a circle of men around Camrose's shop, all armed, and as he came forward he noticed this circle tighten. Johnny Steele followed him and Johnny Steele's voice came at him sharply. "Keep your head, Logan. Got a gun on you?"




  "No," said Stuart.




  Steele said, "Let him go in," and the guards at the door stepped aside to let Stuart through. He closed the door and walked to the rear room. Camrose lay full length on his bed; he had heard Stuart's steps but he neither rose nor looked at Stuart. He stared at the ceiling as he spoke. "I thought you'd come. What do you suppose this thing will amount to?"




  "The lads are hunting up a place to hold a court."




  "A murder charge calls for a trial before a proper judge and jury. This thing will turn into a joke—a damned bad joke."




  "The boys want it done this way. If they can make a case against you, you may be held over for a proper trial. If not, they'll let you go and forget it." He looked at Camrose and then added: "But don't plan on it. With a couple more drinks, the boys will see to it there's a case against you."




  "Then," said Camrose, "I'll not be held over for a proper trial. They'll come in during the middle of the night and take me out and hang me."




  "That's it," said Stuart.




  Camrose lay quite still, with a hand over his eyes. He said in a soft, flat tone: "How are you going to get me out of this?"




  "Take your hand off your face and look at me."




  Camrose withdrew his hand and sat upright on the edge of the bed. He lifted his head to show Logan a pair of bloodshot eyes. He needed shaving and he needed fresh air; he seemed half stupid. "Looks like you've been on a hell of a drunk," said Stuart.




  "I have," said Camrose. "I drank a quart of whisky between midnight and breakfast. It was hardly enough. Two quarts would have been better."




  "Keep your eyes on me. Did you kill him?"




  "No," said Camrose.




  Stuart watched the face of this man who had been so long a friend, recalling all the shades and shifts of expression Camrose used to reveal and to cover himself. He searched that disheveled, half-pale countenance for the truth. There was a dull indifference in the man, a fatalism which cut his vitality and shadowed his spirit. It was a strange thing to see.




  "Well," said Camrose, "are you convinced?"




  "What have they got for evidence?" asked Stuart. "What can they show?"




  "He had his money stored with me. He got it out the night he died. They think he didn't get it. They think I killed him because I needed it."




  "That's not enough," said Stuart. "What have they got for proof? Think hard. Can you prove you gave him the money? Can you show where you were that night? You were with me, part of the time. You left the shop around ten. Where did you go?"




  "To Lestrade's."




  Stuart shook his head. "He's no help to you. He's dead."




  "I heard about it," said Camrose. "You went to Bragg's last night, I hear. Well, it's rough on Marta. In a way it is. Then, in a way it isn't. He wasn't around when I was at the cabin. She was. She can testify to it. I was there about midnight."




  "That's fine," said Stuart irritably. "You were alone with Marta Lestrade at midnight. How do you suppose that will sound to the camp?" He stared at Camrose with a growing suspicion. "What were you doing there? Is there anything between you and Marta?"




  "I don't like you prying into my private affairs, Logan."




  "Then maybe I ought to let you handle this alone," said Stuart bluntly.




  "Don't be so rough about it. There's nothing between Marta and me."




  "Think hard," said Stuart. "Think of everything you did that night, or before that night, or after that night. Get your mind on it. Is there anything at all they can use against you? Johnny Steele's no fool. What've you done that's made him certain?"




  "They've got no proof of any kind."




  "They don't need proof. All they need is two or three things that look like funny business. They'll string 'em together and vote you dead. Now how about Harms?"




  "God damn Harms," said Camrose, with his first show of energy during all this talk. "I hate that little yellow dog. Somebody ought to shoot him. Somebody will." He fell silent, his eyes half closed, and at last added with sullen reluctance: "He's got nothing he can use against me."




  Stuart listened to the tone, he raked the passive and numbly set face, and doubted if he had the truth. Here was a man he thought he knew well; yet here was a man he didn't know at all. There were black corners in him holding strange qualities which were better unseen. Out of friendship he had endowed George with a kind of character he wanted him to have; now he saw it was an illusion of his own making. Camrose was another kind of man, and one he liked little. Yet it made no difference; he was bound to Camrose.




  "You look whipped," he said, "You act and talk whipped. What the hell's the matter with you?"




  "They've ruined me, I'll have to leave the camp. Even so, it will follow me. Those things always do."




  "I've heard a lot of proud talk from you," said Stuart, "but evidently it means nothing. You've never had to fight and now you don't know how. Get up and start wrestling with your troubles."




  "Logan," said Camrose, "get me out of this."




  Stuart shook his head, not at the request but at his final judgment of Camrose. When a man laughed at the rules of the game and dreamed of making himself big by breaking them, he had to stand the consequences when he lost; he had to be as tough when the rules broke him as when he broke the rules. But Camrose wasn't tough. He could only play the winning half of the game; he could not play the losing half.




  This was the end of a man who had defied the world. It was a sorry thing to see.




  "Get me out of it, Logan," said Camrose, in a quicker voice.




  "I'll see what can be done," said Stuart and turned to the door.




  Camrose called at him quite sharply and when Stuart turned he saw his friend upright in the room, haggard, swaying a little on his feet, with his hair fallen down over his forehead. The gallantry and the laughter were gone, leaving nothing very admirable. "I was a friend when the weather was fair," he said. "Now you'll let them tear me apart." He stared at Stuart with a growing cynicism. "I'll be out of your road. It will make things easier for you, won't it?"




  Stuart shook his head and left the room. The guards were in front of the building, facing the growing crowd; and Lucy was just then coming forward. She stared at Stuart without speaking, and he gave her a short nod and went on up the street to the store. He sat down on a pile of boxes and he filled and lighted his pipe and sat forward with his hands across his knees, engrossed in a problem that seemed to have no answer.




  Men were moving back toward Corson's deadfall and a little later Lucy came into the store. He put aside his pipe and looked up to her; he had the greatest kind of curiosity as to her feelings in the matter but he made out nothing particular on her face. She said in a tone of mild surprise: "The camp doesn't like George. I never knew that before. These men mean to hang him. I can tell it. What will you do?"




  "What should I do?" he said.




  "You're sitting there trying to think of something. I know you so much better than I know anybody else. You'd like to break down that building and let him out. It is quite clear on your face. Your mind is going up and down and back and forth. You're hunting a way. I don't need to say it, but I will anyhow. Do what you can. I'm asking it for a particular reason."




  "I know the reason well enough," he said.




  "No," she said, "I think you don't." She stood a moment longer and then turned out of the store.




  He called after her. "Have your father defend him."




  Bragg slept in the willows a mile removed from his cabin and woke at daylight with a disposition made worse by the night's discomfort. He flattened by the creek for a drink and he stood in the morning's curt air and made debate with himself. He had no desire to go back to the ruined cabin, or to the dead Lestrade; no doubt there would be a bunch from the camp waiting for him, and ready to make short work of him. Stuart would see to that end of it.




  Somewhere around the country were his two followers, but he had no interest in finding them. Having been burned out, he was footloose and did not particularly care. One camp was as good as another for his work and if Jacksonville was no longer open to him, it was a simple business to move on. It made no great difference.




  But he would not go until he had reached out with his great arms and pulled Stuart down; all the tremendous hatred of which he was capable now fastened itself to Stuart, and would be satisfied with nothing less. It took him but a few moments to make a decision on that; he would stray over to the Rogue and, keeping to the river's thicket, follow toward the Oregon- California road. Sooner or later Stuart would be coming along it.




  The hard ground had stiffened him, hunger worked at him, and the night's coldness had permitted him little sleep; and so he made his lumbering way through the valley's brush and across the open meadows toward the Rogue in the manner of a surly bear. At the river he flattened for another drink, and he sat in a patch of sunshine until warmth came to him. Rising again, he walked casually on. Evans's Ferry was three miles distant; at that point he promised himself a good meal. The ferryman was no friend of his, but would not dare refuse him.




  Somewhere short of that point, unaccustomed to walking, he sat down and he lay back in the willows to rest himself; and so fell asleep. In his sleep he heard a voice speak and then he woke, and heard two voices near the river. He rose on his haunches and crawled forward and slowly parted the willows until he had a view of two Indian women, both young, standing neck deep in the river.




  He watched them for a long while—solemn, intent, unemotional. He looked beyond them, up and down the bank, and saw no other Indians. There would be no Rogue men close by, he guessed, since these girls were swimming; they had gotten themselves away from the party to do this. He drew a long breath and, when they were about to come out of the water, he rose and gathered himself. He was foxy in his stalking; he waited until they had gotten ashore to their clothes. Then, parting the brush, he made his rush at them.




  They heard his body crushing across the river's gravel and turned at once to discover this shocking and formidable figure charging forward, his blackly whiskered face all scarred and torn, his heavy chest issuing strange sounds. They saw him and broke away in full flight across the gravel in their bare feet. One of them got to the river and soon gained the middle of the stream; the other kept to the shore and presently drew away from him. Realizing he had no luck, Bragg stopped short, whipped out his gun and fired at the running girl. He dropped her and then turned his aim to the girl in the river. She understood what he was about to do, but she made no cry at all; she went beneath the surface to escape him and he saw the shadow of her body drifting with the current. He walked along the shore, keeping abreast. When she rose for air he shot at her and missed, and watched her sink again. He kept walking and he shot a second time; he broke into a run and got ahead of her, and stopped for better aim. His third shot caught her; he watched her body roll and her head drop. To make sure she was dead, he fired again and saw her body flinch slightly in the water. He squatted on the gravel and reloaded his gun and he took the time to fill his pipe and light it. The sun was rising east of the river; he looked at it, his beaten lips drawing back from his teeth. Then he rose and returned to the willows and continued his march toward Evans's.




  XIII. AT CORSON'S
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  Camrose stood against one of Corson's walls, with Overmire beside him and Johnny Steele near by. The judge a miner popularly elected for the occasion—sat on the edge of Corson's bar with his feet hanging down. He had a snow-white beard slightly rusted around the edges of his mouth, and he took the occasion with considerable dignity, and therefore made a satisfactorily ornamental judge. The rest of the room was packed its length and breadth, and the windows had been taken down so that others could look in from the street. Johnny Steele was at the moment telling his story.




  "One night I came into camp and asked Camrose for my poke, which was in his safe. He locked the door on me while he opened the safe, which took him a long time. Then he let me into the shop and gave me my poke. It weighed out all right, and I had nothing to be suspicious of. Nevertheless I was, so I got to talking around camp and found Camrose was losing more money at poker than he could afford."




  Overmire stopped him. "That's hearsay, Johnny."




  "Well, the whole camp knows it."




  "The whole camp has heard stories of it, but the whole camp does not know it. You cannot convict him on what you have heard somebody else say."




  "If I saw something," said Johnny, "and I told it to Bill Smith, then Bill Smith would know it as well as me."




  Overmire was about fifteen feet from Steele. He reached for a coin and dropped it on the bar so that everybody could hear its echo. "Johnny, what have I got here?"




  Johnny, suspecting Overmire, gave the coin a long and thorough glance. "A dollar."




  "What kind of dollar?"




  "A silver dollar."




  "You're certain of it?"




  Johnny looked again. "I'm dead certain of it."




  Overmire picked up the coin between thumb and forefinger, showing it to the crowd.




  He pointed to a man in the back of the room. "What does it look like to you, Moffatt?"




  "Looks like a dollar to me."




  Overmire pointed at another man, drawing a like answer. He solicited the answer of several miners until at last one of them said: "You're wastin' time, Jonas. It's a plain old U.S. dollar."




  "So, then," said Overmire, "you say it's a plain old U.S. dollar. Johnny has identified it and you take Johnny's testimony because you believe him to be a truthful man. He did not try to mislead you. He said it was a dollar. You jumped one step farther and made a U.S. dollar out of it, which is not true. It is Mexican. And that is the danger and unrealiability of hearsay evidence. What you do not see yourself, you cannot honestly swear to be true. As a matter of fact, you cannot always be certain that what you see is wholly true. Your eyes or your ears may betray you Johnny Steele studied Overmire a thoughtful while. He had a plain face made shrewd by a great amount of native intelligence and mental force. Of education he owned little and, like most men of that sort, he possessed both a respect for and a suspicion of those who were considerably schooled. Wanting wise counsel for himself, he would at once have gone to Overmire with fullest confidence; but with Overmire pitted against him he greatly feared the man's power to sway this audience and jury by words too cleverly used. The silver-dollar business was something these miners could see and appreciate; they had been influenced by it. He looked at Overmire, measuring the man; and Overmire, smiling and practical and folksy, looked back at him. Overmire and he both knew the game that was being played.




  "It grew on me," went on Johnny Steele, "that Camrose was short with his accounts and was diddling with dust entrusted to him to temporarily square those accounts. He was losing a lot of money at poker—"




  "Hearsay, Johnny," interposed Overmire.




  "Thackeray," called Johnny Steele.




  The gambler Thackeray made his way forward, his habitual coolness somewhat broken by being the center of the scene.




  "Thackeray," said Steele, "did Camrose—"




  "Swear him in first, Johnny," said Overmire. "You're trying a man for his life. Life is precious to you, isn't it? It is equally precious to George Camrose. Let us remember it is good to be alive, to wake to a fine morning with the sun coming up over the hill, to smell bacon frying in the pan, to drink the cold creek water when thirsty. It is good to sit in Corson's by night, the taste of whisky and a cigar on your tongue, feeling easy after a long day. A man lives a short time. He has his thoughts and his wants and his dreams and his memories, his regrets and his loves. Those things are not to be taken away by a few words lightly spoken. Swear him in, Johnny."




  Overmire had spoken in a wholly conversational voice, as though making a simple observation among friends. But Johnny observed the effect of that talk and was troubled. He said: "Life was good to McIver, too. And it was taken from him."




  "Was it taken from him," said Overmire, "or was it an accident? That's what we're trying to discover."




  Nobody had thought of needing a Bible; but after some pause, a lean and shabby miner plucked a considerably twisted little book from his pocket. "New Testament do?"




  Thackeray put his hand gingerly upon the New Testament and was sworn in.




  "Now," said Steele, "did Camrose play poker with you?"




  "Frequently."




  "So, after beating around Robin Hood's barn," said Steele with deliberate irony, "we discover what everybody in town already knew. Did he lose money to you?"




  "Considerable."




  "Which everybody also knew," commented Steele. "Now it's legal ain't it, Jonas? Thackeray, how much would you say he lost to you?"




  "Over a year or two, maybe five thousand dollars."




  "His salary is less than that," said Steele to the crowd. Then he caught himself before Over-mire could interpose. "Swear in Camrose."




  Somebody gave Camrose the Testament while Overmire swore him in. "Now, George," said Steele, "what's your pay?"




  "Two-fifty a month."




  "Three thousand a year. But you lost two thousand more than you made. Where did it come from?"




  "Some, of it was Logan Stuart's. He had lent it to me for other purposes."




  "For what purposes?"




  "I won't say."




  "You are on trial and you have got to answer the questions."




  Overmire shook his head. "No accused man can be compelled to speak if he wishes to remain silent. That's the law, Johnny."




  "Is it?" said Johnny, and knew he had an opening. He turned to the crowd. "If a man is innocent, why should he be afraid to speak?"




  Heads began to nod before him in agreement. He had made his point, but Overmire, dueling each foot of this ground, spoke up. "I can answer that, Johnny." His glance went around the crowd and paused on Lid Shields. "Suppose Lid were walking up the street one night. Lid is going some place on an errand of his own—"




  The crowd began to grin. Lid Shields's errands were well known and his destination was common knowledge, being the shack slightly beyond town which housed a woman. "So," said Overmire, "there is a killing on the street and Lid is accused and brought in. Somebody asks Lid, 'Where were you at that hour?' Lid cannot be forced to answer a question like that."




  Johnny Steele pointed at Joe Harms. "Joe, come up here."




  Harms shuffled forward, looking at nobody; he had his eyes pinned to a point on the wall, above and beyond the picturesque and silent judge. Steele swore him in. "Now Joe, did you ever see Camrose take gold pokes out of the office safe and shake dust from them?"




  "Several times—late at night after he had locked the office door and closed the shutters. I've seen him weigh dust out of one poke, put it in another, weigh that poke, fix up the nuggets on top of the poke and put it back in the safe."




  "Where were you?" asked Overmire.




  "In the alley between Howison's and Cam-rose's."




  Overmire studied Harms during a deliberately held silence—and this silence also had its effect on the crowd; it gave them time to think, and it piled weight on Harms, who shifted his position and looked around him. Then Overmire put his question softly: "How could you see all this?"




  "There's a knothole, size of a robin's egg, in the boards. Lookin' through, I could just see the counter and the gold scales."




  "You looked through the knothole quite often, Joe?"




  "Every night," said Harms, "for some months."




  "What made you start looking?"




  "Never liked him. I was looking to see what I could find."




  Overmire ran a hand down his beard and once more let the silence run. Harms's evidence supported what the camp suspected, and therefore it could not be wholly overthrown. Yet Overmire was well aware of the camp's general dislike of Harms and so he took a new line. "You spied on him because you didn't like him. Now, Joe, I guess I've talked with you as much as any man in camp. I have never heard you praise any human being. You dislike a great many people. Do you spy on all those people, too?"




  Harms angrily met Overmire's glance. "No."




  "Ever spy on anybody else?"




  "No," said Harms, but it was clear to Over-mire that this man lied, and it was clear as well to the crowd. Johnny Steele suddenly put in, "That's enough. I guess we've proved Camrose did monkey with the dust in those pokes."




  "Maybe he was weighing out company money—which would be a legitimate part of his work," said Overmire.




  Steele let that point go by. "Now, then. Mack McIver came into town. He played cards late one night. Next morning he was found dead with his face in the creek. A bunch of us went to Camrose's to get his dust and send it to his people. Camrose said Mack had already got the dust. But there was no dust on Mack when he was found."




  He disliked what was to come next. It made him seem on Harms's level, and it offended his own strong sense of fitness. But he had it to say, and he said it: "I decided maybe we hadn't looked through Mack's pockets well enough. Harms and me dug him up and took another look. We found something. It was in the little watch pocket at the top of his pants."




  Everybody watched him as he drew a small bit of paper from his coat and opened it between his fingers. Overmire regarded it alertly and Harms for the first time began to look directly at the men around him, his self-respect somewhat restored. But it was Camrose whose reaction Steele wondered at. Swiftly lifting his glance, he caught the tightening expression on Camrose's face.




  "This," said Johnny Steele, "is a receipt. Camrose gave it to. Mack when Mack left the gold on deposit. If he had it on him when he died, he never got the gold, for it's sure Camrose would have asked for the receipt back."




  Overmire shot a question at Harms. "Did you see Steele find this receipt on McIver's body?"




  "Yes."




  "Did you read it as soon as it was removed?"




  "We turned the lantern on its first thing to see what it was."




  Overmire extended his arm and took the paper and looked carefully at it. He showed it to Camrose. "This your writing?"




  Camrose gave it a short glance. "Yes," he said in no particular tone.




  Johnny Steele put a quick question at Cam-rose. "If you gave him the gold why didn't you take the receipt from him?"




  The crowd waited with a strange and significant silence while Camrose formed his answer. Overmire, looking out at the miners, silently guessed they had swung against Camrose. "I seldom give out receipts," said Camrose. "You'll remember, Johnny, I never gave you a receipt for your gold. I put it in the safe for you, and I gave it back when you asked for it. That's been my common practice, as you boys know. But Mack was a suspicious man and wanted a receipt. I gave him one. When he got the gold back I never thought to ask for the receipt. I had forgotten about it, since it wasn't a customary thing with me."




  "Careless, I'd say," commented Steele.




  "We're all careless with gold. It's the cheapest thing in camp."




  Johnny Steele stood in silence, thinking his way through and around the answer, until Over-mire at last prompted him. "Is that all, Johnny? If so, it isn't enough. On the testimony of a Peeping Tom you have tried to show that Camrose shifted gold from one poke to another. On the basis of an unreturned receipt you deny Camrose gave back McIver's poke. It is not enough to deny it. It is necessary for you to prove it, which you have not done. Yet, assuming you had proved both points—you would still need to connect them to the murder and prove the murder. You have not done it. You have only said that Camrose murdered McIver and waved suspicion like a bloody flag at this crowd, hoping for passion to convict Camrose. You brewed a witch's tale and you believed it—and now are trying to make witches of us all."




  Johnny Steele said, "Come up, Pat Malloy."




  Pat Malloy was a substantial ex-miner who had graduated by use of his wits and his thrift to the station of a storekeeper of small consequence; he had a brilliant red face, a stubby round nose and a set of roan eyebrows projecting over his eyes in such a manner that he seemed to be peering out from a shelter. Johnny Steele swore him in. "Tell us, Pat."




  "What I was tellin' you? Well, he came into the store one night.—a week ago—and he wanted a box of cigars, the kind of which I get from San Francisco—"




  "Who came in?" asked Overmire.




  "Wasn't we talkin' of Camrose? Him. I sold him the cigars and he gave me a nugget, and I weighed it and I gave him change. It was a fat thing of a nugget and pretty the way it was shaped. Pretty for an Irishman, that is. It was that much like a shamrock. So I made a little frame for it and set it up in the shop. The very next day Jim Hantis came in and he said: 'Where did you get McIver's lucky nugget?' Then it was three or four men who said it durin' the day and the next day."




  Johnny Steele said: "Jim—and the rest of you—come up here."




  Overmire gave his beard a strong pull and drew a long breath. He looked upon Camrose with a flat neutral glance. Camrose had the old, indifferent and withdrawn look to him again; he held himself straight and he seemed not to care. Hantis and the other three men, being sworn, one by one identified the nugget, and afterwards Overmire—scanning the crowd—saw there was no hope.




  Johnny Steele said in a pleased and positive voice: "There is the case, Jonas. Twist it if you can."




  "In all this where have you shown the connection between the nugget and the fact of murder?"




  "That nugget was McIver's lucky piece," said Steele. "He found it four-five years ago and he always carried it in his left-hand pants pocket. How did Camrose get it? He could only have gotten it by taking it out of McIver's pocket. And he could have done it only at a time when Mack could not resist. In other words, when Mack was dead. I make murder out of that."




  Overmire turned to Camrose. "You care to comment on that, George?"




  "I took a fancy to it," said Camrose. "I offered him twenty dollars for it and he accepted."




  Jim Hantis—and the other three friends of McIver's—all shook their heads in disagreement, and Hantis said positively: "McIver would never sell it. He had better offers than twenty dollars for it. He was a suspicious man and he was a superstitious man. He would have quit prospecting if he'd lost that nugget. He told me so many a time."




  Johnny Steele had a closing speech in mind, and he had other witnesses. But he knew the men of this camp and as he looked around the crowd he realized he had made as good a case against Camrose as he would ever need to make. He turned to Overmire. "I am through. Your man is a guilty man, Jonas, and everybody in this room is convinced of it except you. You go ahead, Jonas, and throw your big words at us to confuse us. You talk about life being sweet. You talk about silver dollars and hearsay and all that. You try to make us cry, and make us doubt. You won't have luck. McIver is dead and his lucky nugget turned up in Camrose's hands—Camrose who has been having money trouble for a long time. We didn't take Cam-rose's hand and lead him to the scene of the murder and show him with a club in his hand. But we showed him with the nugget in his hand, and you can't explain that away. We all love life just as much as you, and we're all for fair play, but we want fair play for McIver as well as Camrose. There's such a thing as common sense which is a greater thing than all your rules and your warnings—common sense says he's guilty."




  He stepped back to a corner of the room, fearing the speech Overmire was about to make, fearing the effect of the man's persuasiveness and umblemished reputation. He admired Over-mire greatly and he knew the rest of the camp also admired the power, the force, the fairness and the resolution of Overmire. It was a thing for a camp to be proud of, the presence of such a man as a citizen.




  Overmire stood beside Camrose. He was in no hurry to make a reply, since any reply called for a good deal of earnestness and conviction on his part; and the more he had listened to the testimony, the greater had become his doubt. He stood in a strange position. He was a future father-in-law to the man as well as an advocate. On both grounds he was obliged to give Cam- rose the best of his ability; and it distressed him to have his private feelings tell him he was defending a guilty man. He ran a hand thoughtfully down his beard; he made a gesture. The miners were of course expecting him to plead; they were looking forward to it, much as they arranged themselves to hear a Fourth of July oration.




  "You're neighbors of mine," he said, "and I know you well. I understand exactly what you're thinking now. You know that this is not a legal trial. The laws of this territory are in force here, and this meeting has no sanction. It is only a popular assembly such as we had a few years ago, before law came. If you vote this man guilty, you must still hold him over to a regular court and a regular trial."




  He searched them with his trenchant glance and he saw he had their attention. "But you feel that this is a good enough trial. It was the way it was done in the old days. In your minds you have got the thing planned out. You intend to vote Camrose guilty and then, to save any possible miscarriage of your judgment, you will take him from his place of detention sometime after dark and hang him."




  Looking about the crowd, he saw heads quietly nodding, and here and there a glance of admiration for his shrewdness. "What was law written for, if not to protect us all? Then let it protect Camrose as well as you. I could take the same set of facts which Johnny Steele used and I could convict any other man in this camp, guilty or innocent, if you disliked that man as much as you dislike Camrose. There is just enough logic in the facts to convince you. But there is also just enough looseness in them to kill an innocent man. In voting this man dead on that set of facts, you are setting a scene for another day when you may be voting one of yourselves dead on precisely the same set of facts. Now let us have your vote."




  Johnny Steele was surprised, but also relieved, at the brevity of the plea and came forward at once. He said: "All that think he is not guilty, squat down on the floor."




  Camrose gave his head a quick turn and his eyes went along the ranks of men with narrowed fascination. Two men in the fore of the crowd squatted immediately; there was some commotion in the back of the room as another man awkwardly attempted to lower himself. Otherwise the crowd stood still. It was an overwhelming vote. There had been some small play of light on Camrose's cheeks but now the watching miners—all keenly interested in seeing how he took his luck—observed dullness come to him. He turned his head away.




  Throughout this affair Johnny Steele had pitted all his resources against a man he considered highly dangerous to his cause. Yet now that it was done and he had won his victory, he had a reversal of feeling. Before all the camp, Jonas Overmire stood for certain decent standards; his good opinion greatly mattered. Therefore Johnny Steele had the real fear that Overmire might feel he—as well as the rest of the camp had acted out of baser motive than they should. "Jonas," he said earnestly, "this may not square with your idea of proper form, but it is our idea of justice nevertheless. I hope you do not think otherwise."




  Overmire made a small gesture with his hand. "If I did not believe you to be sound and honest men I would not live in this camp."




  Overmire left Corson's and crossed to Stuart's store, finding Stuart seated in a corner with his pipe. Stuart was anxious for the answer but he waited for it instead of asking for it.




  Overmire said, "Guilty," and sat down on another box and searched himself for a cigar.




  He trimmed it and he lighted it and he leaned back to an easy position. "You know," he said, "I am a strong believer in democracy. I have the greatest of faith in the ability of any group of Americans to come to a just decision. Haste and passion and prejudice and self-interest will sway us all at times. Now and then we make bad errors. Sometimes we follow bad leaders. Sometimes we descend to the animal level and are no better than the dumbest and angriest of beasts. But when you average everything out, one time upon another, one act upon another, one motive upon another, we live according to our lights—and our lights are honest and kind and colored with mercy."




  "What do you mean to tell me by all that, Jonas?"




  "There's always doubt," said Overmire. "But it was clear and plain enough to me. If I were a judge I should agree with the verdict and I should sentence George Camrose to be hung. Did you know about the nugget?"




  "No."




  Overmire settled back and made a verbal transcript of all the evidence. When he was through, Stuart gave a short nod. He was not a man, Overmire thought, to reveal himself much; he stuck by his own standards, and he was singularly independent in his actions. It was this independence which gave Overmire some concern.




  "Now," said Stuart, "they've got him back at his store under guard. They will take him out and hang him before morning."




  "Maybe not."




  Stuart shook his head. "If they had been willing to wait for a proper court and jury they would not have bothered with this meeting. This meeting is enough for them. They'll act on it."




  "Johnny Steele started this, but Johnny's no firebrand. He won't stir them into violence."




  "Johnny believes Camrose guilty," said Stuart. "According to Johnny's lights justice has got to be done, the sooner the better."




  "You're a miner at heart," said Overmire. "What would you do—if Camrose were not your friend?"




  "I would help hang him, Jonas. That's why I know they will."




  "So would I," said Overmire, and tapped Logan Stuart's knee. "Maybe you have done all you could do, and maybe you should do no more."




  "What would that be?"




  "You're figuring a way to get him loose. That means you've got to go against the crowd. The camp respects you, Logan. But it respects its own decision more. If—"




  Lucy came into the store. "What was it?"




  "Guilty," said Overmire and did not meet his daughter's eyes. He made it blunt and swift, since he was a tenderhearted man.




  She gave him a strained glance and then she was done with him, and turned her attention to Stuart. Whatever her hope was, it seemed to lie in him. "How could they?"




  Overmire said, "Listen," and quietly repeated the testimony. Then he said: "That's how." She had again turned her attention to Stuart, and Overmire, seeing and understanding it, added irritably: "Don't beg Logan for help."




  "When I needed help, I've always come to Logan. Why shouldn't I now?"




  "Because he'll try to do what you want, and get himself in a hell of a lot of trouble. I think there's been enough disaster caused by Cam-rose."




  "Do you think he did all this, Dad?"




  He rubbed his whiskers with the point of a finger. "I'm convinced of his guilt. He is a weak man."




  This scene was interrupted by the marching in of four men, headed by Johnny Steele. It was a committee, and a self-conscious one, even Johnny Steele showing a reluctance in the matter to be discussed.




  "Logan," he said, "it occurs to us you may give us some trouble. It would be like you to come down the street with the idea of getting Camrose free. It would be disagreeable. But, disagreeable or not, we'd shoot you for tryin'. Don't try."




  "That's plain," said Stuart. "I'm glad you told me."




  "Don't do it, Logan," repeated Johnny Steele, with all the earnestness he could command.




  Then, done with an unpleasant chore, the committee left the store.




  "That's it," said Overmire to Lucy. "Don't ask Logan for anything more."




  It appeared that neither Logan nor Lucy had heard him. They were watching each other, Logan with his closest attention, Lucy with an expression wholly unlike her. It was neither anger nor appeal; it seemed a more primitive thing—as though she were silently delivering an unpleasant command to him. He grew uncomfortable at sight of it and glanced at Logan to observe the latter's reaction, and found nothing. These two had a way of speaking to each other in complete silence. In another moment Lucy turned and left the room. But something had been said between these two, for Stuart had nodded to Lucy as she turned away.




  XIV. OUTBREAK




  

    Table of Contents


  




  At three o'clock in the afternoon, Liza Bartlett left the cabin and walked diagonally across the meadow to where her husband was sawing out the winter's wood from a huge fir windfall; she carried a jug of coffee for him and the two of them sat on the log, alternately taking turns at the jug. She was the sober one of the pair, enormously determined to be a faithful and provident wife; it was young Gray who had the streak of fun in him—and it was he who spilled the coffee as he tried to seize and kiss her. "My old woman," he said and fell from the log. He was at the base of the log, laughing. She stood over him, facing the river and the river's willows, and suddenly he saw fear stretch and whiten her face, and he saw her lips form a word. Springing up he discovered a group of Indians—a swift sweep of the eye counted twenty of them—coming from the brush in a fan-shaped line, all trotting forward. One buck lifted his rifle and another buck whipped an arrow into his bow.




  "Gray!" cried young Liza. "Gray!"




  He reached for his own rifle propped against the log and shot the foremost Indian; then an arrow caught him in the shoulder and went deep, the shaft sticking from him. He shouted, "Run for the cabin!" Young Liza wheeled and came to him and put her arms around him. He pushed her away and got his ax and he stood with the fir log as a bulwark before him. He saw that Liza would not run and he shoved her below the log as the Rogues, still trotting, came to the log and spilled over it. A second shot killed him and the butt of another gun burst Liza Bartlett's head as she crouched by her husband and called to him. Her last gesture, as she died, was to put her arm upon him...




  The Rogues, rising out of the hidden creases of their reservation, followed the river's turnings, a band to one side of it and a band to the other. At McTeague's they were met by a well-determined fire, and, following two or three unsuccessful sallies, passed on to the Montgomery's cabin where they found Mrs. Montgomery and her baby alone. They caught the baby by the heels and dashed it against the cabin wall; they stabbed Mrs. Montgomery to death, pillaged the cabin and set it afire, and continued along the valley with the various household trinkets of the Montgomery family hung at their belts or knotted from their shoulders. At Part-land's they found an empty cabin and burned it; from the adjacent brush young Sam Rails saw the copper skirmish line coming over the meadow and fright gave him speed as he fled off to warn other settlers. Reaching Oldham's, the Rogues came upon a harder opposition and after an hour of intermittent firing, they continued their march to the Allen cabin. The sound of firing in the distance had warned Mrs. Allen in time. Taking her boy, she ran out to a brush pile in the meadow and buried her son and herself in it. With a hand held over the mouth of the whimpering youngster, she watched her cabin go up in flames—and lay there terrified long after the Rogues had gone.




  The word of rebellions had apparently gone out to all the bands in these southern hills; for that same afternoon the miners along the Applegate were harassed and far down the river a band was seen on the Big Meadow bar. Over on the Crescent City trail, the Stuart pack train returning from the coast was caught and destroyed, beasts and men, and the supplies broken open and scattered through the timber.




  Meanwhile the groups along the upper valley, passing the lower ferry without molesting it, came upon another Stuart pack train, then on its homeward trip from Scottsburg. Blazier and Murrow had some small warning and they hastily forted up in the brush to make a fight of it. Here, as elsewhere, a sense of haste impelled the Indians to make only half a try on those parties who showed resistance. They killed all the mules and mortally wounded Murrow; then, afraid to go deeper into the brush to catch Blazier, they went on toward Dance's, two miles north. Blazier made an attempt to bind up Murrow's torn side, but the older man, smiling at him regretfully, dropped back dead. Blazier, thinking of Caroline Dance, made his way toward that cabin, keeping close to the timber and the brush.




  From the distance he heard a steady and stubborn fire which lasted for the best part of half an hour. Then it died away entirely and when Blazier came within view of the cabin he saw no sign of Indians or settlers. All the haycocks in the meadow were afire, and the sheds as well; but the main house stood. He weaved his way through the brush until he came within fifty yards of the place, and here he stopped and scanned the edges of the meadow and listened into the dwindling daylight for sounds. Presently he called—and heard a voice answer from the house.




  He cut over the trail and went into the house. Mrs. Dance sat in a rocker with her husband dead on the floor and one son lying across the threshold of the rear doorway. He said: "Where's the other boys—where's Caroline?"




  She shook her head. "I don't know. The boys are on a trip to the Applegate. Caroline—last I saw she was at the farther edge of the meadow lookin' for the no-horn cow."




  "I'll stay around until help comes," he said.




  "I'll go over the meadow and look."




  "Caroline always could take care of herself," said Mrs. Dance in a dazed, erratic way. "She's all right. She'll be back when she finds the cow."




  At noon, Stuart cooked his lunch in the back room; at one o'clock he left the store and walked down the street, past Camrose's office—the guards closely watching him—and out beyond the edge of the camp. He was not a man who could long endure sober reflection without growing stale and jaded and impatient. Action was his life, action made him run sweet and smooth; and so he tackled the rough foothills and drew sweat and felt wind pull through his lungs, and at three o'clock he returned to the store and sat down on a box with his pipe. Some kind of serenity had come to him, but the answer to his problem had not. The problem was—what now was his duty to Camrose?




  He had long shut his eyes to the man's shortcomings. To those whom George Camrose liked—and therefore made the effort to please it was an easy thing to find excuses for his moods, his easy indifference, his habit of taking so much for granted, his way of leaning on others. The man had charm when he chose to use it. But the veneer of charm had worn through the inner man showed out as a very shoddy material. Of Camrose's guilt, both in the matter of theft and in the matter of murder, Stuart had little doubt. The judgment of the camp was sound; for after all, a man who had no scruples in the matter of stealing dust would scarcely have scruples in the matter of killing, if pressed to it by desperation.




  Yet friendship had its ties which held even when friendship had gone. It was a cold-blooded man who suddenly, on the morning of bad luck, cut these ties clean and stepped away. It meant the ties were never very real; it meant a man's loyalty was a shifty thing, subject to any variation in weather. If a man could not stand fast in a few things, what kind of meaning did life have? He emptied his pipe, and refilled it. He sat wholly idle as he pushed his way through a deeper jungle than he had ever met with in the hills. The sun moved west and the shadows stretched out.




  He realized Lucy now knew those things about George which he had never been able to tell her. Yet Lucy would never believe evil of Camrose; she was bound to her own principles as he, Stuart, was bound to his. So she had come to his store and she had told him without saying a word directly about it—what he must do. It was a clear command. If he freed Camrose, the man would run, and Lucy would follow.




  The foundations of the man were rotten; nothing permanent could be built upon them. What he was now he would always be; and he would ruin the girl's life. It was entirely clear.




  Yet, there was nothing to do about it. Eventually she would be disillusioned and destroyed by this man. But if the camp hanged Camrose, she would still be destroyed—in another way; she would be a woman nursing a vain love for forty years and made infertile and hopeless by it. The whole thing was something written down in the Book of Judgment and no little act of theirs could erase any of it.




  Clenchfield, watching with his interest, saw Stuart at last shrug his shoulders and bring a heavy hand down upon his knee. It was a decisive gesture. Then Stuart removed his pipe, gave it a displeased look and rose. "The tobacco we're getting up here is pretty foul, Henry."




  "You've sucked at that thing five hours," said Clenchfield.




  Stuart walked to the door and leaned a shoulder against the casing, looking both ways on the street. The guards remained in front of Camrose's place; elsewhere was the usual amount of late- afternoon traffic and activity. "They'll be in some back room figuring it out."




  "Figuring what?" asked Clenchfield.




  "The best way to hang Camrose without a fuss. They'll do it after dark. Henry, clean the grease out of one of those new Colts and load it for me."




  "You ought not to do it. You cannot stand against this camp."




  "I can stand against the camp and so can you or any man, if he's got to."




  Henry Clenchfield rapped his knuckles on the counter with a rare display of anger. "Why have you got to? A man has never got to do anything which is against reason."




  "Reason never won a war, or built a road, or wrote a book."




  "And what makes men do those things, then?" demanded Clenchfield.




  "Henry," said Stuart, and now was smiling, "do you remember when you were young and looked at a woman? Do you remember the ambitions you had?"




  "I was a fool until I grew old and got sense."




  "It is not reason that makes you hungry. Nor is it reason that makes you fight, or makes you scheme, or sends you into Corson's to have a drink and be comfortable. It is not reason that makes you stick to a friend, or cleave to your God or belong to your lodge. It is not reason that holds you to your friends, nor does it make you cry and laugh and sweat. You do a thing—and then you find some excuse to call it reasonable; but that is not why you do it, Henry. You do it because something a damned sight deeper pushed you to do it. Reason is a pale flicker of candlelight a man holds up to guide himself when the fire in him has burned out."




  He was smiling still, released from the morbid preoccupations which had troubled him all during this afternoon. He had restored his faith in himself by falling back to those extremely simple things he believed in and which he did not have to explain.




  He turned through the store and left the building by the rear door. The sun was half behind the western hills and suddenly the fall air had begun to turn cold; along the creek the smoke of supper fires began to spiral from the tin chimney tops and men were wearily walking in from their day's laboring. He skirted the back end of Camrose's office, drawing the thoughtful eye of the guard stationed there; he went on to his barn and saddled the best of his horses—a big deep-chested sorrel meant for a long run.




  He loitered in the barn's doorway to watch the log building which housed Camrose, and from this point of view he saw the two guards before it and the single guard behind it. All three were now watching him across the two hundred feet. Looking beyond them, he observed one more man stationed at Meadows's store, also keeping eye upon him. The camp knew him and suspected him, and this surveillance made him smile. It was another game to be played, rougher than some others he had been engaged in, and with himself alone in the matter, opposing men who long had been his friends. They liked it little and he liked it less; yet this was the way it had to be played.




  He retreated into the stable and sat down on a keg, thinking of a way which might work; and he turned it about his mind, refining it and smoothing it until the way seemed practical. A rider came along the road through the last clear light of the day at a full gallop, crossed the creek at what seemed a reckless rate and continued up the street. Stuart made out a voice shouting, but caught none of the words, since the buildings of the street were between him and the rider. The voice dropped and other voices rose.




  Returning to the barn's doorway, he saw that all three guards had gone up the street; and now miners began to run from their supper fires along the creek, forward through the spaces between the buildings to the street. Excitement spread its keen incense all about.




  He walked toward the back end of Camrose's office, meanwhile watching a last straggling group come from the creek; he slowed his pace until he saw that he had no eyes upon him for a moment. Then he came against Camrose's back door and tried the knob and found the lock turned. He thrust his shoulder against the door and heard the lock grind against the casing. Camrose's voice came out at him with a kind of panic. "Who's that?"




  "Pull at that knob, George," said Stuart. He backed off and struck the door with the full drive of his legs and his body. The latch snapped clean and the door wheeled open. Stuart plunged through it and slammed against Camrose who violently struggled with him and tried to rush from the room. Stuart said, "Wait."




  "They won't wait longer than dark. I heard them talking."




  Stuart handed over his gun. "Take the sorrel in my barn. Get up in the hills and keep going. Don't come back here."




  "Logan—"




  "That's all the talk we'll need," said Stuart. "Your hands are red as hell. If they catch you again, don't ask me for any more help."




  He backed out of the room, made a sharp survey around him and beckoned Camrose; then he ran along the back end of the street's building, slid between his own store and Howison's and came upon the growing crowd. A man stood by a sweat-black horse, both badly used. The man talked with his head hanging down, scarcely coherent. "From Evans, all the way. My wife's dead. My girl's dead—"




  It was Cobb, and Cobb was on the edge of collapse. Howison stood by him, a hand on his shoulder. "How many Indians you see? Big band, little band?"




  "They're all out. I tell you—"




  "What's this?" asked Stuart.




  The man nearest him was Johnny Steele. Johnny turned about. "He came from the lower ferry, Logan. Everything along the way is afire."




  The messenger said: "If I'd been afoot they'd got me. I was comin' home and I saw 'em leave my house—"




  Howison asked, "Where'd they go after they left your place?"




  "They were goin' toward Dance's." His face grew strange and alarmed and white as he felt himself losing consciousness. He managed to say: "It started on account of Bragg. Bragg killed two Indians girls this morning. A friendly Rogue told the ferryman." Then he slid through Howison's arm and fell to the ground.




  "Why," said Johnny Steele, "a man ought to be tougher than that."




  "A damned-fool remark, Johnny," said Stuart. "We'll have to raise a company and start tonight. Sixty men. Where's sixty men to go?"




  Voices rose all around him and Steele said: "We can do better than sixty." Suddenly one of the miners—one of the guards—gave Stuart a remembering glance and rushed down the street.




  Stuart said: "If it's a real break-out they might attack this camp. Somebody's got to be around for that. Sixty men is enough for traveling."




  The guard came panting back from Camrose's office, crying his news before him. "He busted out. The door's open—back door. He broke the lock."




  Now there were two currents of excitement to sway and disturb the crowd, and a lesser murmuring began to run around the group. Steele said: "That door opens in, don't it? If it's broke it had to be broke by a shove from outside." A righteous man's fury seized him. He yelled at the guard, "Why didn't you watch?" He swung on Stuart with his suspicions pulsing across his face. "Do you think you can buck this camp? Do you think—"




  "Johnny," said Stuart, "you're making long guesses again." He looked around the crowd of miners, knowing they shared Johnny Steele's distrust. He understood them very well, their capacity for sentimental tears, for kindness, for rough justice; but he also knew their intemperate power when roused. At this minute he was in scarcely better shape than Camrose was, but he shrugged his shoulders and showed them no feeling. "Whoever is going, be here in twenty minutes. Grub for three days."




  Johnny Steele shook his head. "Now we have got another chore to do, but we'll come back to this matter later. We are going to treat you rough. We are going to teach you something you need to learn. No man can stand against this camp."




  Stuart turned into his store, put up his grub and moved to the barn to saddle a horse. When he reached the street again, the company had gathered, half on foot and half with horses, and already had elected its officers: Howison was captain, Steele lieutenant, and a miner by the name of Kelly was orderly sergeant. Howison explained this to Stuart in a confidential aside. "I think the boys gave me the job to demonstrate their irritation toward you." He swung to his command. "If I am to run this company I'll run it my way. If my way does not suit you, then it will be time to call an election. But while I'm running it, I want no argument over my decisions. Forward!"




  Captain Howison's company swung into a loose imitation of a military line and made its serpentine way down the street, half mounted and half dismounted, with each man variously cumbered with blankets, kits and guns. The company drew an interested audience all along the street. Eli Decker had, in patriotic spirit, brought out an open-ended keg of whisky and several dippers, and for a while the marching column was neither at march nor in column. Presently, with the keg empty, the way was resumed and a last volley of remarks and casual cheers came from the bystanders.




  Stuart brought up the rear of the group. As he passed along the foot of the street he observed Overmire and Lucy standing in the crowd. Overmire waved a hand at him and called, "Good luck." Lucy held his glance and spoke to him in the old and silent way he knew so well; and he spoke back to her in the same manner, and so left Jacksonville.




  Five miles northeast of town, in the night's full dark, Howison took note of the growing desire for rest and halted his command. "Cook up a quick supper. I propose to march this outfit straight through to Dance's tonight."




  "We'll not make it till daylight," said Kelly, the sergeant.




  "If we camp until morning, we'd not make it until tomorrow night."




  "Yet," said Kelly, "if we march all through the night and reach Dance's by daylight and then found a fresh trail to follow, we'd be too tired to follow it."




  Howison stared at Kelly. "You talk like a dog chasin' its tail."




  "Well, a dog's got sense enough to curl up and sleep when he's tired."




  The discussion grew. Kelly made a speech in favor of rest and an early start by morning. A mounted miner by the name of Parrott suggested resting until midnight. George McFall suggested marching through the night, but with a qualification: let the horse owners go ahead a mile, tie their horses and walk on. The foot miners would come up to the tied horses, ride a mile beyond the first group and tie, continuing afoot. Ed Jensen objected, stating that this would overwork the horses. From that point the discussion went into the subject of the varying endurance of horses. "For example," Ned Gotch said, "I knew a horse on the Russian River who weighed about seven-fifty and was fourteen years old. Yet in the winter of '50 that horse carried two men fifteen miles over a mountain, on a trail three feet deep in snow."




  "Not a California horse," said somebody else. "Must have been pure mustang."




  Stuart tightened the cinch on his horse and stepped to the saddle. Howison called through the dark to him. "Where you going, Logan?"




  "To Dance's. I didn't come out here to argue over horses."




  "Well," said Johnny Steele, "we've got to thresh this thing out."




  "You elected a captain to give the orders. If you stop every house to argue with him, when do you expect to catch up with any Indians? If you mean to swap stories, go back to Corson's. If you came out to fight, quit bellyaching. You talked big back on the street, now you're getting cold feet. You won't catch any Indians at this rate, and maybe you don't want to. Maybe all you want to do is march around in easy spots for two days, and then go back to camp and make out you've been big men." Then he said with vigorous scorn: "Hell, the sight of an Indian would stampede you back to California."




  Johnny Steele's outraged voice came to him. "Well, what do you want to do?"




  "Those with horses should push on fast to Dance's and catch the Indian trail. The rest of you ought to swing over to the river and patrol from the Ferry to Dance's in case the Rogues double back. I'm going to Dance's. Who's going ahead with me?"




  "I'm going," said Howison. "You take the boys afoot, Steele."




  "No," said Steele. "Somebody lend me a horse."




  The horsemen were forming in the shadows. Somewhere in this darkness a rider, urged by Steele's persuasive language, surrendered his mount and joined the foot group. Howison said: "Kelly, you're in command of the boys afoot. You cover the river."




  "Which side of the river?" asked Kelly. "For how long? How far do I go and when do I turn around?"




  "Never mind, Kelly," said a voice. "We'll decide that as we travel."




  "Dammit," said Kelly, "if I'm to command, I can make up my own mind."




  Stuart and Howison led away with twenty or more riders behind. The night sky glittered out its crusted light and a small wind carried a brisk fall coldness. Pacing along the trail as it clung to the foothills, they picked up the silver shining of the river below them, and presently came upon it and followed its turns and its straight stretches, at a walk, at a gallop, at a walk. A cabin light glinted ahead of them; and then the light died as the rumor of their horses reached forward. Then went by, with Howison shouting: "There'll be a bunch patrolling here tomorrow, Oldham." The smell of the warming horses rose rank and the sound of gear slapped and sang. They rested briefly and pushed forward; at the lower ferry they sang across the water until the ferryman came out of his cabin and brought the ferry over. "What's the last news?" asked Stuart.




  "I got four families forted up here. We can make out. The Indians went toward Dance's. Perry Volk was killed, mile down the river."




  The river moved northwest, the trail moved north. Stuart pushed on, through little pocketed clearings and up the face of low hills, and along flat stretches studded loosely with trees. In the dense mass of the hills ahead of them a red glow spread against the sky. This was seven or eight miles away, beyond Dance's. "They've fired the woods," said Howison. "Or it could be Jay Fitch's cabin."




  They stumbled upon the litter of Stuart's destroyed pack train; mules lay all along the trail, capsized with their packs, and the smell of all this had begun to grow strong. Stuart pulled in. He got to the ground and walked along the wreckage. He was not sure of its identity until he came across one mule whose markings he knew. "Mine," he said.




  Howison said: "That's bad. How big an outfit was it?"




  "Thirty mules."




  "Wonder if Blazier and Murrow got out of it."




  Scattered bolts of cloth made ghostly patterns in the night and all the horses of the troop were shying away from the sight and smell of the disaster. They made a detour of the trail until the dead mules were well behind. The light from Dance's house sparkled in the distance and now Howison lifted his voice in a long and undulating halloo to warn the people yonder. Dance's door was open when the detachment swung into the yard—and Vane Blazier's voice called: "Who's that?"




  "How is it here?" asked Stuart.




  "Well now, I'm glad to see you," said Blazier. "We got jumped and Murrow was killed. Old Dance and young Bushrod Dance are dead. Mrs. Dance is all right. Caroline's gone. She was up in the brush hunting for a cow when the Rogues hit. I found her trail but I couldn't follow it. There was some Indians still roaming around and I had to back off. By God, I'm glad you're here."
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  Stuart stepped into the house and found Mrs. Dance at the stove. She had heard them and now she proposed making some kind of meal. She looked around at Stuart, her dark face pressed into tightest composure. "Caroline's all right," she said. "We brought our youngsters up to shift for themselves. I'll have coffee in a minute."




  Howison and part of the group crowded in; and others were moving around the cabin, easy-calling into the night. Stuart said: "In the morning we'd better take you down to the Ferry. It is a safer place."




  "No," said Mrs. Dance, "I would not feel easy underfoot in another woman's house. Anyhow, the other boys will be back. They'll take care of it."




  Blazier said, "We've got to get on Caroline's trail. It goes up there—" and he pointed to the hills eastward. He waited for Stuart to speak. When Stuart showed no immediate sign of moving, young Blazier's tight-strung emotions began to break. He gave Stuart a hot and resentful glance. "Well, ain't we going?"




  "What was Caroline wearing?" asked Stuart of Mrs. Dance.




  "A gingham dress," said Mrs. Dance. "A blue-and-white-checked dress."




  "What kind of a gun was she carrying?"




  "Her pa's big pistol."




  "Well," said Stuart. "That's six shots. You hear her do any firing?"




  "I can't recollect," said Mrs. Dance. "There was firin' all around us while the red beasters were here. My man was killed soon. Son Bushrod was hit almost the last shot. Then they went away." She faced the stove, away from them. "It was Dance I was thinkin' about not anybody else."




  Young Blazier gave Mrs. Dance a glance of irritation, offended by what she said; it sounded callous to him. Stuart said: "Which way do you think that no-horn cow went?"




  "It was a breachy animal," said Mrs. Dance. "Always knockin' down the fence. There's some kind of grass up Goose Canyon it yearned for."




  "How long had she been gone," asked Stuart, "when the Rogues hit you?"




  Mrs. Dance put a palm across her eyes to think. "We had the potatoes on the stove, boilin' for supper. That's five-thirty. Then she went. I was mixin' up some greens with the cottage cheese. Then I turned to get the potatoes off the stove. That was mighty near six. I heard Dance shout and then he was runnin' in from the meadow. I never did get the potatoes off the stove. The water boiled out and the potatoes scorched. Well, she was gone a half hour when the beasters came."




  One of the party, outside the house, said: "There's something coming up the trail." Afterwards his challenge sharply rode the night: "Who's that? Sing out."




  A voice made guttural with fatigue answered. "I'm coming in."




  Stuart, hearing the voice, stepped from the cabin. The miners were drifting up from the shadows; they made a group in the front yard of the house, listening to the shuffle of the approaching stranger's boots. He called again: "There's Rogues around here yet. I heard some on the trail a little while ago."




  Stuart drew his gun. He said: "Stand fast. Who are you?"




  Howison murmured: "Hell, Logan, it's a white man. Let him come in."




  The shuffling of the stranger's boots stopped. He said in a different voice: "That you, Logan? I've been chased all day. I'm dead beat."




  "Why," said Howison, "it's Bragg."




  Stuart lifted his gun and fired in Bragg's general direction. The echo went out through the night in great bounding, widening waves and broke against the hills, shattering into lesser echoes. Bragg stood fast, wherever he was. He began to argue stubbornly. "You got to forget that, Stuart. Don't turn against a man with your own color of skin now. Boys, don't let him do it. Take his gun away from him."




  "If you come inside my range, Bragg, I'll kill you," said Stuart.




  "Listen, boys," said Bragg, "I can't run much longer. There's Rogues within sound of my voice. You know what they'll do to me, don't you? You want to see me hangin' to a tree, skinned and dressed? That's what they'll do."




  Stuart stood silent and unchanged. Howison stared through the dark at him, his own feelings somewhat swayed by the grisly picture Bragg painted. The rest of the group said nothing, and Bragg spoke again with a greater note of begging. "You boys take me in. I'll go back to Jacksonville and stand a miners' court. That's fair, ain't it?"




  "No," said Stuart. "You've got nothing coming to you at all."




  Bragg growled, "By God, I'm coming in," and his boots began to scuff the road. He was hoping to break their nerve, Stuart thought; he was hoping to come among them, after which they would have no stomach to shoot him. Stuart brought up his pistol when he first saw the man's shape take form against the night; he fired twice and witnessed Bragg wheel and plunge out of the trail into the brush. Bragg's cursing was a winded and terrible thing in the night. His words went on and on, by turn violent and wheedling. The crowd stood fast, listening.




  Stuart said: "Blazier and I are going up Goose Canyon. I don't think we'll see anything in the dark, but we've got to look." He started off with Blazier. He stopped suddenly and called back. "If you let Bragg come up here, I'll shoot him when I get back."




  One of the crowd answered him. "He won't come. I'll take care of that."




  Stuart turned the corner of the house and walked into the meadow, Blazier beside him. The yellow stubble gave out a faint glow and their feet made a racket on it. They waded a summer-thin creek and were at once between the jaws of the canyon, in a blackness so deep that the strip of sky above the canyon seemed bright by contrast—its stars all glittering. Stuart stopped and sank down, listening into the night. The creek made its varied and chattering racket along the stones and there was a breathing of wind along the trees; he rose and went on. He had gone only a short distance—twenty feet or so—when his foot struck an obstacle, half soft and half hard, on the trail. He put his hand to it and discovered the no-horn cow, dead.




  Blazier murmured: "She must have been bringing the cow back," and hurried forward.




  Stuart suppressed the notion to call him back and remained by the cow. If Caroline had gotten clear, which way had she gone? Not immediately to the house, since it had been under attack. Perhaps she had circled into the timber, had settled down to wait her chance to return. Well, then, why hadn't she returned, after the Indians had left the cabin?




  Maybe she had retreated deeper into the hills.




  If so, the likely thing to guess was that she had drifted either north or east—both directions furnishing the densest kind of shelter. There was scarcely any choice between the two routes except that by going north she kept near the Oregon- California trail and might come upon passing miners.




  All this was based on the guess that she had survived. He laid a hand on the cow and felt the warmth still in that carcass; he thought of Caroline's firm and browned face, the curve of her shoulders and the smile that came rarely to her. Then, from a higher point on the trail, young Blazier loudly called her name into the night. "Caroline!"




  He had scarcely spoken it when a gun's shot came dry and bitter through the dark—to be followed by a second; and afterwards Stuart heard Blazier's boots rush down the trail. Stuart rose and braced himself. He put out his hands and took the first shock of Blazier's on-springing body. He said: "Hold up," and he pulled Blazier back from the trail. He gave Blazier a shove to the ground and he himself dropped.




  A voice up the trail said, "Ah-uh," and, in a moment, Stuart made out the quick light padding of moccasined feet. Stuart crouched lower in order to catch the silhouette of the Rogue against the sky; he saw it dimly, and then saw a second—the two shapes not far apart.




  The two Rogues were aware of the dead cow and slowed down as they came forward. This brought both of them together and at that moment Stuart rose forward and crashed the barrel of his gun down across the head of the foremost figure. The second Indian, warned, leaped back and fired—and missed. Blazier's bullet, aimed on the Rogue's gun flash, dropped the second Indian. The echoes rolled away, one hard upon the other.




  "Come on," said Stuart, and led the way down the canyon's trail. They were out in the meadow before he spoke again. "Nothing to do until daylight."




  Howison had set up a guard. The rest of the crowd had settled in the yard for rest. Standing a moment near the door, Stuart watched Blazier drop near the house, and he heard the young man breathing in a short and uneven way. Blazier was crying. Stuart thought: "That's the way he feels about her. I wonder if she knows it." There was no further sound from Bragg, but he guessed that the big man was as close as possible to the protection of this house. He went inside, finding Howison with a cup of coffee. He sat down and lay back on the chair. "The cow's dead. Two bucks jumped us."




  Mrs. Dance said: "Caroline can take care of herself."




  Howison gently shook his head and left the room. Stuart thought: "North is as good a bet as any," and, settling deeper in the chair, fell asleep.




  Mrs. Dance, rattling the coffeepot on the stove, woke him; and he found he had during his sleep crawled from the chair and made his bed under the table. There was still no light upon the meadow when he went to the rear of the house and washed his face in the tin bowl. Miners were rousing from their brief and uncomfortable sleep, morosely silent for want of rest. A fire's pale-yellow edge cut the blackness, around which men squatted to cook up their bacon. Mrs. Dance was supplying the coffee. Stuart drank two cups black and said: "Blazier and I will scout the canyon again," and started off with the young man.




  Light began to break in the eastern sky and swell in pale bands. The carcass of the dead cow was visible as they passed it, and the creek showed its streaky white edges where it foamed among the boulders. A little beyond the cow, Stuart moved into the brush and waited full light. When it came, he said to Blazier: "You go down the canyon. She should have left her prints near the creek. I'll go the other way."




  Fifty feet from the cow he came upon the flat tracks of an Indian pressed deep into the creek's mud. He followed these back into the brush and watched them grow fainter on the less resilient earth; he returned to the creek again and continued upward. Other tracks were visible, but all of them were Rogue. They would be tracking her, and thus be going in the same direction she went. He turned back, finding Blazier slightly below the dead cow. Blazier pointed to the earth and made a circle with his forefinger around a small shoe print. He was greatly stirred. "She was here. She was right here."




  Stuart followed these prints up the hill's slope and into the brush. She had been running that to be observed from the deep and scuffed shape of her tracks. She had run a long distance without stopping, circling the brush where possible, otherwise breaking through it. Two hundred feet from the creek, she had stopped to rest or to hide. Her knees had made two round depressions on the forest mold.




  He called to Blazier. "Go tell Howison to leave three men with Mrs. Dance, and to come along with the rest. On foot. We can't use horses."




  Blazier rushed down the canyon, sounding ahead with his shout of discovery. Stuart crouched in the thicket, realizing he would have to keep an eye on Blazier during the day's march; the lad was in a frame of mind which would make him careless. He looked down at the print of Caroline's knees and he thought of the fear and the wildness which must have been in her, but when he pictured her face he saw no terror on it; she had a self-reliance great as any man's. He reached down and laid his hand on the print of her knee and suddenly he realized she was more mature than he knew. He remembered the shadow on her face when he had proposed; not even her pleasure had entirely dissolved it. She had known how much he was offering, and she had known about Lucy. Nevertheless she was a realist, taking what she could get, and showing him no tears for what he held back. It was less than she wanted, he realized; it was less than any woman wanted. But she had made up her mind to be content with it and to hide her regret.




  Howison came up the canyon with the rest of the miners and the group made a loose circle in the thicket, around Stuart. "Everybody spread out," he said. "We'll drag the country best we can."




  "Look behind," said Howison.




  Stuart turned and stared down the canyon, to discover the unmistakable shape of Bragg coming out of the meadow into the canyon, soon ducking from sight. "He's afraid to be alone," said Stuart. "It will be a hard way to die, if the Rogues catch him." He made a signal to the group, and rose and walked into the timber, with the girl's tracks directly before him.




  The sun's clear light rushed across the high sky; but once the party entered this dense stand of timber, twilight came again, broken on rare occasion by a thin shaft of sunlight slanting down through a gap in the matted ceiling of branches. These trees were old, they were huge and they stood upon the earth with their great feet building massive hummocks around them. A thousand years of destruction and decay lay upon the earth, at places making direct progress forward impossible; and fern and undergrowth luxuriantly grew in the perpetual shade. The slope rose steadily and reached a rough crest. Beyond the crest, the land pitched down at a forty-five degree angle into a canyon smothered with wild berry vines, devil's stalk and water-loving shrubs.




  The print of Caroline's shoes were clear to this point; and here her trail turned with the ridge and went westward along it. Stuart thought: "She got the idea of drifting toward the Oregon- California road." He waited for the skirmish line of miners to fight up through the tangled slope. Howison appeared, drawing wind from the bottom of his lungs; some branch, whipping back, had left a welt across his forehead.




  Stuart followed Caroline west. Fifty yards on he saw a pair of moccasin prints swing from the brush and march with Caroline's tracks; shortly afterward these moccasin prints were joined by others, until there was a scuffed streak along the ground, in which Caroline's marks were wholly lost. Half a dozen bucks had found her route and had followed it.




  Then the trail dropped into the canyon. Stuart moved down the slope in stiff-legged jumps and came to a narrow sluggish creek half buried in mud; all this mud had been churned by the prior travel of the Indians. A few yards away, Howison had gotten himself involved in a patch of nettles and was softly swearing. The rest of the miners arrived with considerable racket, dropping by the creek for water. Blazier, always in advance, called back. "She tore her dress."




  Stuart moved up to him and saw the little strip of blue-and- white gingham clinging to the stiff crotch of a bush; he squatted and took off his hat to squeeze the sweat from its band. He had a picture of Caroline again, still stone-grave in her expression, her dress ragged and her eyes growing dark. He shook his head and continued upward. Howison called from behind. "Better rest. We're beginning to straggle."




  He went on until he reached another crest. The tracks now suddenly fanned out in several directions as the Rogues had divided in their search. He said to Blazier, "Go that way. See if you can pick up her tracks."




  Before him—below him—was a greater canyon and a wider one. A creek of considerable size ran along its bottom, and the sides of the canyon, worn by this creek's centuries of running, were almost vertical. The miners now slowly toiled forward to join him, to look at him, to drop on their haunches. Howison heaved himself up the last stages of the slope and opened his mouth for air. Hot as the labor was, he had turned pale.




  Blazier came back. "I saw nothing that way," he said, and turned in the other direction to make his search.




  Stuart drew out his pipe and filled and lighted it. The first pull of smoke freshened him, and he began to look more closely at the prints around him; he bent over one of them. So far he had assumed that this trail had been made the night before, but he now noted that the edges of the prints still were sharp and ragged. The little particles of earth had not dried and crumbled away as they would have done after eight or ten hours of time, and the dried leaves and the short fern blades which had been pressed down by the traveling weight of the Indian still were plastered flat to the bottom of the prints.




  "These were made this morning," he said. "She must have hidden close by the cabin all night—the Indians also. She must have figured they were watching for her and waiting for daylight. So she moved on. They followed as soon as they could read the ground. She's not far off."




  Howison shook his head. "I know how you feel, but don't be optimistic."




  Blazier returned and dropped to the ground. "I wish I could read sign," he said, and was angry at his own uselessness. "I can't make out a thing."




  Below them, somewhere in the canyon from which they had just emerged, brush began to rattle. Stuart rose up and counted the men around him. "We're all here, aren't we?" he said. He went to the edge of the canyon, looking into it. He heard the brush snap again, but he could see nothing through the massed timber; then the brush ceased to rattle. "Bragg," he said.




  "He's afraid," said Howison.




  "That will be something new for him. He was never afraid of anything before."




  "He never had anything he couldn't take care of before," said Howison. "But he can't take care of this. They're going to get him, and he knows it."




  It was time to move; it was time to make a guess. The steep canyon before him would prevent Caroline from continuing directly northward; by necessity, she had turned either eastward deeper into the hills, or she had swung downgrade to the west, toward the Oregon-California trail. A sound came up from the west, the sound of an animal whipping through the brush, and in another moment he saw an elk, old and heavily antlered, break through the screen. The wind was coming with the elk, out of the west, so that he had no warning until his eyes saw shapes that were not familiar to his world. Warning stopped him, but never quite stopped him. He fell to a trotting walk; he turned his head slightly aside, sucked at the air with his nostrils and then he wheeled into a run and crashed down the canyon.




  Stuart said, "That's our answer. Something down that way spooked him."




  He moved westward with the miners straggling beside him and behind him, wearily circling deadfalls and huge tree columns, wearily fighting the brush. The moccasin prints made zigzag designs on the ground, thickening as the Rogues came together, thinning as they wheeled away on different scents. The forest brightened and the trees gave way to an opening in this wilderness; the scars of a fire showed on nearby treetrunks and farther on the thinning timber presented him vistas of a meadow.




  The group came up to the edge of the timber and paused before this open area which was a rough square of perhaps a hundred feet; sunlight brilliantly flooded this open area and fern grew waist high around charred stumps and silvered snags. Across this way the Rogues had gone, their course marked by the broken-down fern.




  Howison said: "I don't relish exposing myself out there."




  It became a clearer conviction to Stuart that this trail had been made not more than two hours before. Caroline was somewhere in the yonder trees, and the Rogues were also somewhere there; the sense of time's pressure got into him, the need of haste overbore his caution. He said, "Come on fast," and trotted from the trees.




  The smell of the ferns rose in wild fragrance as he broke them under his feet. He hurdled dead logs matted with berry vines; quail, flushed from cover, drummed away in low flight before him. Howison and Blazier were close at his either side and he noted that Howison's face was drawn from exertion and his mouth sprung wide. The rest of the miners were scattered loosely in line across the meadow, their shapes cut off at the hips by the fern. Turning his head to scan the rear, he saw Bragg standing at the meadow's edge.




  "Do I see something ahead—right straight ahead by the trees?" asked Howison.




  They were half across, and faltering from the run. Stuart shouted: "Keep up—keep up," and regretted the waste of this wind. He looked at young Blazier and observed that the boy trotted with no exertion showing on his face. Seeing it, Stuart had the bitterest regret that he was no longer twenty, with the boundless stamina of twenty. He raked the line of trees ahead with his glance and, fifty feet from that shelter, he flung up his revolver at what he thought was a copper body skulking there. He checked himself, but his gesture ticked off Howison, who lifted his gun and fired point blank. Stampeded by this, the miners gathered speed and rushed forward one by one and got into the timber; there they stopped, calling to each other in short and exhausted tones.




  A shout came across the meadow, full and desperate. Staring back over the field of fern, Stuart watched Bragg come forward in great haste; he cried out again, his voice going to top pitch and breaking. Stuart raised his gun and at once fired, missing. Bragg stumbled to a halt. He put both hands over his head and stood as still as his winded body would permit. He swung an arm to the rear, pointing at the woods out of which he had come, and through which Stuart and his group had just passed. He shouted: "They're in there!" Then other shots began to roll flatly in the morning, out from the miners toward Bragg. The latter ducked, turned and started back. Twenty feet from the trees he dropped out of sight in the ferns, and his own gun began to speak.




  Howison shouted: "Look over there," and Stuart saw bodies weaving along the edge of the far trees. A Rogue came into the meadow, low-scurrying, and Bragg's gun sent up two swift explosions. The Rogue dropped, apparently struck, but two more Indians now rushed from the trees at Bragg; he fired again as they came at him. He rose up into view and made a final shot as the two bore down upon him.




  His gun was then apparently empty, and he swept it before him as he would have swung a scythe. One Indian wheeled around him while the other came straight on. Bragg dropped his gun and jumped at the nearest Indian and locked him in his brutal arms—and the quick shout of that Rogue was a piercing signal across the meadow as Bragg crushed him. The other Indian rushed in behind Bragg and beat him over the head until he went down into the ferns; afterwards Stuart saw the two Indians bend and rise and bend as they killed Bragg.




  "Good God," said Howison, and turned his head away.




  The two Indians rose, each bearing some bloody trophy in his hands. Stuart took careful aim and fired, long as the range was for the revolver. He struck his target, he saw his Indian flinch and run back to shelter at an off-balance stride. Now the miners opened on the other fleeing Rogue, but did not bring him down. A long, startled yell came from the far end of the miner's line.




  "Hey—over here!"




  Firing began and grew lively fifty feet down the timber. Stuart murmured, "They must have crawled around," and rushed toward the source of the shots. He circled a tree and beat his way to a clump of brush; as he came out of the brush clump he faced a Rogue who, flatly inching his way forward along the earth, now sprang up with his gun. He was so close at hand that Stuart struck him in his forward plunging and smelled the savage's rank odor before he clubbed him down with his gun. Howison cried out: "Watch it!" and fired, his bullet passing quite near Stuart; wheeling half around, Stuart saw the brush tremble as Rogues rose from cover and came in. He had Howison and Blazier with him; and somewhere near at hand other miners were smashing their way forward. Bullets whipped by; a chunk of bark splintered from a fir and struck Stuart's hat.




  He spoke sharply at Blazier. "Get behind a tree." He turned and shoved Blazier back, and fired at a Rogue half hidden behind a fir, fifteen feet distant. The Indian swayed as though pushed by a board; he made a grab at the rough bark of the tree and pulled himself back. A round tarnished spot showed on his chest; it bubbled and grew larger, and blood made a brighter streak down his chest. His eyes were round and bottomless and his lips drew up from his teeth—and as Stuart watched, dullness and vacancy and unknowingness came to the Indian. When he fell he was dead.




  The Rogues, rushing in for the attack, had met resistance. They had seen a swift kill in prospect, or would never have charged in this manner, so uncharacteristic of their way of fighting. Now they drew away, with the miners plunging after them, the fight becoming a hand-to-hand affair, scattered all through the timber. Stuart lost contact with both Howison and Blazier as he ran forward. A bullet whipped past him, its source seeming to be beyond a dead log. He jumped aside, pulled himself over the log and saw a Rogue disappearing into a tangle of wind- fallen timber. He followed, pressing aside old branches and working his way through a kind of tunnel made by two trees lying side by side; he caught sight of the Rogue ahead of him, stooped and wheeling swiftly from sight.




  When he came to the end of the tunnel he found himself facing the pit where once the roots of a tree had been. The Indian stood at the bottom of it, swiftly ramming new charges into his revolver.




  When he saw Stuart he dropped his useless gun, made a quick leap, caught Stuart by the feet and dragged him off balance into the pit. He fell over Stuart, he beat at him with his fists, he slid a forearm around Stuart's throat and he rolled and locked his hands together and began to squeeze on Stuart's windpipe.




  Stuart rolled with him. He had his hands free and he reached for the man's locked hands, to break the pressure. He could not reach far enough back, nor could he exert enough force to release himself. He turned his head, but the pressure increased and he drew one last thin stream of air into his lungs—and felt his heart pounding heavier against his chest. He rolled again and rose to his haunches; he reached out and caught one of the Indian's legs. He got a knee against the leg and pulled the lower part of the Indian's leg against this with a tremendous heave. The Indian turned to relieve the strain and, in turning, let his arms fall away. Stuart dragged in the sweet wind and made his grab at the Rogue now suddenly rolling clear. He pinned the man down; he laid his weight across the other's body and his forearm across the man's throat. He shoved with the weight of his shoulders until he heard the Rogue's windpipe grate. The Rogue twisted with him and unseated him, but he used his fist, stunning the Rogue with a smash against the forehead. Then he reared back and caught the revolver he had dropped. The Rogue was halfway to his feet when Stuart swung in and beat him over the head.




  He stood still, with his vision blurred; his hand shook when he dragged it across his face. He could not breathe deeply enough, or fast enough. He put both arms over the edge of the pit and held himself there, at the moment doubting if he could climb from it. He heard voices shouting in the distance, and other voices answering as the firing settled to occasional reports; somewhere a voice called his name.




  He opened the revolver and charged it; he pinched on the caps and gripped the gun with one hand and made a jump upward, from the pit. He fell back, and afterwards he kicked toeholds in the spongy ground and used these to pull himself into the alley made by two trees. He returned along the alley, forced a way through the branches, and discovered Howison coming forward.




  Howison looked closely at him. "You get hit?"




  "No."




  "I think we broke 'em up. It's clear around here."




  Another shot erupted deeper in the trees as Stuart and Howison moved toward the edge of the meadow. When they got to it they saw miners walking across to where Bragg had fallen. Howison stopped short and said, "I don't want to see him."




  "Cry for the good ones dead," said Stuart. "Not for him. Would you want him alive, waiting around to kill somebody else?"




  "I know," said Howison. "But there is a Christian mercy we have got to remember."




  "There is mercy," said Stuart. "And then there is something which is not mercy, but only easy tears. The people who are dead because of this man would probably have been alive today if Bragg had been killed a month ago. I wish I had done it then." He felt stronger, but he was still shaken from the fight and he still had the grisly feeling of the Indian's arms locked around his neck. He watched the miners coming up and he said: "We won't pick up Caroline's tracks in this jungle. She was headed for the Oregon- California road. That's less than a half mile west. We'll go that way and see if we can find anything."




  The miners spread out with a slow weariness and once again moved through this half-impassible forest. They walked carefully and they kept a sharp watch ahead of them, and around them, and behind them. It was not in the nature of Indians to stand fast once they had suffered a sharp defeat, yet the chance always existed that some one brave, seeking distinction, might make a lone fight. So they went on with a steady attention, jaded and winded and brush-scratched. A small break in the trees gave them a view of the trail, and somewhere short of noon they came upon it, and walked along it until they reached a creek. They dropped here and drank in greedy thirst, and wetted their faces in relief. Stuart filled his chest and sent a long halloo ringing back through all the corridors of the hills. Blazier fired one shot into the air. They stood around, listening and waiting. They had their fear but avoided speaking of it; they stared about them at the deep, dense forest and wearily thought of the drudgery of another search back through it.




  Stuart said: "Two of you boys go down the road. Look for her tracks. She may have reached here and started home. Blazier and I will go in the other direction."




  "Well," said Howison, "all right," and he sat down on the road and stretched himself out. Fatigue had gotten deeper into him than in the others; it had done something permanent to him, Stuart thought as he turned north along the trail with Blazier.




  "Vane," he said with some sharpness, "keep your head up."




  The trail ran a straight course for half a hundred yards, rose up a small grade, and curled around a long bend; the sun stood straight overhead, its light here and there turning the trail's dark dust to a sleazy gold. The surface of the trail was rough with the traffic of pack trains, so that Stuart was unable to tell whether or not Caroline had passed this way. After half a mile, he turned back.




  "She wouldn't have gotten over this way."




  Young Blazier followed him back along the slow bend, with nothing to say. The fight had left him in a dejected frame of mind; it had filled him with foreboding. "Vane," said Stuart, "keep your head up."




  They were not quite around the bend, not quite in view of the main party ahead of them, when Stuart's glance, consistently roving back and forth along the edges of the trail, caught a motion in the deep-shadows of the forest, some yards away on the left side. He was not certain of it and stopped, bringing up his gun and narrowing his eyes for a cleaner view. He lost sight of that bit of motion; then he caught it again, and in another moment he saw Caroline Dance step from the trees into the trail.




  He broke into a run and he gave a shout, and for the first time he realized how black and heavy his apprehensions had been; they dropped from him, leaving him light of mind. "Why, Caroline," he said.




  Blazier knocked him aside and rushed forward, calling her name over and over. Blazier came up to her and put an arm on her shoulder and suddenly the young man was crying. "My God, Caroline," he said. "My God..."




  She was weary and she swayed when Blazier touched her. Her dress was torn, her arms scratched, and her face was welted with the slash of vines she had gone through. Her hair fell around her face, in the presence of the two men, she made a little gesture with her hand to straighten it. She had her father's revolver gripped in her fingers. Yet, tired and bruised as she was, the composure remained on her face. She had been through an ordeal, but that ordeal had not unsteadied her mind. She was now what she had been before, a reliant and practical girl who, for all the fear she may have felt and all the sudden thrusts of terror which may have gone through her, had never doubted herself.




  Stuart stopped before her and put his arms around her. He held her closely and for a moment she dropped her head against his shoulder. She said: "I heard firing. I was hidden well. I guess you must have met the Rogues. I'm tired and I want to go home."




  "All right," said Stuart. "We'll go home."




  She stepped back from him, and looked at him with the closest of expressions; she read him carefully and thoroughly, and then she turned her glance to young Blazier. He had gotten control of himself, furtively brushing the tears from his eyes; he looked at her with the most heartfelt relief, and his own feelings were as clear as day to her. Her expression softened as she watched him, and what she saw broke the fatigued dullness of her cheeks. She turned to Stuart again and he felt that she made a comparison and came to a judgment. Whatever it was, she afterwards thought of something else. "How are my people?"




  Stuart said: "Your mother's all right."




  "Logan—what's wrong with my father?"




  "He's dead, Caroline. And so is your brother Bushrod."




  The night and day had not broken her, but now her face changed. She said: "I want to go home," and turned from them, walking on toward the main party. She stumbled as she walked, and she put a hand to her face, and was half blinded with her tears.
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  As soon as they returned to Dance's the miners dismounted, cooked up a noon meal, and lay back to smoke and to rest. Presently half of them were asleep in the warm day. The door closed on the Dances' cabin as soon as Caroline entered it, and for the first time Stuart heard the sound of Mrs. Dance crying. The presence of Caroline had unlocked the older woman's tragedy. Young Blazier sat hard by the door, grown gloomy once more.




  Stuart got a pair of shovels and, with half a dozen miners, went down the trail to the slaughtered pack train, and buried Murrow in the little thicket. Howison was with him and on the way back to the Dances' he spoke of Stuart's bad luck. "Thirty loaded mules is a hard loss, Logan."




  "Maybe more," said Stuart. "I'm wondering about the string from Crescent City."




  When they reached the cabin, the door was open, and Mrs. Dance was waiting in the yard.




  "Logan," she said, "I guess you better think about Dance and Bushrod." She shaded her eyes and looked out upon the meadow to where two old oaks shaded the earth. "Make it there."




  Half of Kelly's foot outfit came up the trail while the graves were being dug and Kelly said: "The rest of the boys went back home. There's nothing along the river. Those creatures don't never stay where they strike."




  Dance and Bushrod were buried in the early afternoon. One of the miners seemed to have been a minister in earlier days. Unfrocked or resigned, he nevertheless stepped forward and conducted the services. It occurred to Howison to start a song. After the song, the women returned to the cabin and the men got in a circle to discuss the next thing to be done.




  "The regulars from Fort Lane are scoutin' the upper Rogue," said Kelly.




  "Well," said Howison, "I don't doubt the governor will call for militia companies in a few days. Meanwhile, we ought to station a few men here, and a few somewhere on the river. Six in either place should be enough. The rest of us can go home and get better organized. This will be a campaign running through fall. Who'll volunteer to stay here for three more days?"




  "Where's Johnny Steele?" asked Stuart.




  "He went back."




  Caroline appeared in the doorway, studying the group. Young Blazier swung toward her and presently returned, briefly murmuring to Stuart. "Wants to see you."




  She had changed her dress, and she had fixed her hair. As he came up he realized she had something to say to him but found it difficult; she took his arm and walked with him around the cabin and along the trail. On this trail, he remembered, he had proposed to her.




  "What are you going to do, Logan?"




  "Go back to Jacksonville to see what's become of my Crescent pack string. We'll have six men here for a while. You and your mother ought to come to town and put up at my place."




  "No," she said. "I would not want to do that."




  "You'll be doing it soon enough," he pointed out.




  "No," she said, "I never will leave here. I am going to be married here and I am going to raise my children here. I could not be a town woman. I could not be a woman moving around. I could not live in the back of a store. It is a thing I even thought of last night in the hills. I would disappoint you. It came to me how much I would. We are not the same."




  "Caroline—" he said.




  "No," she said, "we are not the same. Maybe you think we could grow to be the same, but when we got older we'd not change." Her voice for the first time expressed her sadness. "You are not a contented man. You never will be. But I want nothing to change. It is my wish to look out from the cabin window and see my man plowing, and at night to see him in the kitchen rocker. I never want it to be different." He said, "Who will the man be?"




  She looked at him, keenly watching him. "I guess you know."




  He nodded, remembering how it had been on the trail. He had not cried at the sight of her; it was Vane Blazier who had cried. She had known then where the love lay. "Blazier," he said.




  She turned with him and said nothing more until they had reached the cabin. "It is a hard thing for me to think of hurting you. But I am not hurting you too much. Not nearly as much as another woman already has."




  He had the answer to that question he had earlier asked himself. She had known what he lacked for her, and she was refusing him now because it was too great a lack. "And I'd be hurting you too much as time went on," he said. "That's it, I suppose?"




  She gave him the smallest and briefest of smiles. "Yes," she said, and made a quick turn into the house. She stood in the kitchen, her face drawn together, and her mother saw this and spoke. "Caroline, it does no good to keep from cryin', if you've got to cry."




  Caroline walked into the bedroom and stood at its open window. She was there when Logan rode by on his horse, and she stepped back so that he wouldn't see her; but she kept her eyes on him until he was far down the trail and at last turned from sight. "It is him I'll be missing—just as he has been missing Lucy. Now it's the other way around." The sense of loss was great within her, and loneliness came to her with its first unbearable shock. But even if she and Logan had lived the rest of their lives together, she would still have been lonely, knowing how much of him would never belong to her. It was better to take Vane Blazier, who brought everything to her and would be happy here.




  She would not be giving Vane the kind of love she felt for Stuart; that would always be something set apart. Still, she was realist enough to know that she could hide that from Vane so that he would never know it. A man never saw the things a woman saw. Things would be good enough and time would soften much that now seemed hard.




  "Caroline," said Mrs. Dance, "are you a-going to cry? Some people it helps a lot."




  "No," said Caroline. "I'm not. Some people it doesn't help."




  Camrose made his run to Stuart's stable unobserved, got on the horse ready for him and rode to the stable's rear door. All the miners along the creek had gone up the street, leaving the back side of town empty. With the barn's bulk shielding him from the street, he rode over the creek and into the trees; thereafter he circled the town and drifted back, until he was within a few yards of Overmire's cabin. He left the horse in the timber and walked forward. The miners were grouped along the street below him and he took somewhat of a chance when he rounded the cabin and stepped through its open door. Lucy and her mother were in the room. Overmire had gone down to join the miners.




  Lucy stared at Camrose. She said, "You ought not to have risked it."




  "You!" said Mrs. Overmire with considerable feeling. "You go along. Who got you out?"




  "Logan," said Lucy.




  "I think," said Mrs. Overmire, "Logan's done enough for you, George. And I think you've done too much." But she caught her daughters glance and rose and left the cabin.




  "A very cool reception," observed Camrose. It was characteristic of him that when trouble came to him, he grew humble; when the trouble went away, his old manner returned, easy and cynical and quite forgetful. He gave her his close attention and once again he was attempting to weigh her, to discover the subtle shadings and the hesitations and qualified feelings which he always suspected to be present in her. One hour before this moment he had been a man with death closing upon him; now he was the old Camrose, digging at this girl with his dissatisfied mind.




  "You'd better go," she said. "Don't you understand your danger? Even my mother might signal the miners and bring them up here."




  "I have always felt the silent opposition of your people."




  "You've been quite a man for feeling things," she said. "Some of those things were never true. You made them up in your mind."




  "You've turned against me as all the rest have," he said. "What kind of love is it which will not stand against rumors and flimsy evidence? I see it clearly."




  "You are also quite a man for seeing things," she said.




  "And I have been right," he said. "There is little faith in anybody, and not too much loyalty, or great and deep feeling. I hate this camp. When the pack is for you, nothing you do is wrong. When the pack is against you, nothing you do is right."




  "Do you know the risk Logan took in getting you free? Do you know what the camp might do to him? He gambled all his popularity when he helped you. If he loses it, you can say he did it because you were his friend. He never deserted you."




  "Very gallant," said Camrose, with his thin amusement. "Very noble."




  She looked at him with a sharp perception of his faults. They were never clearer to her than now. "You speak of feeling, and of loyalty. Yet you tear it down when you see it. You mock it. You envy it."




  "No doubt Stuart is a great man," he said in the same jeering tone.




  "In your heart you know he is loyal to you. Or was."




  He said: "How did you know he helped me?"




  "I know him. He would never rest until he had you out of town." She rose and went to the door and looked into the falling twilight. "You've got to leave here."




  "You're anxious to be rid of me," he observed.




  Once she had believed in him; he had destroyed that belief by his own careless speech and behavior so that he was now a brittle man without admirable qualities. It was a hard thing to remember how she had felt about him, and how mistaken she had been. It shamed her and made her lose faith in her own honesty.




  "I'll get to San Francisco," he said. "If I should send for you, would you come?"




  "You already know I wouldn't, don't you?"




  "Stuart," he said, "has used his friendship very well. Do you see how profitably he has used his time to ruin what was between us?"




  She shook her head. "In the beginning you had everything of me. I was sure of you. I was happy. Then you began to destroy that by the way you talked, by the way you accepted and neglected everything, by the way you worked on my emotions—and stood back to see how I might squirm and twist. There came a time when I felt everything was wrong. But I couldn't admit I had been so wrong, and I hoped you were not really what I began to see you were. It is a terrible thing for a woman to fall in love, and later realize she was mistaken. It makes her doubt there is such a thing as love at all."




  "All those nice words have not answered me," he said. "It is Stuart now—until you find out he's common clay, as I am. By God, I wish I could be sure you never got him. That's the only regret I carry away from here."




  She turned from him and sat down. She pushed her hands together on her lap and looked down at them. "Well," she said, "you can be sure of that. I won't get him."




  Voices were breaking sharply along the slopes, making Camrose suddenly aware of his danger. He had one more curosity in him. "Do you believe I killed McIver?"




  "I don't know. You are capable of it."




  He returned from the cabin and reached his horse, at once following a small miner's trail into the hills. It had grown dark, and the wind was considerably colder, and he got to thinking of his poor prospects. "I shall have to travel all night. I've got no blankets and no grub. I'm as destitute now as when I came here two years ago."




  The trail dipped into a gulch and followed a small creek marked by the scars of miner's shafts and miner's gravel pits. He passed several deserted cabins, but about two miles from camp he saw a light winking ahead of him and he drew up to consider it. That would be Ed Grogan's place, an old fellow who on occasion had come to town for a drunk. Grogan had food and Grogan undoubtedly had a little dust. He would not be a difficult man to tackle.




  Grogan was inside cooking supper—the smell of it standing in the air. Camrose dismounted and walked quickly through the doorway and lifted his gun on Grogan as the latter, seated at his table, raised his head.




  "Camrose," he said. "You broke loose?"




  "I need your supper, Grogan. I need some grub wrapped up."




  Grogan shrugged his shoulders. "I guess you got the best of the argument." He rose and walked to the far end of the cabin, there finding a flour sack. He looked back over his shoulder. "You'll have to travel mighty fast. The boys won't give up easy."




  "While you're about it, Grogan," said Cam-rose, "throw your poke into the sack."




  Grogan said at once: "I've got no dust."




  "You're lying. You've got it in your back pocket. I see it."




  Grogan stood still, his head turned on his small body. He thus watched Camrose who stood just inside the doorway; and as he watched Camrose he also watched the doorway. "You know, George," he said, "I wasn't sure you'd killed McIver. But I guess the camp was right."




  "Move at it," said Camrose. "I can't wait long."




  "You won't," said Grogan.




  "What's that?" asked Camrose, and then remembered he had his back to the door. He swung with the fastest motion he could manage, but he swung too late. A bullet, coming out of the night, tore through him, and Grogan, now free of danger, pulled his own revolver and added a second shot. Camrose let his gun fall. He placed both hands on the cabin wall and for a moment he gave Grogan a wild, pale and bitter glance and then dropped to the floor. Grogan walked over to him, and another man stepped in from the night. Grogan said: "Good thing you came along, Ted."




  Ted said: "There's a man who had a lot an education, a woman and mighty fine prospects. He certainly panned out no color. Don't quite figure it."




  "Well," said Grogan, "I guess he had notions. Those things can do a lot of harm."




  Stuart came into Jacksonville after dark, and got his bad news from Clenchfield. The Crescent pack string had been destroyed over in the Applegate valley. Stuart took that news without much reaction. All he said was, "The Scotts-burg string is gone, too, Henry. Blazier got clear, but I buried Murrow this afternoon." He went on to his room, and washed. He stood awhile in the room, roughly casting up his accounts. He had lost seventy animals, several horses and a good many thousands of dollars of merchandise; it required no great amount of addition to arrive at his condition.




  Clenchfield came to the doorway. "You know how you stand, Logan?"




  "We'll owe twenty thousand. Will this store and contents cover that much?"




  "Near enough," said Clenchfield.




  "Then we'll be broke, but even. Not bad, Henry."




  "Do you know what I did when I went broke? I had twenty pounds in my pocket. I got drunk and woke in the street with a single shilling. It was a long time ago. Maybe we both better get drunk tonight."




  Stuart smiled at Clenchfield's gloomy face.




  "Trouble comes with fun. I've had my fun and here's the trouble. Next week I'll ride down to San Francisco and hunt up some credit. I'll have these strings moving out on the road again soon enough. Then we'll have more fun, Henry."




  "All that money," said Clenchfield, and was obsessed by the tragedy of its loss.




  "Never mind," said Stuart, walking through the store. "We'll get another deck and deal again. In this country, you can always get another deck. Remember that."




  He stopped before he got to the doorway, seeing Johnny Steele come in. Johnny had a revolver in his hand; he reversed it and handed it over. He said: "That's what you lent Cam-rose, isn't it?"




  "Where's Camrose?"




  "He stayed a fool till the last," said Johnny. "Last night you got him clear and he would have been free if he'd kept going. Instead he stopped to rob Grogan, and Ted McGovern shot him. There's the end of the man you were willing to ruin yourself for."




  Stuart moved to the store's big counter and put the gun on it. He stood there, looking down. "I'm sorry," he said. "There was good in that man."




  Steele had an irritated answer. "You know better. You just got your neck bowed and you won't face the truth of the matter."




  "In another kind of country he might have made the grade. Here, he lost out. It is a thin margin, Johnny, between what could be, and what actually is."




  "Well," said Steele, "you ran your own luck right out to the end. Last night, I was of a mind to hang you to the same tree we had picked for him. I guess we can forget that now."




  Stuart turned and looked at Steele. "You see how thin the margin is, Johnny?"




  "It was thin for you, for a while," pointed out Steele.




  "Thin for all of us, all the time. Where will you be tomorrow, or where will I be? Maybe lucky and alive. Maybe dead like George."




  It was an unusual note of futility in Stuart which caused both Clenchfield and Steele to look at him with puzzlement; and presently Steele turned into the night without further comment. Stuart remained at the counter, his hand idly turning the gun around and around. His face, always inexpressive when in repose, now was hard and lightless as he went far down into himself. Then he pulled up. "Between the two of us, Henry, Camrose was all the camp thought he was. But I could only do what I did—and would do it again."




  "It was never him you were doing it for," said Clenchfield.




  Stuart gave him a quick glance and left the store. He stood a moment on the walk, watching the lamp-brightened doorway of the Overmire cabin on the hill. He thought: "She believed in him and never doubted him. Now she'll carry it in her mind the rest of her life."




  He crossed the street and walked up toward the cabin.




  Coming out of Stuart's, Johnny Steele paused a moment to look upon the lamp-laced shadows of the street, and then he turned with sudden decision and sudden excitement in him and walked directly to the Lestrade cabin. "She can't be grievin' much," he told himself as he knocked on her door. "He broke her heart and she knows now he was a scoundrel."




  He heard her call to him and he opened the door, to find her bent before a half-filled trunk in the center of the room. She had stripped the room bare.




  "You're leaving?" he said. "For where?"




  "Somewhere."




  "I guess you've had a bad time of it," he said. "You're free of it now. Nothing to make you cry. You've got people to go back to?"




  She shook her head. "That door's shut, Johnny."




  "Why go at all? You've got friends here." He paused and tried to approach what was in his mind discreetly. "There are men here who've looked at you a long while—"




  "Are you one of the men, Johnny?"




  "Yes," he said. "I am."




  "You had your arms around me once," she said. "That made you think of something. It is very nice to think of. But I'm not free, Johnny. There will still be times when I cry—and for the same reason you saw me cry before."




  "Why," he said, "the man's dead. He can't hurt you again."




  "Oh yes he can, Johnny."




  She realized he understood little of it. He stood before her with a feeling and a wish slowly darkening, slowly fading. She came close to tears when she saw it—the niceness and the comfort of it; but she smiled instead and came to him and gave him a kiss on his forehead. Then she turned him around, the pressure of her arm sending him toward the door. On the threshold he swung, still troubled about her.




  "But if you can't go to your folks, what's to become of—"




  "There are other doors open, Johnny. Good-by."




  She listened to him go and she thought: "He's a fine boy," and afterwards the face of Jack Lestrade came before her, and all the memories of him, good and bad, held her still. The people of Jacksonville would judge him harshly, and they would think good of her after she had gone. In that respect they were wrong. The warmth, the color and the carelessness of Jack had drawn her because those were the things she responded to; and she would find them again in other men since she could not help it. As she had said to. Johnny, other doors would be open. Still, it was nice to know she left friends behind her—people who thought her better than she was and wished her well.




  Stuart came to the doorway and found Overmire sprawled before the stove. The two women were in the kitchen. Overmire said: "How was it?"




  "We had a skirmish and drove the Indians west."




  Lucy was behind him, listening. She said: "What about the Dances?"




  "Ben and his son Bushrod were killed. The women are all right." He turned, anxious to see her face. It was calmer than he thought it would be, showing him no sorrow. The light of the lamp softened her and warmth was on her lips. The old feeling of nearness was arising again between them.




  Overmire, impressed by the silence, remembered a chore to be done and rose from the chair. "Mother," he said, "I'll get that calico for you now."




  Mrs. Overmire said: "You'd pick the wrong pattern, Overmire," and came instantly from the kitchen; and these two presently moved into the night.




  "They are never subtle about it, Logan."




  He said: "I wish I could have stayed with George and got him through."




  "Do you know how he died?"




  "I heard. There must have been a little mistake about that."




  She said: "You would always defend him."




  He shrugged his shoulders. "How could a man be really bad if a woman loved him for two years? If he was bad you would have seen it, wouldn't you?"




  She meant to speak of it and explain it; but she gave him a short, sharp glance and walked on to the fireplace. "Shouldn't Caroline be coming to town? It's dangerous where she is."




  "No," he said. "She'll stay. She doesn't like town.




  "How will you work that, Logan?"




  "There's nothing to work. She's marrying Blazier, not me."




  "Logan—why?"




  "I didn't bring her enough. She knew that." She turned back to him. "What does she want?" She stared at him, her expression changing and lightening and filling. "Logan—what didn't you bring her?"




  "The same sort of thing you saw in Cam-rose," he said.




  "He came here after you got him out of the office," she said. "I wish he had not come. It's hard to look on a man and see, so openly, the things you never want to see. It didn't happen overnight, Logan. I knew it a year ago."




  He said in the bluntest possible way, "Then why didn't you end it a year ago?"




  "He asked me that same question—and I gave him half of the answer. How could I know if I was right in loving him, or right in not loving him? How could I change so quickly, without admitting I was foolish and irresponsible?" She looked at him keenly, anxiously. "Caroline saw that you weren't in love with her. I knew it too. Were you afraid of interfering with George and me?"




  "I wanted to keep out of your way."




  "Now I'll tell you what I couldn't tell George. If I had left him, what would you think of me? George grew smaller and you grew greater but I could never explain to you how such a thing was possible."




  "Why, Lucy," he said, "I held him up, because he was the one you wanted."




  "I knew that too," she said. "But he ceased to be the man I wanted long ago."




  He drew a great and gusty breath into his lungs and let it softly spill out of him.




  "Why did you want me to help him get away?"




  "If he had been hung, his ghost would always have been between us."




  She grew warm and beautiful before him with the increasing fullness of these moments. She was fair and constant—and waiting eagerly for him. He spoke her name softly, as he had so often spoken it to himself. "Lucy," he said and put out his hands to her. She was smiling when she came to him and kissed him. Then she drew back and her manner changed to a terrible soberness and he saw fear in her eyes. "Logan," she said, "can you believe that this is what always should have been?"




  "That time in Portland," he said. "You thought I was going out to another woman. You had hate in your eyes, Lucy. I ought to have known what it meant. You have always had something in your eyes for me."




  She lifted her mouth to him and she said, "I thought we had lost each other," and her arms made a pressure around his shoulders. This was the way it never ceased to be between them, this closeness, this rough demand, this insistence. There never would be an end to it and never enough of it.




 Trail Smoke 
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  Forty hours of steady riding brought Buck Surratt across the wide desert to these foothills. The road at once left this burning plain and followed a canyon's rising tangents into broken masses of ravine and butte and deep green sweeps of pine. Far away and high up the Gray Bull peaks reared their stony shoulders.




  A long training in trouble turned him aside from that canyon road. Bearing to the left, he climbed the ridge and reached its summit and there, with the invitation of the pines directly ahead of him, he paused to scan his back trail. His high, flat body became still and all the restlessness of his nature flowed into a hard, prolonged attention. The sun had dipped against the western horizon, and its edge seemed to burst and spill a golden lava across the earth; that final light laid a clear flame on the far mountains over there. Emptiness and a smoky heat haze filled the flat, tawny desert lying between. Buck Surratt's glance explored every detail of it, the whole picture engraving itself on his retentive memory. Afterwards his eyes turned to the green tangle of the hills. Up there was coolness and isolation—and anonymity for a man. And because these were the things he sought beyond all other things, he lifted his reins gladly and passed into the timber...




  At dark he sat on his heels with a pipe clenched between his teeth, watching the livid coals of his campfire burn a ruby hole through the felted shadows of the forest. Water ran sibilantly along the bottom of a ravine on his left; a damp, earthy smell rose from that black depth. The voice of the forest and its mysteries pulsed around him, softened by a small cool wind flowing off the Gray Bull peaks. Out of this deep solitude came the air-borne call of wildness, intangible, yet striking definitely through him. His shoulders swayed a little, he cocked his head to listen, and the pressure around the corners of his long lips relaxed and smoothed away the taut, dry bitterness that had so long been there. The firelight struck up a bright flash in his eyes. A windless chuckle disturbed his chest and his inscrutable, sun-darkened cheeks broke to a faint smiling. He was still smiling when he rolled the blankets around him and fell asleep, the presence of that wild mystery invoking a swift response in his wire-tough body. It eased and nourished him, though he did not know why. There was some ancient familiarity here he didn't understand. The last thing he heard was the patient stir of the pony around its picket rope...




  The shot ripped a ragged hole through the stillness, its sound near enough to strike physically against him. Wakened, he remained a motionless moment in his blankets, keen to the possibilities of the night, hearing the echoes of the shot break and run down the corridors of these hills and die out remotely. His fire was dead and a thin, damp fog lay along the ground, with the curdled blackness of early morning condensed in the sky. The shot, he decided, had come from the canyon on his left. Down there brush began to break before a traveling body. He lifted his head from the saddle and reached beneath it and pulled his gun from the holster; and kicked aside his blankets, rolling quietly away. He got up and stood behind a tree. His horse blew out a gusty breath.




  Somebody crashed up the side of the canyon without regard for secrecy. He heard the sound of a quirt slashing down and the reaching grunts of a pony. The rider came straight on, broke through the last brush and reached the little clearing. The pony stopped, and the breathing of animal and rider rasped heavily across the black; the pony was turning around and around, without control, and the rider's shape seemed to sway and almost fall from the saddle. An odd groan came out of the rider, very thin and very high. After that he wheeled and went away at a reckless gallop, bound east into the deeper mystery of the hills.




  Buck Surratt remained by the tree until the last fugitive murmur had faded in the distance, then came back to his blankets and packed and lighted his pipe. He crouched down, pulling a blanket over his shoulders. There was no additional rumor in the canyon, no signal of life or pursuit. He lifted his watch to the pipe bowl and blew up the tobacco coals, and by that dim glow he registered the time. Ten minutes after two of a chilly morning. He replaced the watch and lay down in the blankets, supported on an elbow, his thinking sharp and taciturn and wary. There was, he understood, no more sleep for him. That one shot had destroyed all his security; his nearness to it had enmeshed him in whatever trouble was to follow. So considering, he debated his course and at half-past three, with a dim band of light beginning to break above the Gray Bull peaks, he rose and went down that slope whence the fugitive had come. At the bottom he distinguished a small clearing and a line rider's log cabin. The door was open and a saddled pony stood near by. He came up to the door, listening for sounds that never arrived. Presently he went in.




  Twenty minutes later he climbed back up the canyon, breathing hard, the pipe clenched more tightly between his teeth. All his motions were swift and decided. He saddled and caught up his blankets; and then did a strange thing. Until this point in his joumeyings he had worn his gun. Now he put gun and holster and belt in the blanket roll and lashed it behind the saddle. A little beyond four o'clock, with full daylight breaking, he rode eastward away from his camp.




  The pony prints of the fugitive were increasingly clear to him, and at one point he got down and paid them a slow, enigmatic attention. He went on then, following the trail continuously upward, with his mind sticking hard to the central fact of the night gone. The trees broke away in front of a small mountain meadow turned amber by summer's heat; beyond the meadow the trail coursed out to a point and from that point he saw the road again, looping its way along the bottom of the rocky canyon. Beyond the road the country continued to rise in green waves toward the Gray Bull peaks. Turning to resume the trail, he found a rider poised at the edge of the trees. The man put both his hands on the saddle horn. He said, without inflection: "Momin'."




  There was in Buck Surratt the sudden leap of a wicked flame, but it made no change on that sun-darkened, wind-ruddied face; it did not disturb the enigmatic, faintly wistful gravity. He held himself straight, poised for whatever unexpected turn might come, and the powder-gray surfaces of his eyes bit into the opposite rider and absorbed all significance. The man was small and gray- haired, and his shoulders sloped from the years he had obviously spent punching cattle for thirty dollars a month. The corners of Buck Surratt's mouth relaxed imperceptibly.




  He said, "Mornin'," in the same brief tone.




  The small man allowed indifference to shade his talk. "Camp around here last night?"




  "Back on the ridge."




  The puncher's nose twitched briefly. "Hear a shot?"




  "I heard it."




  The puncher said, "Where—?" and definitely closed his mouth. He stared at Buck Surratt with a narrower interest. It was as though he threw up a guard and retreated from what he suddenly saw in Surratt. His glance fell to Buck Surratt's beltless waistline and remained there, showing wonder. "Well," he said, "I guess it's none of my business."




  "That was my thought likewise," Buck Surratt mused. "So I rode on."




  Silence fell, polite and discreet. Sunlight definitely reached over the Gray Bull peaks, slanting immaculate golden splinters across a flawless sky. The color of day stepped up one full octave. The puncher lifted a hand casually to his shirt pocket and got out his cigarette dust and rolled a smoke. He licked the cylinder with his tongue; his eyes were bright beneath the shading brim of his hat.




  "Looking for a job?"




  "That pegs my situation."




  "I judged so, from the desert dust you're packin'. Go see Bill Head in Morgantown."




  "Why Bill Head?"




  "If you want a job," the puncher softly added.




  Curiosity stirred Buck Surratt. He said: "I'm a great hand to pick my outfits."




  The puncher's small shoulders lifted and fell. "That may be. But if you work, Head's the man you work for."




  "Nobody else?"




  "I doubt it," suggested the puncher. His words had a dry rustle; remote speculation gleamed in his calico-blue glance. "Morgantown's three miles. Cut down to the road." He picked up his reins and slowly rode a circle around Buck Surratt. There was a caginess here Surratt clearly identified. Matching the gesture he put his horse in motion and passed into the trees. He wasn't impolite enough to look behind him, but at the next sharp turn of the trail he caught a glimpse of the puncher's pony sliding into the far brush. A little beyond that point the trail swung down from the ridge to the road.




  A stage came careening around a high bend of that road, four horses running freely and a great boil of dust behind. The squealing of the brake blocks and the rattle of doubletree chains broke dissonantly across the dreaming peace of the morning and lingered long after the stage had rumbled out of sight beyond a farther curve. On the road, Buck Surratt took the lifting grade at a walk, his head bowed against the dust hanging heavy in the warming atmosphere.




  To either side of him the canyon walls ran upward to distant vantage points, arousing in him a restless dissatisfaction at his exposure. It was a protective instinct he could not forget; and strengthening that feeling was the memory of the friendless reserve of the puncher on the ridge. There was a tension here that had its roots in some background of which he knew nothing. Once, looking behind, he caught a view of the distant desert all asmoke with its own glaring yellow heat.




  At nine o'clock, hungry and alert, he rounded a final high bend of the canyon and came upon Morgantown.




  It sat narrowly within the walls of the canyon, its single street bending between front-flared wooden buildings that held about them a beaten, long-settled look. The sidewalks were shaded by overhanging, second-story porches and trees grew intermittently up from the dust. Alleys ran back from this street, and down the alleys he observed houses clinging to the steep canyon walls. A woman in a blue dress and a white shirtwaist came out of one of these alleys, to look fully at him and to turn into a store whose sign read: "Annette Carvel, Dressmaker." Farther on, a saloon's ornate and varicolored windows set up a little blaze in the slanting sun. Beyond that, at the intersection of another alley, stood a new brick building with high, gingerbread cornices. Up in its central arch an inscription said: "William Head, 1887." A few horses stood three- footed at the hitching racks and a few people moved with unhurried leisure beneath the shade of the overhanging porches. All these things Buck Surratt absorbed with that insistent need for detail which forever drew his eyes to the stray motions of the world and to the subtle changes of men's expressions. At the stable beyond the bank he left his horse and quartered over to a restaurant he had noted.




  He ate without haste and came again to the street, packing and lighting his pipe. The town seemed livelier than before. One rider came down from the hills into the upper end of the street at a canter and wheeled before a group of men standing there. The girl in the white shirtwaist appeared at the doorway of the dressmaking shop and rested a round white arm against the wood. Her eyes were on him deliberately, with a faint insistence that carried over the interval and stirred him. He saw then that she was young, and that her lips were full and curving and red across a face made graphic by some warm, frank curiosity lying within. Her hair was black. Even in the shadows there it was shining and turning her forehead and her cheeks whiter, more expressive. He dropped his glance, for something came from her to him and touched him with embarrassment. A man behind him said:




  "Come up to the office a minute."




  There was a short civilness in the tone, nothing more. Surratt turned without hurry to look down on the broad bulk of a man whose long and gray mustaches made a half-moon pattern along a face purely unemotional, plainly dogged. Surratt's attention remained on him steadily. A softness ran on with his talk. "Whose office?"




  The older man's eyes dropped to Surratt's unbelted waistline and lifted with a freshening interest. "My name's Tom Bolderbuck," he said. "Marshal of the town." His glance deepened, and a reserve and a faint courtesy rubbed the edges of his command. He stepped half a pace backward. Two thin lines started across the pink swell of his forehead. "Some gentlemen up the street want to see you a minute in the jail office."




  Behind a continued impassivity, Surratt's mind ran quick and knowing. There had been a shot deep in the hills and the invisible telegraph of cattle country had picked up that rumor of trouble and carried it on. He had a part to play here, as he had known since the crash of that bullet had wakened him. He said, "Sure," and moved his high, alert body up the walk, the marshal tramping at his side.




  A man at the hotel doorway wheeled and stared. The group collected farther up the street had disappeared through a doorway, but the rider who had come so rapidly into town still stood by his horse. Surratt saw the pony's flanks stained with sweat; his glance came up to the puncher and recognized him to be the thin fellow he had met on the trail. The man's eyes were fixedly on him, deliberately without recognition, remotely hostile. Bolderbuck said, "Go ahead," and Surratt bowed his neck and passed into the jail office.




  In the semidarkness he saw the forms of men standing along a far wall. They were waiting for him and in the room was a feeling of challenge. It sent a rapid warning all through his flat muscles.




  A voice said, in a swift, attacking way: "You camped on Soapstone Ridge last night?"




  "A ridge near the road," replied Buck Surratt. "I'm not acquainted with its name."




  "You heard a shot?"




  "Yes."




  "Know anything about it?"




  "No."




  "Where's your gun?"




  "Packed in my blanket roll, on my horse."




  Stillness came on, broken only by a curt murmur that sent Bolderbuck immediately out of the jail office. Surratt's eyes, better accustomed to the darkness here, saw five men posted beyond a table, watching him across a bottomless gulf of suspicion. They were all past middle age, except for the one who had done the talking. He was young, as young as Surratt, and he stood a halfhead above them, with a muscular swell to chest and arm and neck that was impressive. He had a round face, whose bold and lively features gave it a handsomeness that was faintly heavy and very sure. He was a yellow-haired man, with lips long and heavy and controlled.




  He laid out his question in the manner of a man who would not be denied, who never had been denied. "Where do you come from?"




  "West of the desert."




  "Whereabouts, I said."




  Buck Surratt's shoulders shifted. His voice rode a steady tone. "Who are you, my friend?"




  The man stared at Surratt, displeased. "My name's Bill Head. I still want to know where you're from."




  "I have told you," Buck Surratt remarked softly, "as much of that as it is necessary for you to know."




  A sudden tide of ruddy color washed across Bill Head's round, self-certain face. Temper flashed in his eyes and pressed arrogance into his full lips. "The hell you say. I don't like saddle bums talking that way to me."




  There was a man at the end of the group in a blue serge suit that fit him loosely. He seemed deferent in this company, oppressed by it. He said a dry, cautious word to Buck Surratt: "You're in a ticklish situation, my boy. Answer the question and—"




  Bill Head cut him off. "I'll do the talking, Sheriff."




  It stilled the sheriff. Looking at him in curiosity, Buck Surratt saw how he accepted that rebuke without resentment—and filed the man's character in the back of his mind.




  "What are you doing up here?" insisted Head.




  "Just traveling."




  The marshal, Bolderbuck, came back into the office. He said in his matter-of-fact voice: "It's there all right." A small interval of tight silence came on again and Surratt's eyes memorized that scene to its smallest detail. The sheriff was a nonentity in a blue serge suit, the marshal an unimaginative errand boy. It was the other four lined up side by side against the wall who had the power here. He saw them in brief clearness; the old man with the transparent skin and mild eyes who chewed silently on his tobacco quid and listened, the fat-bodied one whose skin was dusky as that of an Indian, the long and bony and sharp-nosed one who nodded at each spurt of talk—and this Bill Head who seemed to rule them.




  Bill Head asked: "Want a job?"




  But there was an interruption. Somebody came into the office and stood slightly behind Buck Surratt, and then the whole atmosphere of the place changed. There had been suspicion and unfriendliness rolling against him. Now it seemed to change direction and strike beyond him, against the newcomer, with a greater and more resentful effect. Deeply curious, Buck Surratt looked around and saw the man—tall and lean and restless—smiling back at that obvious dislike with an ironic twist of his mouth. He was redheaded and excessively freckled, and his eyes were almost green against a sandy complexion.




  Bill Head spoke bluntly enough. "This is a private meeting, Torveen."




  "So I heard," agreed Torveen. His talk reached Bill Head with a cool and malicious effect. Bill Head's glance burned out his distrust, yet he had nothing more to say to the man. Buck Surratt remembered that, and found this Torveen's glance to be appraisingly and shrewdly on him. Bill Head repeated his question.




  "You want a job?"




  Surratt said: "Who with?"




  "Maybe I'll give you a job."




  "I'll think about it."




  Bill Head's solid chin stretched forward. "Wait a minute, mister. You're too fast with your answers entirely. Maybe you've got only two things to do—take the job or go to jail."




  Surratt said softly: '"Why?"




  "Because you were entirely too damned close to that shot last night. I propose to find out more than you've told me."




  "I'll still think about it," Surratt drawled. There was, then, nothing to break the force of their general scrutiny. They were tearing him apart with their thoughts; their minds were fencing him in with the events of the night. He reached for his tobacco and packed his pipe. He scratched a match on the table and wiggled it across the bowl. His features had nothing to tell them; but his glance crossed to Bill Head and remained there narrowly. He turned without comment and walked from the room.




  Below the jail office he stopped and considered the stable across the street, where his horse was. But he understood he could not ride away now and so went on, past the white porch of the hotel and beneath the shade of the overhanging board awnings. There were many people collecting in town, and the smell of trouble definitely lay along the street. He knew it and he understood it, this Buck Surratt who was somewhat of a specialist in trouble. It keyed him up. He came to a stand on the edge of the walk, pipestem bitten securely between his teeth, his mind alive.




  A rider—a girl—ran out of the upper trees into town at a steady canter, lifting the thick dust behind her. Buck Surratt looked that way incuriously; and then was curious. She was dressed in a man's blue levi pants and a man's brown cotton shirt, open at the neck. She rode the saddle in a way that was good to see, her shoulders swinging, her body full of grace. Turning in at the rack across the street she dropped to the ground with one careless jump and went across the walk toward the door of the dressmaking shop, calling in a quick and even-pitched voice: "Annette." Surratt got one brief view of her face before she disappeared inside; she had looked back and her attention struck him and noticed him, and then the brim of her wide hat hid her expression.




  Without directly watching, he saw Torveen come along the walk at a lazy stroll. Somebody said: "Hello, Sam."




  Torveen's answer was plain and, as it had been in the jail office, cheerfully ironic. "Don't speak to pariahs like me, Spud." He stopped beside Surratt. He teetered his boots on the edge of the walk and looked out into the yellow dust, his eyes half shut. He said indifferently: "You been offered one job, friend. I'll offer you another."




  "What kind of a job?"




  "A job," said Torveen laconically.




  Surratt murmured: "I rode into this damned country to keep out of trouble."




  Torveen murmured: "That's your hard luck." He was grinning, his lips thin and crooked. Some deviltry in his thoughts kept sparkling through his eyes.




  "Thanks for the offer, but I guess not," said Surratt. "Who's that girl?"




  Torveen chuckled. "You're an observin' scoundrel. Which girl? Annette? Or the one which just came in? She's Judith Cameron. You saw her daddy in the jail office—the benevolent-appearin' old pirate with the white mustache and tobacco chaw. I thought you were tryin' to keep out of trouble."




  He turned his head quickly, toward the upper end of town. Following suit, Buck Surratt saw a file of riders coming down with a pack horse. There was a burden, rolled in canvas, lashed across the pack horse. Surratt's lips tightened; the pipe shifted between his teeth. He said: "Who've they got?"




  Torveen turned and stared at him, for once not smiling. "It's the man that was killed last night in the hills." Surratt saw speculation flickering in those green eyes. "Leslie Head—Bill Head's brother. Maybe a lot of things are plainer to you now."




  The two women had come from the dressmaking shop. They stood in front of the doorway, staring up the street. He saw the drawn expression on Annette Carvel's cheeks and the enormous soberness of the other girl, Judith Cameron. She felt Surratt's glance, and looked abruptly at him; and turned her eyes away again. Surratt removed his pipe; he bowed his head and remained in this studying attitude. He said: "I'll take the job—for reasons of my own."




  Torveen's grin freshened across the brick-red skin. "I got reasons of my own for askin' you. So we're even. Get your horse and ride up the road three miles till you see a fence. Turn in there." But after a minute he added dryly: "That is, if you can leave town. There may be some argument about that."




  Surratt left him, quartering over to the stable. He paid the hostler and went back and got his pony. But he stood a moment by it before mounting, staring at the blanket roll. It had been pawed apart, and the end of his gun belt hung out. He withdrew the gun belt and strapped it on, and lifted the revolver and spun the cylinder before replacing it. In the saddle he sat motionless, his head bowed a little. His lips made a faintly downward semicircle and his breathing deepened. He turned and rode from the stable.




  Bill Head had walked down the street with the others. They were halted by the hotel now, a circle of townsmen forming around them. Sam Torveen loitered against a near-by porch post and seemed indifferent to the scene. Bolderbuck noticed Surratt and broke from the circle walking over and waving his hands negatively. "You'll have to get down—"




  Surratt brushed by, riding toward the circle. He slipped from the saddle and walked on to where Bill Head stood. Bill Head had been watching, his big shoulders reared. Surratt's cheeks were thin and his voice slashed against Head with a queer, exciting effect:




  "I believe it was your suggestion that sent the marshal down to paw over my blanket roll and look at my gun. Is that right?"




  Bill Head showed a sultry surprise. "Certainly."




  Buck Surratt's body kinked at the waist. It threw his torso ahead of his hips. He stood this way, stiffly, with both arms hanging straight down. A man behind Bill Head suddenly pushed himself to one side—an obvious move that agitated and shifted the other townsmen. Head looked around, scowling at this change; and then his glance whipped back to Surratt, his attention rigid and full with what he saw. All the group turned dead still.




  "I am warning you," said Buck Surratt. His talk struck the silence recklessly, flattening and swelling. "Never touch my things again. Do you understand? Never touch them again."




  He took a backward step and got into the saddle; and turned and went trotting up the street. Nobody spoke. Sam Torveen, with his shoulders against the porch post, was silently laughing. Judith Cameron saw him doing this and looked at Bill Head with a deepening wonder, and then watched Buck Surratt rise at the head of the canyon and turn beyond the bend of the road and disappear. Bill Head's cheeks were locked in a flushed, angry confusion. Annette Carvel at once whispered to Judith: "Who is he—who is that new, good-looking man?"
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  He rode out of Morgantown at a short trot, as deliberate in retreat as he had been in attack. But when he turned the first bend of the road he set his horse to a fast, reaching canter and held it.




  The road kept winding and climbing, with lesser roads angling off at intervals to ranches hidden somewhere behind the trees. Now and then, up an occasional vista, he got a brief view of the Gray Bull peaks, but otherwise his roving glance struck against the solid green wall of the forest. The day was fresh and still, with the fragrance of pine resin strong in it. All the details of this mountain world were vivid and pleasant. They fed his senses in a way that was strange to him, fulfilling a hunger he did not understand, covering him with a comfort and a familiarity even as his regretting thoughts dwelt on the scene in Morgantown. He had crossed the desert to find ease and rest—the deep desire of his life; yet the echoes of that night bullet had laid an ancient pattern of trouble over these hills, and he was trapped in the pattern. The ways of a man's life, he thought wistfully, always caught up with him.




  Around the next quick bend of the road he came upon a man riding loosely and sleepily, the fatness of his body jiggling to the motion of the horse. A black-brimmed stetson slanted over his features and hid them until the sound of Surratt's nearing pony roused him. He hauled himself back in the saddle then and hoisted his shoulders. His eyes were a sparkling black, set close to a gigantic nose that brought the rest of his face to a point. He stopped immediately, and Surratt, following suit, saw some kind of an emotion ripple through this vast hulk and straighten the loose lines of a pendulous mouth. Surratt dropped his hands on the saddle horn. Severe and motionless he watched the man scan him and identify him. He said then:




  "You never saw me before, Blackjack. And I don't know you. Do you get it?"




  The man's lips spread and became loose again. He folded both arms across his bully chest and seemed to struggle darkly with his confused thoughts. His eyes dropped from Surratt, and that was all. Surratt went by him. Three hundred yards up the slope he saw a fence and a road paralleling it. This he followed, passing into the semidarkness of the pines, into a thick warm silence. Five minutes later the trees dropped away and left him on the edge of a rolling basin surrounded by timber and ridges. A creek slashed its way through the meadow, glistening under the sunlight; across the creek stood a ranch house, long and low and gray, surrounded by the customary clutter of sheds and corrals of cattle land. Surratt went over a plank bridge, lifting a hollow signal of arrival, and circled the house. A dark little man sat on the edge of the porch oiling a rifle. He looked up with the sharpest and briefest of glances, and returned his attention to the gun. Surratt dismounted.




  The man's head instantly lifted again. He said, uncharitably: "Anybody invite you to light here?"




  "Torveen's place?"




  "Yeah."




  Surratt shrugged his shoulders. He walked to an empty box and overturned it and sat down; he got out his pipe and loaded it. But his nerves were alert, keened by the suspecting unfriendliness of that other man's attention. He was beyond forty, Surratt judged, and gray at the temples; there was a thinness of body and temper about him, a wicked excitability. Something struck Surratt on his left side then, something that had weight but no physical substance. He got a match out of his pocket and lighted it, his glance sliding quickly along the porch. A sort of an ell ran back from the left corner of the house, with four doors opening into what he judged to be kitchen and bunkroom. His eyes went along the ell and reached a window and stopped. Behind the window was the attentive face of a young man, pallid and prematurely etched by lines of violence.




  Surratt ground the burnt match into his palm, creating a sooty disk there. He pulled smoke into his lungs, his lips lengthened and tightened. The feel of this place was bad. It rubbed his fur the wrong way, it kept plucking at his senses, it cocked his muscles. A horse scudded out of the trees. Looking up, he saw Sam Torveen wheel around the house and step to the ground. The little man on the porch rose immediately. He stared at Torveen.




  "You know this fella?"




  "Sure," said Torveen.




  The man's wire-edged features snapped to anger. He said something under his voice and picked up his gun and went scowling through a doorway, into the ell.




  Torveen's grin streaked angularly across his sandy cheeks. "You may like Nick Perrigo," he said carelessly. "Or you may not. He's my foreman. Come inside." The restlessness of this redheaded man sent him across the porch at a high stride. Soberly following, Buck Surratt came into a long bare room cluttered with the gear of a cattleman. There was a bunk at one end, and a fireplace, and a desk with a tally book and a pad of writing paper on it, and two chairs. The windows had wooden shutters that closed from the inside; a stand containing four rifles stood near the bunk. Torveen dropped into a chair. He hooked a leg over the chair's arm and began swinging it. The greenness of his eyes was brighter and there was the stronger impression of a controlled rashness playing behind that color.




  "Want a drink?"




  "No."




  "You've heard my name mentioned. I don't know yours."




  "Buck Surratt."




  Sam Torveen bent forward. "What was the idea of that play against Bill Head?"




  Surratt said, gently: "Just to freeze things up long enough for me to get out of town."




  "Supposin' the play hadn't worked?"




  "It worked."




  "Supposin' it hadn't?" insisted Torveen.




  "I never figure more than one step ahead at a time," murmured Surratt.




  "The hell you don't," countered Torveen. "You're half a mile ahead of yourself, every foot of the way. I been laughin' to myself ever since—the way you framed that." His grin was hard and cheerful. "You're trapped in town but you walk up to Bill Head, give him hell, and ride off before he can get unsnarled from his surprise. If he was a man quick on the recoil you couldn't of made that play stick, friend Buck. But you pegged him as bein' slow. I take off my hat to you."




  Surratt's mind reviewed the scene in Morgantown methodically. There was a need in him for information, as there always was. "Who's Bill Head?"




  "He runs the Crow Track for his old man, who's a cripple. It's a big jag of land, north of here, up in the hills."




  "There was a dark, heavy fellow standing beside him."




  "Dutch Kersom, another old-timer with plenty of cattle. I already named you Ab Cameron. The fourth fellow, the one with the bony face, was Hank Peyrolles. They'll account for eighty per cent of the beef in this section."




  "The sheriff's not a proud man," reflected Surratt, "and the marshal just does what he's told."




  Torveen chuckled broadly. "You're figgerin' again." But his eyes were curious. "Why did you ride into Morgantown, instead of goin' back to the desert? You must of known that shot would get you in trouble."




  Surratt looked at Torveen steadily. Torveen shook his head and made a dry observation. "Pm not sayin' you did the shootin', Surratt. I meant that you're a stranger and you're pulled into it."




  "Where would I run?"




  Torveen remarked, very quietly: "So you're here, for reasons of your own. The pay is thirty a month."




  "If I stay."




  Torveen had a poker expression on his roan cheeks. "You came for a reason. It still holds good, doesn't it?"




  "Yes," said Surratt. But his thoughts were on Nick Perrigo and the pallid face in the window, and his mind balanced evenly, with no decision. He could not resolve the puzzle. The reflection of it crept faintly into the studying soberness of his cheeks.




  Slack in his chair, Torveen watched this out of his jade eyes. "Your head," he murmured, "never stops working. You got this ranch sized up and there's somethin' about it you don't cotton to."




  "That's right."




  Torveen shifted his body. The smile left him, the corners of his mouth stiffened. Inscrutably patient, Surratt searched the sandy cheeks of this Torveen, seeking some solid bottom behind the surface recklessness, beyond the skeptical glint of deviltry. He could not help it. All the hard training of his years had disciplined him to silence, to patience, to a perpetual vigilance against the trickeries of men. Faintly, he saw something now. Torveen's cheeks relaxed and a strain showed itself and his tone became ragged. He said: "If you stay, you'll find out for yourself. I need help, friend Buck, but I'll tell you no more—and I'm not askin' you to stay."




  A steel triangle on the porch began to beat harsh sound across the day. It was noon, it was dinnertime. Boots scraped the porch boards and there was a rider coming in from the meadow. Torveen said, "Let's eat," and rose and led the way to the porch. He ducked through a door of the ell, into a dining room. Coming in, Surratt found three men already at the table and an enormous Chinaman standing against the wall. Then a fourth man entered and took his place, staring at Surratt with one brief, curious glance. Surratt sat down, silently reversing his capsized plate. Torveen said to the crew in his casual touch-and-go voice: "The name of the new member is Buck Surratt. Wang, if you don't quit puttin' so damn many eggshells in the coffee I'm going to throw a plate at you."




  The Chinaman didn't stir and didn't show a change of expression. Torveen reared his head, obviously irritated. "I meant that," he grunted. But he covered the irritation instantly, nodding his head at the individuals in the crew as he named them for Surratt. "You know Perrigo, the gentle soul. The kid there is Ferd Bowie. Good-lookin' gander near you uses a title called Chunk Osbrook. It may be his real name, I don't know. Last man there answers to Ed."




  They looked briefly at him without acknowledgment. For his part, Surratt went imperturbably on with his eating. But his mind registered them with a camera clarity and their faces told him things they hadn't intended to tell. This Ed was an easy-going misfit in a crowd that had a jarring, explosive note. Perrigo sat stirring his coffee with a bitter and unpleasant concentration on his dry, drawn features. The kid—Ferd Bowie—was bony and peaked. He still had an adolescent down on his cheeks, but there was a sallow savagery all about his look that told Buck Surratt of wickedness too early learned. Chunk Osbrook lifted a pair of ink-black eyes and seemed to measure Surratt for weight and reach. He was blunt and solid and proud of his strength, and Surratt understood then he would never be satisfied until he had demonstrated it. Buck Surratt suddenly remembered another man in his past who had been like that.




  They ate out their hunger and left the room. More leisurely, Surratt listened to their idle palavering on the porch. When he was through he went out there and packed his pipe and glanced through the soft bright heat of the meadow, not noticing them. The talk had stopped with his appearance and the silence was a morose, alien thing. Torveen stood in the doorway of the main house, indifferent and minutely smiling, as though he were removed from this animosity and impartial to it. But Surratt detected the irony of that man's glance.




  He tried another match on his pipe and clenched it between his teeth. Stepping off the porch he walked over to his pony and unlashed the blanket roll. The stillness behind him was hard and continuing, and he had no need to turn to see how closely they were watching him. He strolled back to the ell and went along it to the end door. Inside, he saw a dozen double-decked bunks surrounding a stove md a table and four home-made chairs. Heat and stale smoke and the horsy smell of men's clothes lay thick through the room. He dropped his roll on an empty bunk and walked back to the porch.




  Nick Perrigo sat on the porch edge, his back bent far forward, his hands on his knees. He glowered at the dust; the nerve-ridden thinness of his face sharpened. He said idly: "Chunk, you left your tobacco in the bunkroom."




  Chunk Osbrook rose with a jerk, as though released from enforced waiting. His spurs dragged along the porch. Not looking that way, Surratt heard him strike the flat of his hand against the building wall and go into the bunkroom.




  There was a quality of expectancy flowing out from this crew that fanned across Surratt's cheeks; it was an intangible thing other men might not have felt But for him, trained in the shadings of trouble, it registered on receptive senses and ticked a coolness along his nerves. In the bunkroom something fell to the floor. He turned then and stared at these men. They were looking away from him, motionless against the sunlight—and waiting. There was, he thought regretfully, nothing new in this pattern; it was the pattern of his life and all the running in the world would not help him. He walked back to the bunkroom door and went in.




  It was his blanket roll on the floor, thrown there by Chunk Osbrook. The man stood backed up against the table, his feet braced apart. A slow, deep breathing lifted and lowered the heavy arch of his chest; and his eyes were round and bright and greedy. He said:




  "Your junk was in my way."




  Surratt walked around the table. The space was narrow and he had to pull his shoulders aside to avoid brushing Osbrook. He went on around. Osbrook made a swift wheel and sudden doubt shaded the glitter of his desire. The table lay between them. Surratt put his hands at the edge of the table, gripping it. His thoughts were dismal then, darkened by the going of a hope. The ways of a man's life always caught up with him. Somewhere was peace but not for him; and this chore had to be done. There wasn't any emotion in his voice.




  "The boys wouldn't want to miss this, Chunk."




  The sweep of his hands carried the table up against Chunk Osbrook's taut frame and destroyed the rush the man was set to make. Osbrook flung the table aside with a lunge of his arm. Rage came out of Buck Surratt in a gust of breathing and turned his face white. He threw himself against Osbrook, the point of his shoulder driving Osbrook across the floor to the doorway. Osbrook struck against the casing and ripped up a jabbing blow that caught Surratt wickedly in the belly. They fought and heaved and wrestled around the doorway, using their knees and their elbows. But Surratt dislodged Osbrook from the casing and drove him to the edge of the porch. Osbrook fell off backwards, landing on a shoulder.




  Surratt jumped down to the dust and leaped aside. Osbrook, on his knees, made a dive for Surratt's legs and missed. He rolled on and lunged up to his feet—and charged, his knees driving him, his shoulders low and crouched. Surratt met him savagely. He broke up that lowering, bull-like rush. He sheered away those flogging arms and reached Osbrook's turning temple with one sledging smash. It exploded through the man's head and he saw Osbrook's eyes mirror the streaked craziness it produced. It took the power out of Osbrook's fists; they sagged and struck without aim, and then Surratt crashed his temple again and sent him down into the dust. Osbrook was blind, he was half knocked out, but the attacking instinct still held him together and he reared back on his knees and made another grab for Surratt's legs. Surratt kicked the man's hands aside and tramped a half circle around Osbrook. He reached down and got Osbrook around the neck, hauling him up that way. There wasn't any pity in him as he battered that broad and dogged face at will. Osbrook's lips began to drip and spread formlessly, and when he fell he rolled a little and his hands reached vainly for Surratt; and then he was through, his legs squirming involuntarily.




  Surratt walked backwards; he turned. The crew hadn't stirred. They didn't stir now, but the color of Ferd Bowie's eyes was deep and hating, and the wildness of his disappointment burned bright spots on his starved, consumptive cheeks. Nick Perrigo stared at his feet, bitter and biding his time. The other man, Ed, rested his body on the building wall and seemed afraid of all this. Sam Torveen remained in the doorway, an obscure smile on his face; he was behind the crew and they didn't see him raise a hand toward Surratt in a half-saluting manner.




  There were three of them here, Surratt understood, who respected nothing but the whip—Perrigo and Bowie and Chunk Osbrook. Pity or generosity they didn't know. He cast a quick look behind him to where Osbrook had risen uncertainly. He looked back to the porch again, the temper in him still pitched to kill.




  He said: "Is that all—or is there some more?"




  They had nothing to say. He hadn't felt Osbrook's blows and hadn't been aware of being struck. But suddenly his body began to hurt where those blows had landed.




  Twilight flowed across the meadow in indigo ripples, and somewhere in the depths of the hills a coyote's howl thickened the land's deep loneliness. A faint wind came off the Gray Bull peaks and rustled through the trees like the echoes of a distant waterfall. Abruptly it was dark, with the lights of the ranch laying rich yellow beams across soft blackness. Ferd Bowie's horse clacked over the creek bridge and Ferd Bowie wheeled into the yard. He said, "All right," and got down.




  The crew made vague shapes on the porch. Somebody ticked a cigarette through the air, and when it fell its burning tip burst into a vivid spray of light. They had been waiting here, the sense of it very strong to Surratt—and now the waiting was done and they were rising along the porch. Sam Torveen's voice was keen and a little whipped-up. "Everybody inside." He turned into the big room, the others at his heels. Following, Surratt heard horses traveling down the road.




  Torveen stood in the center of the room, his red hair ragged on his forehead. He was smiling again, crookedly.




  "Some of them will come in and some will stay in the yard. Ed, you go stand at the corner of the house." He looked at Buck Surratt, that glinting amusement strong in his eyes. "You came up here for reasons of your own, friend Buck. The reasons are about to appear." He moved around the room, closing the wooden shutters against the windows and dropping the bars across them. He returned to the table, caught up the lamp and placed it in a corner of the room where its light would not make a background. Perrigo and Bowie and Chunk Osbrook had posted themselves around this room, making dark and studied shapes. The oncoming men boomed across the plank bridge. They were in the yard presently—and halted. A voice that was familiar to Surratt hailed the house.




  "Torveen. I want to see you."




  Torveen reached the doorway. He stopped there. He seemed to be suppressing laughter. "Come in, Bill." A boot began scraping behind Surratt, and he stared around and saw the kid, Ferd Bowie, waving a little. He said: "Stop that, kid." The kid's glance burned wickedly on him. Torveen had taken a few deliberate back steps into the room; and now men filed in and made a sober, alert rank there. He recognized Bill Head and the sheriff. The others were strange to him.




  Bill Head's ruddy face veered and his eyes found Surratt The angry memory of Morgantown wrote itself across the man's bold features. He said to Surratt: "Get your belongings. You're going to Morgantown."




  Torveen laid his electric grin on Head. He said: "You offered this man a job today. What for, Bill?"




  "To keep my eyes on him," grunted Head.




  "He's got a job here—and I'll keep my eyes on him."




  "No," grunted Head. "He's bein' arrested."




  Torveen turned his attention to the sheriff. "You got a warrant, Ranier?"




  "Yeah."




  Surratt spoke quietly. "What for?"




  "The killin' of a man named Leslie Head," said Ranier.




  Silent laughter showed across Torveen's eyes. "Tear up the warrant, Sheriff."




  Bill Head swung and threw his shoulders forward. "What?"




  "He ain't goin'."




  The breathing of these men filled the room. Lamplight disturbed and stained their expressions. The shadow of violence lay here. The sheriff's body was stiff and crooked. Bill Head seemed to be rummaging his mind. Surratt thought that his first impressions had been right; the man was slow on the bounce. But it was to be seen now that he had an implacable stubbornness.




  "That's bad, Torveen."




  Torveen said, almost idly: "I stand back of my men. You should have known that before you came. You might have guessed a warrant would do you no good. There is no way of getting Surratt except by takin' him. You think you want to take him, Ranier?"




  Sweat glinted along the sheriff's forehead. His eyes turned and begged Head for an answer. Behind Surratt the kid's feet were restlessly shuffling again.




  Head said definitely: "No. We'll leave the gunplay alone. It isn't necessary." He directed his talk at Surratt. "Better consider this and ride into Morgantown tomorrow. You're in a trap. If I don't see you in town twelve hours from now it's open season on you, wherever you're found."




  "That's plain," said Torveen cheerfully.




  Head's face showed the sting of the remark. It was flushed and irritated. "You better take a long look at your own hole card, Sam. Come on."




  They filed out. Motionless, Surratt listened to them mount and ride away. Nobody spoke until the echo of their departure had died beyond the trees. Ed came across the porch then and put his head through the doorway. Torveen said: "You plant yourself on the bridge, Ed, and stay till you're relieved."




  It broke up the party. Ed disappeared, and Perrigo led Osbrook and the kid out of the room. Torveen turned on Surratt. He had ceased to smile.




  "Your reason for comin' up here was to get yourself some protection you saw you were goin' to need. Well, I gave you the protection. That's my part of the bargain. But call it quits if you want. I'll not hold you from ridin' away."




  Surratt murmured: "I don't welsh on my debts."




  "I didn't think you would," drawled Torveen. "Well, I told you I had my reasons, too. You'll discover them soon enough. As for the crew I've got, you know their kind. But I'm in a fight and I can't be nice about my choice of men." He stopped, framing some further explanation. Surratt saw it die. Torveen only added: "What you have to do to those boys is your business, not mine. I guess you've figured that already, so I don't have to warn you."




  Surratt turned to the porch. He went along it, stepping into the bunkroom. Osbrook was lying on one bunk, Perrigo on another. The kid sat up to the table, playing solitaire in moody silence. None of them looked directly at him, yet as he unrolled his blankets and pulled off his clothes he felt the effect of a sidewise, covert scrutiny. He rolled into the bunk and put a palm over his eyes and stared above him, slowly balancing the help they had given him against the unqualified hatred they bore him. There was the thread of motive running through this contradiction, but he could not ferret it out They were men who answered only to the whip: they did not understand softness. He knew then he had something to do here.




  He turned his head toward the kid and spoke bluntly, ungently. "Kill that light, kid."




  Ferd Bowie's head jerked. The sullen hatred that was so strong in him poured across the room. He burst out: "What the hell did you come here for?"




  Surratt reared from his blankets. He put a hand on the edge of the bed. "If I come over there, runt, I'll spank you dry. Put out the light."




  The kid kicked back his chair, rising. There was a violent agony of choice printed on his sallow cheeks. Nick Perrigo remained still on his bunk and looked at this scene with a bright, scheming attention. But the kid blew out the light and stamped from the room. Presently Surratt heard Perrigo get up and call Osbrook. They went out. A door slammed down the porch. In a moment he heard their voices rising and quarreling with the fainter voice of Torveen.




  Something was plain enough to Surratt then. Torveen hired them because he needed them. But it appeared they had gotten beyond his control. Maybe this was why Torveen had offered him the job. He considered it slowly. But he was tired, and there was a sharp regret in him for the ways of life he could not escape and the hope of something he could not name and could never reach; and presently he fell asleep.
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  Surratt swung into his saddle. "I'm going to have a look at this country."




  Torveen murmured idly: "That's all right."




  Morning swelled across the meadow in warm full waves of sunlight. Surratt's horse pitched gently around the yard, strong with the desire to travel, but Surratt was watching Nick Perrigo, who remained so still and dissenting by the bunkroom door. There was a challenge in this man, rising from some obscure purpose. And then Surratt let the pony go, lining out over a meadow still sparkling with night's dew.




  The sky was flawlessly blue, and a piny smell lay thick and pleasant in this upland air. Five hundred yards beyond he reached the trees and passed into them, following the climbing curves of a broad trail. He looked back at this point to find what he had expected he might find; a rider cut away from the ranch house and trotted over the meadow at a different angle, soon disappearing.




  But the morning laid its ease upon Surratt and he was smiling in a way that relieved the gray sharpness of his smoky eyes, and his glance traveled the quiet brown corridors of these hills with an eagerness long unknown to him. He passed the scar of a woodcutter's camp, thereupon falling into an ancient corduroy road. The day was turning hot, a faint drone of the forest's minute life disturbing this shadowy stillness. A bird's scarlet wings flashed out sudden brilliance across the trail. Impelled by the restless vigor of his body, he kept climbing, and two hours later came to a bald knob high on a ridge where two roads crossed and an ancient signboard pointed northward, reading: "Carson's Ford." He went on out into the clearing—and stopped.




  Eastward the timber rose in continuous green folds. But elsewhere, from this high vantage point, the hill country lay clearly visible under the gold streamers of the sun. Far to the west the desert rolled on beneath its own sultry flashing—on to copper and blue horizons. Nearer, crowded against the trees, the housetops of Morgantown made a rectangular pattern against the tawny earth. He caught all this in one sweep, and turned then to look directly below him. He had climbed the southern side of the ridge and saw at his feet a valley running away from the north slope of the ridge. Narrow and summer-yellow, it lay between stiff-pitched hill walls, with fences setting off its surface in square design and one long ranch house sitting in the center of it, surrounded by outbuildings. A river cut a black-green serpentine course down the valley's middle, crossed by a bridge; on the road beside the river were the lifting dust puffs of some stray rider. He considered the picture with a definite approval, and then looked regretfully to the high east, where the Gray Bull peaks marked the boundary of some far country. There was a feeling in him to be on his way, to run with the days and leave his campfires behind him, one by one, until the rash and foot-loose mood in him turned cold. But even as he thought of it, he remembered his obligation to Sam Torveen and turned back to the trees.




  A woman sat on a roan mare and waited for him, just inside the trees. When he came up to her and stopped—because she barred his way—he saw that her eyes, gray as his own, were direct and strong with interest. She wore the same clothes he had seen on her the morning before in Morgantown, a man's denim overalls stuffed into boots, a man's wool shirt loose across a firm and rounded chest. She held her hat across the saddle horn, and deep-yellow hair ran faintly lawless back from features as serene and fair as he had ever seen on a woman. Restlessness swayed her a little.




  He said, "Good mornin', Miss Cameron," and lifted his stetson.




  There was a smile lying behind the contour of her lips. "I wondered if you'd remember me."




  "Why not?"




  She said: "Well, you had your mind full of other things yesterday morning."




  "My name," he told her quietly, "is Buck Surratt."




  "I was about to ask you," she murmured.




  He said: "What is that valley down there?"




  "It belongs to my people."




  "What's beyond the ridge?"




  "Another valley, where the Peyrolles run." Her head turned and indicated the timbered masses in the higher east. "If you ride that way you'll run into Head country. Martin Head. Bill's father." She looked at him with a more direct interest. "Leslie Head's father also—the boy that was shot near your campfire the other night."




  He said: "My campfire was out."




  Her chin lifted with a certain resoluteness. Her voice at the moment had the candid directness of a man. "I came here to talk to you about that."




  "How'd you know I'd be here?"




  "I've been following you ever since you left Sam Torveen's place."




  Admiration was strong in him. She had a poise and a serenity. Good breeding defined all the regular features of her face and made them expressive and stirring. He kept his peace, waiting for her to go on.




  "Were you curious about that shot, Buck?"




  He reached for his pipe and packed it and lighted it. He swept a gust of good smoke into his lungs. His mind was on the question, but he noticed the sudden gravity on her smooth cheeks. He said finally: "I did a little looking around."




  "You went down to the cabin?"




  "Yes."




  "Inside?"




  He said, "Yes," again, very slowly.




  Her question was rapid and concerned: "Did you find something in that cabin, Buck? Something you put in your pocket and carried away?"




  Her hands, he observed, were long and slender and supple; and she held them quietly folded on the saddle horn. A slanting beam of sunlight reached through the trees to accent the yellow luster in her hair; and that rich color deepened the ivory tints of her skin. But there was something breaking through the rough man's clothing she wore—the fire of a womanliness that touched him and fed his senses powerfully. It played tricks with him, unsettling the cool run of his thoughts, disturbing his ease. He had known many women, but not the kind of a woman this tall, graceful girl was.




  She said: "Give it to me, Buck."




  A slow wistfulness got into his answer. "Many people have trusted me."




  She straightened. Her words came back almost impulsively—and quite direct. "I trust you, if that is what you want me to do."




  "What kind of a man was this Leslie Head?"




  Her face was in the bright sunlight, but her thinking cast a shadow across it. It wasn't fear he viewed there; it was the memory of a thing bitter and unpleasant. She murmured: "Speak no evil of the dead, Buck."




  "He had enemies?"




  "He had no friends."




  The need to have things clear made him go on. "Did he live in that cabin?"




  "No. Up at the Head ranch."




  "What would he be doing in the cabin, then—at night?"




  Her eyes remained on him, but she didn't speak and it was Surratt who broke that long stillness. He relighted his pipe. His head inclined toward the road running up to the Gray Bull peaks. His words were faintly regretting. "For a fellow like me the world is wide and all trails lead over the hill. I should be riding now, for if I stay here the answer will be the same answer as always. A man carries his fortune with him. It is like printed instructions written on his chest, for everybody to see."




  She said gently: "Then why do you stay?"




  He said: "Sam Torveen did me a favor."




  The softness, the melody of her voice was enormously stirring. She was a woman, full of hidden riches for some man who one day would capture the fidelity that was in her and command the high loyalty of her heart. For that man, Surratt thought sadly, there would be no more trails beckoning. She was the end of that man's trail.




  She said: "You pay your debts, don't you?"




  "If I didn't there'd be no pride in me, and I'd be a miserable man without pride. It is a thing my kind has to have—since we have nothing else."




  "I thought it was that way," she told him. "I thought so in Morgantown, when you stood against Bill Head." She lifted her arms and the round curves of her body changed. "Sam Torveen's all right. You may doubt his crew, but Sam's—" She thought about the proper word and afterwards looked at him with a small surprise. "He's like you. You are a pair, except that he keeps the world away with a smile—and you keep the world away with a poker face."




  "I like him," said Surratt.




  "You're a pair," she repeated softly. She scanned the green corridors of the forest with a quick glance. She dropped her voice. "Bill Head's called for a meeting of the big ranchers tonight, up at his house. Sam will want to know that."




  "I'll tell him. As for the other thing—"




  "I said I trusted you," she interrupted. "Let it go like that."




  He nodded and pointed his horse back down the trail. But her voice came abruptly after him, turning him back. She came on until she was beside him once more. Interest was strong in her and she studied this man with a strange emotion. His high, square torso made an alert shape against the shadows of the trees; there was a tough and resilient vigor all about him, a hard physical power to his body. Discipline lay along the pressed lines of his broad nouth, but a rash and reckless will was in his eyes, struggling against the discipline. She saw it. His head, she decided, would never betray him, for it was cool and introspective. But a latent storminess, a subdued capacity for terrific gusts of feeling, made him dangerous to others and to himself. It was his heart that someday would betray him. These were the things she thought in that little interval; and she wished he might smile as Sam Torveen smiled.




  She said: "I think your own eyes have warned you. But there are many things about this country you don't know. And you have made Bill Head your enemy. Bill is not a forgiving man. You ought to remember that."




  "I'll remember it, Miss Cameron."




  "My name," she told him quietly, "is Judith."




  "Yes," he said, "I know. There was a woman in the Bible by that name. I've often thought of her."




  Her glance dropped and color came strongly to her cheeks. She swung the pony with a long, graceful dip of her body and cantered down the trail. He watched her until she vanished round a lower bend, and then turned homeward.




  He rode idly, the picture of her departure so vivid in his mind that some of his customary riding vigilance deserted him. When he reached the woodcutter's camp he pulled himself reluctantly from his thinking and chose another route by which to descend the slope. An increased heat lay trapped underneath these trees, and the midday's sultry stillness was a thick substance all around him. "The rights of other men," he said softly, "are not my rights. When I have paid my bill to Torveen I ride away from here." And he was wrapped in the somberness of that thought when the reaching crash of a shot threw his pony back on its haunches and whipped him forward in the saddle.




  He had not been struck, but there was deep in his head the long-planned reaction to just such a contingency as this. It came to him now like a boxer's instinctive defense. Rolling on forward across the saddle horn, he capsized and fell to the soft humus soil and turned over and over until he crouched at the base of a pine. His horse stood fast. The echoes of the shot went rolling and ricocheting down the slope; it died out in little fragments and eddies.




  He lay with his head turned upslope, keening the hot twilight of the trees. The sound had struck at him from his right side, and therefore his eyes went to the higher ground, across the brown roll of hummock and stump and deadfall. A mule deer came scudding along the trail, its tail lifted, and plunged on to remote shelter. Surratt's eyes focused on the fan-shaped barricade made by the root system of a capsized pine; it was two hundred yards away, on the high side of the trail. He edged away from his protection and got to his knees and made a run for another tree. Whipped behind it, he studied the slope again. When he next moved—circling and bending as before—he kept his eyes to upheaved roots. He side-stepped and reached a breast- high deadfall. He crouched and ran with it, to the margin of the trail. Paused for one long moment, he finally made one long dive across the trail and dropped behind a stump. From this spot he had a glimpse of the rear of the fallen tree's roots and saw nothing. But there was a bowl where the roots once had been, and in this bowl a man might crouch. Surratt drew his gun then and broke for the adjacent pine. When he reached it he didn't stop, but walked deliberately toward the bowl. It was a strange thing. Perrigo sat on his heels in the bottom of this depression with a rifle across his knees. He saw Surratt coming, but he didn't make a further gesture.




  Surratt walked down into it, coming against Perrigo. He was breathing a little from his run and sweat had reached his face; yet the stillness of Perrigo's attention, the bright and malicious burning of the man's black eyes steadied the fresh, strong pulse of his anger and made him alert.




  "You've got some bad habits, Nick," he grunted. "And this is one of them. I don't love a man that tries to get his turkey cold."




  Perrigo said: "Don't make that mistake, mister. If I'd wanted to hit you I'd aimed at you."




  "So maybe you're just trying to run a little scare into me?"




  Perrigo got to his feet. He put the rifle butt on his toe and cupped a hand over the muzzle. His shortness made him tip his head to reach Surratt's measuring inspection; it seemed to heat the little man's wrath. He stepped backward. "I don't like strangers. I'm tellin' you."




  "I understood that last night," Surratt told him dryly.




  "I don't get why you rode up there and met the Cameron girl," growled Perrigo. "It didn't look like an accident to me."




  "It bothers you?"




  Perrigo said, with a wicked calm: "A lot of things bother me. I don't like you around. You know too much about that shot the other night." His eyes pointed on Surratt, as bitter and dangerous as the muzzles of a double-barreled shotgun. He whipped out his thin question. "What do you know about it?"




  "You got an interest in the matter?" inquired Surratt.




  Perrigo pressed his mouth together. His dry features betrayed a faint fear. Surratt saw that and marked it in his mind and spoke again, somewhat more agreeable. "I'd suggest we get along, for I'm staying on with Torveen awhile. But if we're not going to get along I want to know that, Nick. When a man declares open season on me I've got my own remedies. Two can play this tune."




  "You smell like a Head rider to me," stated Perrigo.




  "You're dead wrong. I braced him the other day, didn't I?"




  "Men don't brace Bill Head like that," countered Perrigo. "They don't get away with it—not unless it's a faked scene."




  "Do we get along or don't we?"




  Perrigo blazed up. "The hell with you! You battered Chunk Osbrook's face out of joint and you laid your tongue on the kid. I'm warning you never to try that on me! I'm running that ranch for Torveen. I tolerate no man on the place that rides in front of me. I want that understood. If you stay, you take my orders. You get that?"




  "No," said Surratt.




  A quick reflex of temper sent Perrigo's arm forward with the muzzle of the gun. But he checked the impulse. Whiteness showed on his cheeks and made the blackness of his eyes more unreasoning. Violence shook him. "Then watch out for yourself!"




  "I wanted it clear," Surratt murmured.




  "You got it clear," cried Perrigo.




  He climbed from the bowl, and Surratt watched him go up to a thick swirl of pine seedlings and pull out a horse standing there. The little man trotted to the trail and galloped away. Surratt went thoughtfully back to his own horse, following the slope down. He came upon the meadow and crossed it to the ranch house. The crew had gone, but Torveen sat in his office room, sprawled out in a chair, somehow deeply engaged with his thoughts and ruffled by them.




  He said, with perceptible relief: "So you're back."




  "Was there some doubt in your mind, Sam?"




  Torveen shrugged his shoulders. "I couldn't blame you if you kept right on going away from here."




  Surratt sought his pipe and packed it. "I am to tell you that Bill Head's called a meeting of ranchers at his place tonight."




  "So you met Judith." Torveen shifted his back against the chair; he seemed at once irritable. "You get around, friend Buck. You sure do get around."




  "Any objections?" asked Surratt dryly.




  Torveen lifted his green and slantwise glance. He didn't like it. He showed his restless resentment. But then he got abruptly up. "Oh hell, Buck, let it ride. I'm nervous as a cat. I've no intention to rag a man like you."




  Surratt smiled. "When did you have a good drink last?"




  "If that helped any, I'd be drunk as a lord. So Bill's called a meeting?"




  "You going?"




  Something in the question reached Torveen's sense of humor. He grinned. "That wasn't why Judith sent the news along, Buck. No, we won't be there. We'll be somewhere else, tonight." He drew a long breath; he turned sober again. "I guess you'll have the chance soon enough to find out what my hole card is. Stick with me, Buck. This is going to be tough."




  BUSINESS AT NIGHT
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  This was night again and the crew was in the yard, waiting to go. A quick, cold wind flowed off the peaks; there was no moon. Torveen stood in the doorway of his office room, yellow light strongly shining against his roan cheeks. Posted at the foot of the porch, Surratt could make out the man's driving nervousness; there wasn't any fun in Torveen now and all his motions were swift and short. He drew a last long breath of smoke from his cigarette; he threw it out into the dust. His voice flattened.




  "You got any questions, Buck?"




  "That's all right," remarked Surratt very quietly.




  "It may be—it may not be. But, God, you're cool about it! Well, let's go." Torveen jumped down from the porch and traveled over to his horse, Surratt following. The group whirled out of the yard, across the plank bridge and into the timber. At the main road Torveen turned eastward and led his men up the stiffening slope of the hills. They ran between the solid pines and through a covering blackness, with only a dim steel-blue strip of sky above. They crossed a covered bridge, booming deep echoes out into the night. They seemed to pass along the edge of a canyon, for Surratt could hear the rush of water down there, even above the steady flogging rhythm of pony hoofs. His horse was drawing for wind, but the pace kept on that way without break during the best part of half an hour; after that they walked a little way, surrounded by a dense blackness still—and presently broke into the long canter, again covering the miles.




  They whirled suddenly out of the trees and pounded through a narrow gap. A steady, down-scouring wind met them in the face, with the chill of a higher elevation in it. There were a few short and stubby second-growth pines vaguely standing along this way, but these soon faded and they were riding across the face of a rocky slope, the black and abrupt bulk of one of the Gray Bull peaks running spirelike into the sky above them. Even without a moon the bare talus fields of this area reflected a tawny radium glow through the gloom. They plunged into a cold and damp mist cloud and rode sightlessly through its muffling substance. But somewhere along this stretch of road Surratt felt the grade level off and tip downward. He knew then they had crossed the pass.




  Without warning, they were beyond the mist. Torveen spoke a slow order. Surratt piled into the rider ahead of him and reined up abruptly. The crew had stopped behind Torveen, whose body turned in the saddle, right and left. There was no talk, but the labored breathing of the horses reached out and disturbed the chilly dark. An opaque, triangular pattern just ahead seemed to mark the presence of a defile.




  A voice came stolidly from the near-by rocks: "Torveen?"




  "Yeah."




  "Go ahead."




  They passed into the defile and paced through it and emerged upon what seemed to be a meadow. Alert to all this, Surratt pulled up his chin and keened the night. And then he was relaxed and amused, and puzzled. His nostrils told him the mystery; and his ears told him. Another man walked vaguely into view, to challenge as the first man had done. A white, moving mass stirred along the earth, bleating up a confused, unmistakable sound. Here were sheep, the smell of them strong in the wind.




  Torveen's voice came back, pitched to a high and driving restlessness. "You take the front, Nick. Rest of us scatter along the edges of this band. Stay on the road all the way back until we reach the turnoff to the upper meadow. Move along. Keep these woollies from straying. Push 'em, but not too fast. Come on."




  Surratt went into the meadow, sheering off from the edge of the band. The sheep were already in motion, pressing through the defile into the road. Torveen had disappeared and the others had disappeared. Surratt turned and drifted. When he reached the road he flanked the sheep and sat loosely in his saddle. Torveen's voice came up from the rear. "Faster, Nick." Surratt saw the blurred white stream bulge and break from the road, just ahead; and he trotted that way and pressed the sheep back into the straggling column. His horse didn't like the work and shied away, but he squelched that with a few quick prods of his spur and went idle again, amused to the point of silent laughter. At twenty- five he had turned sheepherder, a job that all his cattle training had taught him to despise. There was humor in this situation for him, a kind of sardonic byplay on the swift turnings of his own life. Yet his quick mind reached beyond the humor of it and saw a reality that contained no reason for laughter. He knew then why Sam Torveen had wanted help and why Torveen had kept his silence until now.




  Those pointed feet slicing into the pastures of cattle land meant somebody's blood. It had always been so. Somewhere in these hills lay a boundary line; imaginary, yet as broad and visible as a painted stripe. Beyond that line sheep could not go in peace and men could not herd sheep and live secure. This was a law that stood on no statute book, but it was a law nevertheless, and one that cattlemen would fight for more bitterly than any other. Buck Surratt's life had been with cattle and with cattle people, and he knew the iron steadfastness of the rule.




  Long afterwards—deep in the midnight hours—they reached the heavy timber and crept in scuffling confusion across the covered bridge. The wind ran steady and cool, ruffing up the spurious waterfall sound in the treetops. Sky's blackness thickened, and the bleating of the sheep band ran the silence in plaintive ways. The bell on the leading wether tinkled gently back. Surratt was thinking that the smell of this night's traffic would reach Morgantown before day came and that the invisible telegraph would carry it to the remotest corner of the hills; he was thinking that, solemnly reflective, when Penigo's voice reached him. "We turn."




  Surratt remained at his station, but another of the crew galloped forward and began to curse in a slow, methodical fashion. The pale stream bent. It vanished from the road into the anonymous trees, going down some narrow trail. There was no room here for straying and so Surratt dropped back into the dusty rear, riding silently beside Torveen. Torveen said, wearily: "What's the time?"




  Surratt pulled out his watch and struck a match. "Near one." The run of the hours surprised him.




  "The longest night I'll ever put in," growled Torveen. In twenty minutes they were through the trees, into another meadow of those hills. The sheep faded across it and the crew came trotting back, to collect around Torveen. He said: "Where's the herders?"




  A man roved up, afoot. "Here."




  "There's a cabin across the way. That's your headquarters. Sleep there, but don't be in it or around it by daylight. Camp out in the woods then—and keep your rifles with you. I'll come by after breakfast."




  It was one of the two herders brought along with the sheep. He said in an unemotional, faintly Irish-burred voice: "Indeed, Mr. Torveen," and slowly dissolved into the dark. Torveen breathed a weary order. "We can go home." He led the way straight down the meadow and plunged into the trees, in a little while arriving at the ranch. Surratt turned out his pony and carried his saddle to the bunkroom. But he didn't stay there; he walked back along the porch, hearing Torveen speaking to Perrigo in the office.




  "I don't expect trouble tonight. But you'll ride the timber and listen for it."




  Perrigo came out, flicking a quick, black look at Surratt. He went over the yard to the darkness of the corral and Surratt heard him swearing at the horses off there. Afterwards Surratt went into the office. Torveen sat in his chair, his body slack and his usual cheerfulness entirely gone. The strain of the night had broken up his roan face, it had scratched dangerously across his nerves. The color of his glance was a pale green.




  He said: "Well, you know my hole card now."




  Surratt said, "Yes," imperturbably and got out his pipe. He walked to the fireplace and tapped the bowl sharply against the stones, and filled it and fired up his smoke. He turned to find Torveen's glance narrowly set upon him.




  "Maybe you'll want to know why I didn't give you a hint before now," said Torveen. "Well, it was the idea of sheep. You're no sheepman, anybody can see. And I figured you might ride off. I don't like the damn blatting woollies myself."




  Surratt drew a gust of smoke into his lungs and expelled it. He said: "Ever been in a gunfight, Sam?"




  "No."




  "I've had some experience along that line," Surratt murmured. "You will have some, soon enough."




  "You get the idea here?"




  "Sure. You're bringing sheep into cattle country. There's only one answer to that. Hell's got no wrath like the wrath of a stockman who sees woollies creepin' across cow territory. I see what's happened tonight, and I see what's going to happen. What puzzles me a little is your particular reason for bringin' this grief onto yourself."




  Torveen straightened. He was entirely serious, momentarily drawn away from his worries. "Well, I'm still young, and a young fellow has ideas—and some ambition. I've been a two-bit cattleman ever since I took over this place from my dad. I don't cut any great figure against the old-timers like Martin Head or Cameron or Kersom or Hank Peyrolles. They were born and raised with beef and they can't see anything else. They don't know what's goin' on outside of these hills. They don't care. But I know what's goin' on. Sheep's a crop that goes well with cattle, and sheep are comin' in all around here. Hell, these hills are swell for sheep. The way for a man to build himself a big ranch is to run both. And sheep is the easiest way for a young fellow to start."




  "And the easiest way to lose his ranch," suggested Surratt




  "I used to have friends in this country," commented Torveen irritably. "Then I started talkin' sheep—and I've got no friends now. You saw how those boys in the jail office regarded me. Well, they knew I was stubborn and would follow my ideas. So they scared off my crew. What I've got now is a bunch of men I'm not proud of. But they're tough and I need that kind. Perrigo used to ride for Head until he killed a fellow up there and had to leave. The kid is a maverick I don't trust. He's wicked with the gun and he's got no morals. Chunk Osbrook was fired off Ab Cameron's place and came to me. You see the reputation I got? Ed's the only hand of my old outfit that stuck." Torveen got up and prowled the room with a surge of temper. "To hell with the old-timers. We've brought in our sheep and the game's started. We'll stand on our stack and play it strong."




  Surratt studied this redhaired, electric man. He softly suggested something. "You've got a good reason for wanting to build up the ranch and swing your weight with the rest."




  Torveen said impatiently: "There's no law against bein' ambitious, friend Buck. I'm too young a man to be satisfied with a two-bit spread." But he quit talking a moment, and the roan color of his face began to surge down his neck. "Sure. I want a big outfit and the money that goes with it and the pride of walkin' like a man into Morgantown's bank. Ab Cameron can write his check for six figures on a piece of butcher paper and cash it anywhere in this state. That's what I want."




  "The reason is clear to me," drawled Surratt.




  It stirred Torveen's strange and moody temper. He was recklessly angry. "You're too sharp with your eyes, Buck. You see too much you shouldn't see in people."




  '"You object to that?" countered Surratt quietly.




  Torveen said at once: "I did you a favor, but I won't hold you to it. You can ride any time."




  Surratt removed his pipe. He laid it on the table and his tone prowled catlike across the room's quiet "We'll consider you didn't say that, Sam."




  Torveen reared his head and his shoulders. A willful heat sparkled across his green eyes. He wasn't Surratt saw, a cool man; he was a fighter who could be baited into trouble. Yet even as he saw this and marked it for the future, he noticed Torveen's insistent sense of humor loosen the fighting streak along his mouth. Torveen grinned frankly. "Think of you and me talkin' like this! To hell with it Buck."




  "Sure," said Surratt, and smiled again. "To hell with it. We've got a little game of poker coming up and it won't be mild. Maybe I can help out, for this is a game I've played before." Then he added softly: "It will be strange to you, until you learn. And when you learn you'll be a different man, with a wisdom you'll wish you never had."




  Torveen shook his head. "You're a tough one. A lot of livin' has run over your shoulders. But it is queer to me you smile so little and sometimes look so regrettin'." He shrugged his shoulders and abruptly changed the subject. "You pounded the whey out of Chunk Osbrook, and he's the kind of a boy that will mind you and respect you for the poundin'. It is not the same with the kid or Nick Perrigo. Maybe I don't need to tell you this—keep your guard up with them."




  Surratt nodded and left the office, strolling back to the bunkroom. Perrigo was out on patrol and Ed stirred somewhere in the yard. Osbrook had turned into bed; the kid sat at the table playing solitaire. Pulling off his boots, Surratt saw the kid's eyes reach him and show once more that sullen, sallow flash of hatred, as wild and consistent as it had been the previous night. Surratt pulled the blanket over him and shaded his eyes, considering what he had to do. The kid was like a dog reverted to wildness, cringing back from men but forever showing his teeth. He needed another slash of the whip. Surratt let his hand fall from his eyes. He rapped his order at the kid.




  "Turn out that light, punk."




  The kid put his elbows on the table and stared down, with a quick breath disturbing his narrow chest. Surratt slowly reared himself to an upright position; but he didn't have to speak again. The kid bent over the lamp and blew out the flame.




  The sheep had entered the hills without trouble, but not without being observed. On a little bench near the pass, Judith Cameron stood in the dark and watched the pale blur of the herd fill the road and go bleating by. When they had disappeared she turned away and rode rapidly through the rugged folds of this upland country toward the Cameron ranch house. Lower down, near the covered bridge, another spectator held himself back in the brush and silently observed. And long after the sheep band had turned into the upper meadow Blackjack Smith remained in his covert and ruminated over its meaning, his big jaws biting into his tobacco chaw.




  A MAN'S COLD WILL
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  Old Martin Head, who was master of Crow Track, sat on the west porch with a blanket covering his crippled legs while watching twilight fade across the land far below him. The lights of the Cameron ranch began to wink through a thickening cobalt air and the whitewashed house of the Peyrolles, in the valley beyond, slowly sank under darkness. Past the tangle of ravine and river and steep pine slope, the distant desert lay all blanketed in a faint silver mist. This world was at his feet, as he wanted it to be; for Martin Head had been raised in the Tennessee mountains and there was that strong instinct in him against low lands.




  Just before the final dark closed in, Old Martin saw riders converge on the Cameron valley road and join and turn up toward Crow Track. He swung his shoulders a little, calling for his son. Bill Head came out and stood beside his father, saying nothing.




  "Company's coming," said Martin. "Why?"




  "I asked 'em," explained Bill Head. "That all right?"




  Martin Head rolled back against the chair. Silence enveloped him and hid away his feelings and his thoughts. It did more than that—it definitely pushed his son away from any hope of affection. He gripped a cigar between his teeth, and above his high cheekbones two powerful eyes narrowed against the night with a kind of slit, Mongol passivity. A cropped black beard, like General Grant's, concealed all expression; he was engrossed in this colossal, brooding indifference when his neighbors rode up this hill.




  They hailed him and came to the porch—Cameron and Dutch Kersom and Hank Peyrolles and Henry Ranier. Martin Head had known these men for a good many years. Yet he said, "Good evening, gentlemen," with the inflexible, courteous tone he used for all men of whatever degree. Bill Head came forward then and got behind the chair and lifted it and carried his father into the living room. He put the chair beside the fireplace and stood back, not exerted enough to show it by deeper breathing. The visitors followed. Dutch Kersom, himself a burly man, spoke with a touch of admiration.




  "You're a powerful brute, Bill."




  Martin Head said, not looking at his son: "The bottle, Bill, and the glasses." Bill Head turned out of the room, leaving behind him stillness that wasn't comfortable. Pine knots on the fireplace hearth exploded, and the light swelled and rippled across the low ceiling, against the whitewashed walls. Out in the kitchen men were talking, and dishes clattered. Above the fireplace a cavalry carbine and a saber with a heavily ornamented hilt hung half crossed. Below the weapons was a lithograph of General Jeb Stuart, under whom Old Martin had ridden during the rebellion. There were no other pictures in the room, which was a measure of Martin Head's mind. Beauty Stuart was a bright memory to him and never would cease to be; and the Southern cause was still a thing Old Martin believed in with the hard and full partisanship of his nature. But of this he never spoke; for he had come to a period of life in which the spoken word could not cover all that he felt and remembered; and so, contemptuous of the paleness of sound against the bitter, turbulent brightness of things he carried in his head, he remained still. He had lost a son in the rebellion; and afterwards had created two sons to carry his name. His wife was dead and now one of his later sons was dead.




  Bill Head returned with the whisky; and poured a drink for Old Martin, who waited until the rest had served themselves. He said then: "My son Leslie's funeral will be in Morgantown tomorrow. But do not bother to come. A dead man is dead, and the living have too much to do to waste time on sentimental ceremonies."




  All, save Ab Cameron, downed the drink. Ab Cameron was fifty- five, but an old man in this rough country; he had a white and narrow and sad face, with a long mustache stained a little on the edges from tobacco; his hands were like those of a scholar, blue veins showing through transparent skin. His voice was soft, it was unassuming.




  "It is a sad thing, Martin. God rest his soul."




  But Martin Head's tone ran blunt and growling through the room. "He lived in his own fashion—and died that way. In bed, with a bullet through his chest and his own gun belt hangin' on a peg, the other side of the shanty. No doubt he was thinkin' of a woman when he died, as he was always doing."




  Bill Head said resentfully: "He was your son."




  "I keep rememberin' that," growled Old Martin. "He was my son, but he was a worthless man."




  The silence grew grayer. Peyrolles, who had a little more feeling for the amenities than the rest of them, changed the subject. "You wanted to see us, Martin?"




  Old Martin's shoulders shrugged. "My son did. He seems to be running this show." He leaned back in the chair and wrapped his massive silence around him like a blanket.




  Bill Head stepped forward, as though he wanted to free himself from the wide shadow his father made across that room. His body was a huge, straight column in the lamplight; color flushed his fair skin and a stubbornness lay along the forward throw of his chin, along the very broad lips. His eyes were light—and at this moment rather calculating as he faced these older owners.




  "Ranier and I went up to Sam Torveen's last night to take this Surratt back to Morgantown. Torveen made an issue out of it. I didn't like the idea of a fight right there on his own doorstep, so we didn't get Surratt That gives you an idea of Sam's frame of mind."




  A little interval of absorbed reflection came to the room. Peyrolles smiled then in a tight, acid way. "The boy," he murmured, "wants to be tough with us, does he? Well, Sam Torveen's dad was a friend of mine, and I rode Sam in my saddle when he was a kid a good many times. But I do not take presumin' ways from any man, let alone this boy."




  Dutch Kersom cocked his bullet-round head; not a great deal of emotion got through that swarthy skin. "What's he stickin' up for this newcomer Surratt for, I want to know?"




  "Just one more maverick to add to that wild bunch he's got," said Peyrolles.




  Ab Cameron's talk was uncertain. "I always used to like Sam. I always thought well of his family. As for the men he's got in his crew—"




  "They stink, for a fact I say," stated Dutch Kersom.




  "Certainly," agreed Bill Head. His eyes weighed these people and he played their tempers with a dexterity born of understanding. "He needs them for the sheep he's bringing in."




  "Sheep?" said Ab Cameron. "It's all talk. The lad wouldn't try it."




  "You don't know Sam," remarked Bill Head.




  Sheriff Ranier had remained thus far in the backgrounds He spoke now. "Sam's stubborn. He don't change his mind."




  "We will change friend Sam's mind," murmured Peyrolles, still showing that faint streak of acid smiling.




  "If he tries it," added Dutch Kersom, unemotionally.




  "He's got the sheep all right," said Bill Head, driving the information home in a quick tone. "They're up around the peaks, waiting to come in."




  "Where?" jerked out Peyrolles.




  "I can't find out. They've got a herder posted on the peak with a rifle and good eyesight. I don't want to get my men shot up. Not yet."




  It was as though the wind swung around from west to east. The temperature of this room seemed to drop, and the air to become cold and furious. These men had been idly discussing a possibility they didn't believe would happen. Now they were faced with it, and now they changed with the suddenness of their kind. Bill Head knew it and saw it, and was pleased. They were good men, large-handed and proud of their oral word, loving laughter and freedom; they could curse and storm and fight passionately when their authority was questioned, but they could be kind when that had passed. Yet upon this one subject they had an adamant singularity. A man who ran sheep became an enemy, no matter how long he had been a friend; an enemy beyond the bounds of decency or scruples. It was a passionate belief, so imbedded in them as to be like a religious conviction—and their sense of its rightness made them merciless. A man who ran sheep flew in the face of clear warning, and he had no pity and no generosity coming to him. Peyrolles bent in his chair, his desires impetuous and glittering in his eyes; Dutch Kersom was stolid, as always, yet Bill Head knew that this man's mind had locked out Torveen forever. Ab Cameron bowed his pale, benignant face. He spoke in a grieving way. "I am sorry to hear it."




  "Sorry?" challenged Bill Head—and flung his willful glance on Cameron.




  "We will send an outfit up there and find the sheep," murmured Peyrolles. "We will destroy them."




  Sheriff Ranier said anxiously: "What do you think, Martin?"




  But Martin Head looked upon them with a fixed, hooded stare; and not the power of all their eyes could detect his sentiments. He said briefly: "It is my son's show."




  A ranch hand came to the door and said laconically: "Man here wants to see you, Bill."




  Bill Head wheeled out of the room at a long stride. There was a rider near the corner of the porch. He made a formless, topheavy shape on the pony, and the darkness of the night covered his identity. But when he spoke to Bill Head the low, vast roll of his voice betrayed him.




  "I didn't tell you to come here," said Bill Head irritably.




  "Sheep's started in," said Blackjack Smith. "You wanted to know that, didn't you?"




  "Where?"




  "On the pass road."




  Bill Head turned back into the house. He said: "The sheep are coming in."




  Peyrolles was out of his chair in a single motion. The angular frame of the man bent and turned. "We'll stop that, now."




  Bill Head said sharply: "Wait a minute," and checked Peyrolles with a shake of his head. "We don't do it that way. Torveen's primed for trouble tonight. He'll be waiting for it. No. Let him bring his sheep in. There's plenty of other nights to come. We'll do this in our own way."




  Peyrolles' smile was a bright, sharp thing. "You got an idea, Bill?"




  Bill Head said: "When I call on you fellows for help I want to know I'll get it."




  "You'll get it," said Dutch Kersom. They all rose and stood a moment; and they seemed to await Martin Head's final word. But he said, "Good night, gentlemen," and nothing more, and then they left the room. Bill Head went to the porch and stood there until they had ridden away. Afterwards he came back into the room. He rolled himself a cigarette and lighted it—and waited.




  "Bill," said Old Martin, growling out his anger, "only a fool would take a posse to Torveen's to get a man—and go away without the man."




  Bill Head's pink face showed a resenting defensiveness. He was not quite easy in the presence of his father. He said: "I told you Sam had fixed himself up to make a fight of it. Why throw lead in his own yard?"




  "You've been taught better," grunted Old Martin. "Never start a play you can't go through with. Either you should have known better than to have gone up there, or else you ought to have taken this Surratt, regardless. So you made two mistakes—going there underestimating Sam Torveen, and going away with your hands empty. You backed down."




  Bill Head flushed. He was restless and angry. "Never mind. I'll take that Surratt when I want him."




  "Who's this Surratt?"




  "A stranger driftin' through the hills."




  Martin rolled his shoulders. "It wasn't a stranger that killed Leslie. Somebody did that who knew Les too well. Surratt's clear of that."




  "I know it."




  "Then," said Old Martin bluntly, "what you want him for?"




  "I don't intend to have him strengthen Sam Torveen's hand any."




  Old Martin judged his son with a cold, black glance. There was something unsparing in this man that would not relent, not even for his son. "You're a schemin' man," he said at last. "I do not trust your word. I have been harsh in my time and I've done things I regret now. But they were honest mistakes. You're not honest, Bill. I sit here tonight and listen to you speak about sheep, and all the while you are not thinkin' about sheep but about Sam Torveen whom you hate."




  "One reason or another," said Bill Head coolly; "I'm after Sam Torveen."




  Old Martin's hands gripped the chair arms. He pushed himself forward and let the full blast of his temper thunder out. "If you've got a quarrel with the man, go out and settle it—but don't lie about your reasons! God damn a man who's deceitful!"




  His voice rushed along the walls and filled the room massively—and died to a creeping silence. Bill Head stared at the floor with a still strain. He said, very quietly; "Yes sir. You want me to carry you upstairs now?"




  Old Martin remained crouched in the chair, inspecting his son in that bitter, friendless way. "It is my opinion that Nick Perrigo shot Les. I knew Perrigo well. A tricky little scoundrel who worked for me long enough to hate all Heads, and Les in particular. The man never forgot an injury and never forgave one. If I had two sound legs I'd go find Nick and I'd kill him. Since I cannot do it, you will do that for me."




  Bill Head pulled up his chin and stared. "I'm to personally do that, sir?"




  "Les was no good," stated Old Martin. "But he had our name and we'll see that it is protected. There's our answer to the hills. You go get Nick Perrigo." Then he added with a dismal grimness: "They are not Christian reasons, Bill, but they're honest ones."




  "If..." began Bill Head; and stopped. A woman's voice come through the door. "Dad's gone home?" And afterwards Judith Cameron walked in. She crossed the room, smiling at Old Martin, and bent down and kissed him on a cheek. Old Martin sat motionless, his hands still gripping the arms of the chair. He was a seldom-smiling man, but when she drew back, laughing a little at his stony manner, his eyes softened and were pleased. He said, more brusque than usual: "Ab's gone. A girl like you, Judith, has got no business rammin' around these hills at night alone. Ride home with her, Bill."




  Judith looked at Bill thoughtfully. She said: "Is he supposed to be protection, Martin?"




  Old Martin scowled at his son. "If he turns bad on you, Judith, use a gun."




  Judith walked out with Bill Head following. Martin Head lifted his voice again and yelled: "Pokey!" A thin, time-whipped little man came instantly in and stood in front of Martin Head, his countenance faithful and sly and sad.




  "Who rode up here with news for Bill?"




  "Blackjack Smith."




  Old Martin's throat growled. "We're havin' fine company on the ranch these days, Pokey. Turn me around—and get out."




  Pokey swung the chair toward the fire and left at a silent shuffle; and took up a kind of sentry duty on the porch. Martin Head leaned back against the chair, with his eyes on the lithograph of Jeb Stuart. He spoke to Stuart, across time, as an equal to an equal.




  "There ain't as much honor and courage in the world as there used to be, Beauty. And the fun is gone. You died young, which was proper. It's hell to be old."




  Judith and Bill Head went down the trail in silence until they came to a meadow dimly shining in the night. Bill rode abreast her at this place. He was disgruntled and irritated. "Was that the sort of thing to say to the old man?"




  "About your dependability, Bill? Well..."




  "Judith," he burst out, "treat a man a little kinder!"




  "You get kindness," she told him softly, "by being kind."




  "You can cut the heart out of a fellow with your words," he said, vehemently. "Good God, what do I have to do if I want a little encouragement from you? Don't hold me off like that!"




  Her talk was candid and hurting. "You don't like being held off, do you, Bill? You like things all your own way. If a dog doesn't come when you whistle, you whip him. If a woman doesn't smile, you want to whip her."




  He pulled in his horse and reached over to catch her reins. "Listen, Judith. No man's going to stand against me, as far as you're concerned. Maybe I'm not sentimental enough for your fancy. But I can fight for what I want."




  "You can use the whip," she retorted.




  He spurred his pony over and caught her before she could lift an arm. His gloved hand scraped across her face and pulled it around; and he kissed her with a sudden brutality and let her go. Her other arm came up then and she slashed him across the head with her crop. His hat fell off and his pony fiddled away. He started to swing toward her again, his breathing heavy and fast in the quietness of the hillside. Her voice stopped him definitely. "Quit it, Bill, or I'll follow your Dad's advice."




  Rage raked his voice: "What are you prowling around here at night for?"




  "I like to ride at night."




  He said, wickedly: "The habit will get you in trouble, Judith. Where were you the other night when Les was shot?"




  She flung her horse at him and her crop smashed him violently on the face again. And then, without speaking, she galloped down the meadow and disappeared in the lower timber. He didn't follow; he remained there in the meadow, holding a hand across his stinging cheeks, turned mad by his injuries.
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  Hughie Grant, who was a Crow Track rider, came up the road from Morgantown and saw Nick Perrigo loitering there at the Torveen gateway. Hughie Grant made a sweeping turn on his horse and came to a stop; he had a big, weathered body and an impressive coal-black mustache—and he rolled freely in the saddle. He said, genially: "There's a fellow that used to work for the Heads. Nick, I never liked you and you never liked me. For a fact, nobody likes you. I'd guess you don't even like yourself."




  "Keep goin', Hughie," Perrigo said.




  "You own this road?" suggested Hughie Grant, and reached into his hip pocket. He hauled out a flat pint whisky bottle, holding it up to the afternoon sun to measure its contents. He uncorked it with his teeth and transferred the cork to his hand while he downed a drink. He shuddered faintly and corked the bottle. But a touch of magnanimity appeared to get possession of him then. He urged his horse toward Perrigo and inclined the bottle.




  "Have a little taste of the hair of this dog."




  Perrigo said instantly: "No." Yet his eyes clung to the bottle, and his hands moved and stopped.




  "Hell with you, Perrigo. Proud, or something? Well, you never could handle liquor anyhow."




  Perrigo suddenly grunted, "Give me that," and seized the bottle. He flung his head back, drinking with a sudden gusty thirst. Hughie Grant's eyes narrowed and contained a shrewdness that didn't belong to a drunken man. He said feebly: "Leave some of that."




  Perrigo lowered the bottle. He held it flattened against his hand, darkly glowering over it. He stood this way, thin and waiting and morose.




  "You sure was dry," grumbled Hughie Grant.




  "Ain't drank for six months, Hughie."




  "Prohibition," said Hughie in disgust. "Well, give me my bottle."




  Perrigo tipped the bottle again quickly and drained it and handed it back. A little flush of blood brightened the man's honed cheeks. He scanned Hughie Grant angrily. "Why in God's name did you come draggin' that bottle past me for?"




  "It's my regret," stated Hughie Grant, "not yours. Empty—damnation!" He flung the bottle over into the trees and sat with his shoulders drooping and his eyes studying his palms as they lay folded on the saddle horn. He waited a little while; then looked at Perrigo and came to a decision.




  "Well, I'm blasted if I ride home on an empty stomach. Next time, Nick, don't ask me any drink out of my bottle. I'm goin' back to town for another one." He wheeled his horse down the road. Ten yards away he turned. "You comin'?"




  "For a drink?"




  "What else was I talkin' about?"




  "Wait a minute," said Perrigo. He went back into the trees and got on his horse and came out beside Hughie Grant. They trotted toward Morgantown, Perrigo dismally scowling.




  "That shows you," pointed out Hughie Grant. "Six months without a drink ain't good for anybody. Why stunt your frame like that?"




  "Booze," said Nick Perrigo in sultry disgust, "is my poison." Instantly he hauled up to a stop. "You know that, Hughie. What're we going to town for?"




  Hughie Grant didn't look back and he didn't stop. He said: "Don't bother me. On mature thought, maybe you hadn't ought to come. Old Martin's there and so's Bill Head and the bunch."




  "Wait," said Nick Perrigo, and came on at a rush.




  "We just got through buryin' Les Head," reflected Hughie Grant "I don't like that kind of work."




  "You may be buryin' another," said Nick Perrigo, and all his little features were violent and inflamed. "I've got no use for a Head, nor for any Head rider."




  "I'm one," pointed out Hughie Grant equably.




  "What of it?" gritted Perrigo.




  Hughie Grant's reply was summer-mild. "Nothin'. We was talkin' about a drink wasn't we?"




  So they trotted down the hill and rounded into Morgantown's main street. Perrigo stiffened in his saddle and his free arm began to swing forward and back, brushing his gunbelt at each passing. Sunlight was a low flash in the west, and bright purple currents of twilight flowed along Morgantown's south walk and touched the men scattered there. Ranier loitered at the jail office beside Old Martin Head's wheel chair. Nick Perrigo passed him without a side glance; and he didn't turn his eyes at the hotel where Bill Head stood in idleness. Crow Track riders cruised this street and a group of them were at the doors of the Elkhorn saloon. Perrigo wheeled in here and dismounted, a scarlet flush crawling down his narrow neck. He left his horse at the rack and went around the rack and stalked through the Crow Track riders sightlessly, into the saloon. Hughie Grant followed him to the bar. A man immediately lifted his bottle and slid it along the bar, moving away from Perrigo. The humming thickness of talk in here dropped definitely, and other men's faces wheeled in the shadows of the place and watched Perrigo with an indrawing interest.




  Perrigo said to the bartender: "It'll be rye," and stared at himself in the backbar's shining mirror; something in that whipped and peaked reflection seemed to lift the hackles on his neck. His eyes turned narrow and red. When the bartender slid bottle and glasses down to him he helped himself to a drink and hooked both arms on the bar's edge and lowered his face—and stood that way.




  Hughie Grant abruptly clapped his hands to his chest. He said: "Now where's my money?" and turned to leave. Perrigo's hand instantly shot out and seized Hughie Grant by the arm.




  "Where you going?" demanded Perrigo.




  "I'll be back," said Hughie Grant very softly.




  Perrigo stared at him unrelentingly; and the room's silence grew. Afterwards Perrigo released his grip. "You damn right you will, Hughie. Or I'll come and find you. I don't drink alone."




  "Sure," said Hughie Grant, and left the saloon rapidly. He passed the Head riders and winked at them, and cut across to where Bill Head was. He took off his hat and a fresh, full sweat curled down his forehead. He wasn't drunk and never had been. He let out a tremendous sigh, then spoke to Bill Head. "There's your man, Bill. But, listen. I never do that again."




  Back in the saloon Neal Irish, who ran the poker game, suddenly laid down his cards. He said to the players, very quietly: "Cash in your chips, gentlemen. Play is over for a while."




  Buck Surratt was in the Torveen yard with his back propped up against a corral, enjoying the sunset, when Annette Carvel came out of the trees at a rapid canter. She crossed the yard to him and jumped from the saddle and took a pose of interest there. He pushed himself to his feet then, saying casually: "Hello."




  Her hands rose in an expressive way to touch her hair and sweep it back from the graphic outline of her face. Her lips changed to a faint smiling; her shoulders straightened and the light of her eyes became direct and personal, as he had noticed it to be in Morgantown two days ago. He didn't quite understand the frankness of that silence, nor could he perceive the change that occurred in her. But the change was there, for this was a girl sensitive and pliable to the ways of men; and her eyes saw that Surratt was young and tall and that he smiled back.




  She said: "Is Sam here?"




  "Everybody's gone but me."




  She speculated on him, her interest very strong. Against the whiteness of her skin her lips made a full, soft, crimson contrast. "My name," she said finally, "is Annette Carvel. My mother and I run the dressmaking shop in town. You're Buck Surratt, the new man."




  He said, "Yes," and let it go like that, but her personality came warmly across the space to disturb him. Her voice, when she spoke again, dropped to a faintly husky note, approving and gently inviting.




  "You're very brave to stand against Bill Head."




  He didn't answer, and he saw immediately how responsive that pretty face was to the least change in her mind. Her lips moved, they showed disappointment Her shoulders lifted. "Well," she said, "then you'll have to do, I guess. Nick Perrigo's in the Elkhorn saloon, drunk as a fool, and all the Head crowd is there. They hate him, you know."




  He said, "Thanks," gravely. She waited a little longer, her expression hopeful and pleasing in the sudden fall of twilight. Her breasts stirred to the lift and fall of her breath. She wheeled away with a quick impatience and swung up to her saddle, saying: "Sam would want to know about that. But if you're alone..." Then she had a long, straight smile for him. "There's always a dance in town on Saturday nights, Buck." Unaccountably she laughed at him and galloped down the meadow, into the trees.




  Surratt tried another match on his pipe. The light ran along the gravity of his cheeks and died, and he stood in the forming twilight and thought of Annette Carvel's hands because they were, to him, important. But it was a thought that faded swiftly into the back of his head where so many other things were stored. He turned to the bunkroom for his saddle and came out and caught up his horse. When he was ready to ride he sat in the saddle a moment, considering Nick Perrigo brought to bay in the Elkhorn saloon. It was a picture very clear. Out of his memory he could produce other pictures like this, the details blurred by dissimilarity, but the central scenes all the same, all making this dark pattern of a man backed up against a wall and other men starkly waiting for him. Nothing changed. He went down the meadow and through the trees and got to the road. Turning toward Morgantown he had but one question in his mind: How had so wary a hand as Nick Perrigo gotten into the trap?




  When he reached Morgantown twilight had faded into another black night, with a low young moon on the horizon shedding no glow. The house lamps of the town were flushing through window and door, laying yellow hurdles across the dusty street; men strolled indolently through these alternate patches of light and dark and made stray outlines in the deeper shadows, their talk coming to him in murmuring eddies of vague sound. This was supper hour, the hour of peace; but because the undertones of life were always strong to him, he could feel the creep of suspense on this street. He trotted on and curled into the hitch rack, the undertow of his arrival leaving a lively wake behind. A few riders stood outside of the Elkhorn's doorway and he knew, by the way they turned, that he was identified. He walked by them, put his shoulders to the doors and passed inside.




  Before the doors had swung behind him he heard a man out there say: "Go get Bill Head." The tone of it was eager, it was wicked; and Surratt's lips thinned and were remotely touched by a smile. He stopped here, undiscovered for a moment, to absorb the scene before him.




  He had not been wrong. Under the strong full light of the saloon's bracket lamps was a scene that had nothing new in it. Men stood loosely together in this room, faced toward the back end of the place. There were thirty or more of them, all waiting out the silence. Looking past them, over their shoulders, he saw Nick Perrigo backed against the wall. Perrigo's insubstantial body swayed from side to side, and the weight of his drawn and lifted gun seemed to tip him forward. He stared at the crowd, but it was the blurred, unrecognizing stare of a man blind drunk. His voice came across the room, thick and past caring.




  "Gentlemen, why don't you come at me?"




  The Elkhorn's bartender, standing with his hands flattened against the bar, caught Surratt in the corner of his eyes and turned to look fully; and opened and closed his mouth without sound. Surratt spoke in a tone strong enough to carry across the shoulders of this crowd to Nick Perrigo.




  "You want to go back to the ranch, Nick?"




  A ripple ran through that mass; and all those dark and eager and partisan faces veered on him. Perrigo said:




  "Who's talkin'?"




  The crowd swayed. A little lane opened and a motion of defense carried these men back toward the walls. He faced Perrigo down the lane and saw Perrigo's bitter red eyes stare and find nothing. Perrigo said again, plaintively:




  "Who's talkin'?"




  "Surratt. You want to go home?"




  "Surratt," breathed Perrigo. "Get me out of here." And then he swayed from the wall, all his will exhausted, and fell face down on the floor.




  The glow of the lamps sharpened everything and Surratt saw his surroundings with a fatal clarity. The room was long and narrow, the bar on one side and a row of poker tables on the other. For a moment the Crow Track men remained as they had been, recoiled from that little lane down which Surratt had his view of Nick Perrigo. And then an unspoken thought stirred them, and the lane closed up and Nick Perrigo was imprisoned behind the solid wall they made.He heard men coming rapidly along the walk outside. He heard their voices rising, suppressed and excited. But in here the silence grew insufferably thin. He shook his shoulders a little. His hand touched the butt of his gun and he said gently: "I'm taking Nick home, boys," and he lifted his gun and moved forward, his lips still pressed into that remote, constant smile.




  It was the weight of their numbers that held them uncertain during this moment. Men in a mass always waited for the voice of a leader to start them, for a sudden motion or a swift word to start them. This was something the years had taught him and it guided him coolly across the room to the solid edges of the crowd. The moments were ticking on, and the stillness here was ready to ignite and explode. He came against a man, not stopping and not speaking. But the muzzle of his gun was against the man and so was the full weight of his eyes. It was a trick, this piling up of threat against one individual in a mob. Singled out thus, the man wheeled and made a little break in the solid wall. Surratt walked into it slowly; he pushed on and set all his will against the next man. He had made a hole. But a moment later the shifting pressure veered around him and the hole closed up and he was locked solid within the Crow Track crew.




  Somebody said angrily from the background: "What are you fools doin' over there? Get at him!"




  The weight of that purpose crushed against him at once. A man in front threw his chest into Surratt and reached up with his hands. Surratt smashed him over the head with the gun, knocked him back, and shouldered on. Fury began to boil through the room, talk rose gutturally. The fellow in the background yelled again. "Get at him—get at him!" A hand reached out from Surratt's left side and tore at his neck; he broke away from it and threw his knee into a Head rider, who cried and struck him in the face. Hands groped for him once more and this mob surged at him, and men struggled against other men and were blocked by their own closeness. Surratt lowered his head; he plunged on. He slashed his gun barrel across a countenance so white and hating as to be ghostly—he saw that face tip and drop. He got all his strength together and braced his feet and whirled a complete circle, beating them away. He felt the hot blast of their breathing and the slanting blows they landed on his back. His shirt was caught and torn, and he was caught around the neck again, from behind. But he didn't stop; he squatted and bucked his way ahead, carrying the man with him. He shook that encircling arm free—and slugged a Crow Track rider on the temples and slammed him aside. The back wall of the saloon was before him. He jumped at it and put his shoulders to it—and so faced them. Nick Perrigo was at his feet.




  His gun held them off a moment, his lips holding that same thin laughter; he reached deep into his lungs for the wind he had to have. They were growling at him like wild dogs. The man by the bar still kept up his insistent yelling, but those directly facing him looked at the point of his gun and stood uneasy and sullen and watchful. He dropped to his knees and got one hand around Nick Perrigo's waist. He pulled the man half upright and threw him over a shoulder—and stood erect with a hard wrench of his muscles.




  He remained like this, considering the saloon door thirty feet yonder—with that crowd waiting stubbornly, savagely for him to start back. Somebody suddenly jumped to the top of the bar and reached out with his hand and killed the lights there; somebody else ran along the opposite side of the room to repeat that gesture and to at once turn the room dim and smoky. There was but one lamp left burning, this directly behind Surratt. He laughed at them then—openly—and swung about and lifted the lamp from its holder. He yelled: "Fire!" and flung the lamp straight into the heart of the crowd.




  Glass smashed over the floor, the spilled kerosene exploded into a pale flame that rushed up a man's oil-soaked coat. The man let out a high-pitched yell and wheeled and slashed his way through the crowd. A quick fire flashed and smoked in the sawdust scattered along the boards, filling the room with its acrid odors. This Crow Track crew was touched by a sudden terrible fear and stampeded for the lone doorway. One rider alone pushed through the crowd and tried to extinguish the fire spreading out from the broken lamp. The uneasy, shuttering blackness of this room was all at once filled with a savage, senseless grunting as this Crow Track crew slugged its way toward the door. Surratt ran straight for the thin glow of that doorway, ramming into the stormy swirl of all those beating bodies. Tables fell and were smashed. Somebody broke a window and jumped through; the swinging doors were clawed down. The weight of that unreason squeezed against Surratt. He bucked his way ahead, beaten by blind blows; he stepped on a man who reached up and grabbed his legs. He had to kick his way free. The pressure around the doorway was like the pressure of a vice, and Perrigo's body put a dead weight on his shoulders; and then the fierce drive of men at his rear shot him through the doorway. He ran around the hitch rack and reached the street—and stopped there.




  The lights of the hotel and the adjoining stores laid a bright spot in the dust. He was caught here, exposed and surrounded. The up-running Crow Track crew saw him and wheeled to make a ring that closed him in—and on the hotel porch Bill Head stood and looked at him with a stubborn triumph.




  "Put Perrigo down," Bill Head ordered. "You've had all your fun."




  It was a scene again, like other scenes on the back trail. Darkness all about, and here one bright flood of light. Men were watching him, the aroused instinct to kill stained somberly and hungrily on their cheeks. There was a cripple in a wheel chair next to Bill Head, an old man with a black beard and a black glance cutting into him. That one bent from his chair and gripped his hands on its arms, as though he wanted to throw his power into the street against Surratt.




  "Drop him," repeated Bill Head.




  Blood dripped along Surratt's lips. The wild fury of the moment ripped through him and recklessness had its way with his cheeks, strengthening the smile so thin and permanent on his lips.




  "I think," he said, "I'll finish this job."




  Bill Head cried: "You want to die, you damned fool?"




  There was a weight in Surratt's fist. His gun still hung there. He threw Perrigo more securely over his shoulder.




  "It's an even break," he said. "You want to try?"




  "Grandstand stuff!" breathed Bill Head. He made a stiff and enormous shadow in this yellow light He didn't move; the bully cast of his features never changed. "Move up behind him, boys—and get the gun."




  "Is it the lamplight that makes you look so yellow?" murmured Buck Surratt. The rage in him was enormous, without reason. But he stood here and was trapped. He knew it. The crippled man suddenly slapped both of his hands on the wheel chair and lay back and seemed to grow furious behind his beard. Bill Head looked down at the cripple, with a deepening of ruddy color. Surratt heard him speak hotly to the cripple. "I play this hand my own way, sir."




  But there was interruption here. The circle broke and the blocky shape of the marshal drove through. Bolderbuck came up to Surratt. His face was without imagination, without the hint of friendliness or anger. He ranged himself beside Surratt. He said, clear enough for the street to hear: "Put him on his horse and pack him home, son."




  "Wait a minute," challenged Bill Head. "I'm running this."




  Bolderbuck turned in a manner that was like the settling of a great weight. His voice remained wholly unmoved, it continued its stubborn and polite run. "I handle the law in this particular town, Mr. Head. Take your man and go, Surratt."




  But a man cried out instantly from the ranks of the surrounding Crow Track outfit: "No you don't, Mary Ann!"




  Bolderbuck wheeled his square body again and faced the sound. He said placidly: "I'll kill the one that draws a gun."




  Surratt looked at Bolderbuck. He shook his head. "I'll apologize for misjudgin' you," and carried Nick Perrigo across the street to the horses. The crowd there gave sullenly; but it gave. He threw Perrigo across his saddle and got up and readjusted the little man on his knees crosswise like a bag of flour. He caught the reins of Perrigo's horse and turned up the street, bearing one burden and leading another. But he halted a moment, the thin laughter growing stronger along his lips. He saw Bolderbuck implacably holding that crowd still; he saw Bill Head standing on the walk with a bilked rage flushing his big, handsome face; and he saw the obscure glance of the cripple shooting out at him from beneath those shaggy brows. It was the cripple he remembered as he trotted up the street and left Morgantown behind.




  Bolderbuck held his position—and thus held the crowd in place—until the echo of Surratt's pony vanished from the night. He turned after that and walked through the circle, ignoring it, and went on to the jail office. He sat down in a chair and got out his pipe; and was smoking it in ruminative silence, with his thick hands laced across his belly, when Sheriff Ranier came quickly in and shut the door.




  Ranier stared at Bolderbuck. "Why did you do that, Tom?"




  Bolderbuck spoke around his pipestem. "I admire courage."




  "The man's a fighter."




  "Yes," murmured Bolderbuck.




  Ranier was jerked by a nervous excitement. He fell into a restless tramping, going around the room. His face broke and settled and broke again, and his lips kept moving. He came to a stand. His question burst plaintively out of him. "What are we going to do, Tom?"




  "Stick fast."




  "No, you don't see it," exclaimed the sheriff. "The old ones will fight for their cattle. They've held this country solid. But there's a lot of young ones and poor ones who'll harken to Sam Torveen's example. They've been still. They won't stay still when they see this man Surratt laugh in Bill Head's face. They'll take courage and swing with Torveen. My God, Tom, you know what a neighborhood war does to you and me? Which way do we swing? Where do we stand?"




  "We stand fast," murmured Tom Bolderbuck, and kept on smoking. Long afterwards he mused, half to himself: "It was pretty, the way he stood out there with Perrigo on his back. It was pretty."




  On the street Bill Head threw a surly order to his crew. "Get your horses and get out of here!" He swung about and showed Old Martin the burning resentment that was in him. His tone was stiff. "It's my understanding you don't approve the way I handled this. Surratt's a gunman. It sticks out all over him. I won't be baited into a fight he wanted me to start. There's other ways of handling this. I wish you'd hold your judgment till this affair is over."




  "I'm staying at the hotel tonight," said Old Martin.




  Bill Head started to wheel his father into the hotel. But the old man's hand lifted in sharp dissent. He said gruffly: "Get on home. Pokey—Pokey come here."




  Pokey came up. He got behind the chair and pushed it into the hotel lobby and down the hall to Old Martin's room. He closed the door and stood waiting. Old Martin looked oddly at this little, unimportant man.




  "What you think of him, Pokey?"




  "Surratt?" said Pokey. He let his eyes fall to the floor; he was diffident and vaguely embarrassed. "Seems kinda like a tough one, Martin."




  "Tough!" roared Old Martin. "God blast you, Pokey, he stood out there and he didn't care about the whole of Bill's pack around him! He was laughin' at 'em in a way that made 'em cringe back and think twice!" Storm rushed through Old Martin, and his temper was a huge thing that crowded and heated the room. "And it's our luck to have him against us when I'd give the world to have a son like that."




  "Bill was just bein' careful," said Pokey.




  "No man has a right to be careful when another man calls him yellow," growled Old Martin. "There's no way out of this for Bill now. He'll have to face this Surratt across a gun. He's no son of mine if he doesn't. Pokey, I'm sendin' you on a trip. You go across the desert to where this Surratt came from. I want to know all about him."




  "Yeah," said Pokey.




  "Start tonight," said Old Martin, and sent Pokey out of the room with a wave of his hand. After the little man was gone Martin Head sat very still, thinking of what he had seen. It impressed him enough to murmur: "One man—and he made it stick. It is strange to understand."




  Surratt came across the Torveen yard and lugged Nick Perrigo into the bunkhouse. The kid was there with Ed; hey both got up and stared. Surratt dumped Nick into a junk, turning back without explanation. Torveen had heard him arrive and was in the office doorway.




  "I brought Nick home from Morgantown, dead drunk," explained Surratt.




  But there was a little light from the office shining on Surratt's battered face and on his torn shirt. Torveen saw this and pulled Surratt into the office. He rapped out his question.




  "What was it?"




  "The Carvel girl came up here and said he was in town in the saloon, with Crow Track on his neck. So I went down there. I had to pack him out."




  "With Crow Track there?" said Torveen.




  "Yes."




  Torveen stared. His eyes began to flicker. "It's all you've got to say—and you're smilin'?"




  Surratt shrugged his shoulders. "Bolderbuck surprised me. He stepped in to help me out."




  Torveen said: "Somebody must have got to Nick with a drink, before he went—or he wouldn't have gone to Morgantown. He knows better. Liquor's poison to him. I—"




  His mouth was open like that, framing the word, when the sudden boil of shot echoes came out of the north in subdued eddies. He put out a hand to push Surratt aside, but Surratt had already turned through the doorway and was running for his horse. The kid and Ed came from the bunkhouse on the dead gallop. They were all up in the saddles and turning into the meadow within half a minute of that first sound. Torveen yelled back at Surratt: "The sheep! I left Chunk Osbrook with the herders!" He raced into the trees on the north side of the house, down a narrow trail leading toward the upper meadows where the sheep lay. It wasn't more than half a mile ahead, and the sound of shooting there turned general and strong, many guns beating up the darkness. Torveen had quit talking, but the kid came just behind Surratt with a savage, jumpy cursing. Up there, two rifles sent flat explosions through the blunter noise of revolvers. Surratt heard them speak steadily for a matter of two or three minutes, and afterwards heard them no more. The revolvers bore down insistently for a little while, and a man yelled. That seemed to be a signal, for the firing died out with a last cracking shot.




  They came into the meadow. Sheep milled whitely in front of them, and Torveen had to turn aside and sweep around. There was a crash of horsemen over on the left, flailing through the trees toward the ridge. Torveen yelled: "Hey, Chunk!" He went on toward the herder's cabin recklessly, calling again. Surratt said, "Be a little careful, Sam," and brought up his horse and got down. The kid went by him, still cursing; but Ed also stopped short and jumped to the ground. He came abreast of Surratt as they walked on toward the house. A sheep lay on the meadow, shot but still moving. Surratt swept the edges of the far trees—and listened and heard nothing. He came up to the house then and found Torveen crouched down by the door. A match burst in Torveen's cupped palms.




  Its light glowed down on Chunk Osbrook's face. There was a little glitter of blood on Osbrook's chest. One hand lay up over the hole, as if to check the blood; but he was quite dead.




  Surratt reached over and killed the match in Torveen's fist. He raised his voice, calling through this thick dark: "Hey, you herders—come up here."




  "No," said Torveen, matter-of-fact with his words. "They'll be running. It was Chunk who stayed to take the beatin'. Well, that's one of us. They've got five more to go, Buck."




  Surratt said: "Send one of the boys for my blankets. I'll camp with the sheep."
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  They got Chunk Osbrook's body across Torveen's saddle. Ferd Bowie was swearing around the darkness; the others stood grouped together, tensed to the night's mystery. A disturbed bleating came over from the sheep, and the wind ran its steady way through the trees. Powder smell faded from the meadow; the last echo of the raiding party died up in the ridge.




  "Crow Track," murmured Surratt. "They left Morgantown just a little while ago."




  "Maybe," said Torveen.




  "Who else?"




  "Met Hank Peyrolles yet?"




  "In the jail office, other day."




  "You'll know him better," stated Torveen. "Well, there's no use waiting here. Those herders have bunched this job. I don't blame 'em much."




  They crossed the meadow and traveled back along the trail, Torveen leading and Ed and Bowie holding Chunk Osbrook's body in the saddle. Surratt followed with the extra horses. A coyote in the deep timber broke the liquid run of these dark shadows with a shrill half-barking call to the remote stars, invoking a far-off answer. When they came to the ranch Torveen helped Ed carry Chunk Osbrook to a storeroom beyond the kitchen. He came out of there and closed the door quietly; and remained on the porch a moment to roll a smoke. When he scratched a match across the boards the light trembled in his fingers. Surratt stared at that sight with a puzzled attention and then was relieved to know that anger did this to Torveen, not fear. For Torveen's voice was packed with hot emotion.




  "Dog eat dog," he said. "Well, we'll have our turn at it You sure you want to watch them sheep alone?"




  "I'm a little harder to shoot at," Surratt remarked dryly, and went into the bunkroom. Nick Perrigo lay where he had been dumped, huddled and snoring. The kid sat at the table with his sallow chin cupped in a palm. He stared at Surratt with the vigilant watchfulness of a wild animal; and the smell of this night's blood had put a cast in his eyes that warned Surratt. The thing haunted Surratt as he rolled his blankets. He threw the roll over a shoulder; he turned to the kid.




  "How old are you?"




  "Twenty," said the kid reluctantly.




  "Where's your people?"




  Bowie shrugged his shoulders indifferently. "I dunno. Dead maybe. Was in Oklahoma Territory when I run away."




  Surratt found nothing on that face which pleased him. Ferd Bowie was a white savage, and all the decency in him had been starved out long ago. Yet something prompted him to speak a civil word of advice. "Get out of this business. Ride over the pass and put this country behind. If you stay you'll kill somebody, or you'll be killed."




  The kid said evenly: "That's all right with me."




  Surratt left the bunkroom and put the blanket roll behind his saddle. He went across to the office, seeing Torveen inside. "In the morning..." he started to say. But he stopped and swung his head to the far end of the office—and discovered Judith Cameron posted quietly by the far wall. Surratt removed his hat. "I didn't know I was butting in."




  "That's all right," exclaimed Torveen. He showed a faint embarrassment. "Judith rode down to pass a word with me. She's a regular Indian for prowlin' at night."




  "I'm going to the sheep camp," said Surratt. "Be back for breakfast."




  Judith Cameron came from the end of the room. She murmured: "Wait a minute—I'll ride that far with you." She smiled a little at Torveen. "Time to go home. Dad's a little touchy lately about the way I drift."




  "I don't blame him," said Torveen. "You worry me, too."




  "Closing the gate on me, mister?" said Judith, swifter with her smile.




  Torveen flushed. "I'm thinkin' about you, Judith, not about me."




  Judith turned beside Surratt, near the doorway. For a moment Torveen's cheeks were plain and unexpressive. But Surratt observed something then that gave him the whole story of Sam Torveen's heart. Behind the labored neutrality of expression irritation stirred—a flash of jealousy showed. Torveen tried to hold it out of his voice and wasn't quite successful. "You're a handsome-lookin' pair, but that shirt's kind of irregular, Buck."




  "Remember what I told you," Judith said.




  "Sure," grunted Torveen. "Better get goin'."




  Surratt stood aside to let the girl pass out, and afterwards he went to his horse. She walked around the house and presently came riding back. Torveen remained in the doorway, closely watching. When they started off he sent a call after the girl almost humbly: "Good night, Judith."




  She raised her hand to Torveen and said, "So long," in a way that ran like a slow measure of music through Surratt's brain. At the trees he dropped back to let her take the lead, seeing her slim shape vaguely away ahead of him. They reached the sheep meadow a little afterwards, and he came abreast of her again, but there was nothing said and the silence was suddenly thick with this girl's presence, rich and satisfying with it. He saw the meadow cabin's dim outline reach forward—and felt a deep regret then for the shortness of this ride. He got down and pulled off his blanket roll.




  "Good night," he said.




  "I want to talk with you."




  She followed him into the cabin. He tried a match against the gloom and found a lantern sitting on a board table in the middle of the place. When he reached down to lift the globe he felt it still to be warm. A smoky yellow light flowed slowly through the place and reached over to touch the girl. She leaned back against a wall, her shoulders small and square and resolute against it. Her hair was a fresh tawny gold in this obscure room; and the shadows etched out the strong, clear candor of all her features. There was a blend of things in her that troubled Surratt by their fullness—a pride and an honesty and a deep, mysterious grace of heart and body—that woke in him the flame of hungers he could not understand. The knowledge of Sam Torveen's latent jealousy oppressed him then, for he realized why Torveen should feel that way about this girl.




  Her voice ran the room gently; her eyes explored his face with a soft, slow attention. "You were hurt tonight, in Morgantown. They bruised you and wanted to kill you."




  "We got out of it all right."




  Her question came as a low whisper. "Will you get out of it next time?"




  "Next time? It's better that a man be blind as to the future. Life's trouble enough without borrowing from tomorrow."




  She shook her head, enormously sober. "There's a sadness in you I do not understand."




  "I want something I can't have."




  "What?"




  "I think," he said, carefully choosing his words, "it is peace. I'll leave ambition to other men. To men like Sam, who's staking his hide on it."




  "You're staking your hide with him, Buck."




  "That's friendship—not ambition. When this is all finished I'll be riding on."




  "You know why Sam's ambitious, don't you?"




  "He's a young man and he's a poor man. It isn't money that matters with him. It's standing equal with any other cattleman in the district that matters. Something whips him on to that and he'll never rest until he gets it. I can see the pride in him that won't let him ask a woman to step away from a big house to a little one. So he's going to get a big house first, before he asks. I do not blame him—for you are the woman."




  She murmured: "Yes, that's why he's doing it."




  He watched her with a driving curiosity and could not penetrate the hazel mystery of her eyes. Sam Torveen loved her, but he could not break down her reserve to find how her heart went. It was a thing strangely and powerfully important to him, though he did not know why. He felt restless and depressed for lack of an answer.




  She said: "You know what this means, don't you? This band of sheep in the meadow has made outcasts of you all. There were six of you. Now there's five, and it will never end till you're all dead or driven out. Why should you go on with it, Buck?"




  He asked her abruptly: "What's your wish?"




  "To see it stopped before somebody else dies!"




  "No," he said. "Things like this are written in the book. Nobody can say Sam Torveen willfully started a war. It goes deeper. These sheep are like time. They move on and nothing can stop them. It's always been that way and always will be. If it wasn't Sam who started this, it would be somebody else."




  Her arms rose and crossed her breasts and she said in a small, quick voice: "I am afraid."




  They stood thus faced, deeply engrossed in each other, with something strong and vivid and unsettling running between them. He came around the table and looked down, and her eyes came up and were very bright. He locked his big fists behind him solidly, thinking that she was the full image of man's desire. The strength of her presence rocked and tore at him; it was a hammer beating at his strength; it was a wildness and a beauty lifting him higher than he had ever been lifted. He said, blunt and rough: "I think you'd better ride along."




  "I do not think you know fear," she murmured, long watching him. "But you're very lonely, Buck."




  "Good night," he said.




  Something quick and surprised widened her eyes. She looked steadily at him a moment, reading his face; and she turned immediately and went out. He didn't follow. Motionless by the table, he listened to her pony trot around the house and go up the hill trail. A little afterwards the echoes of the pony died in the timber.




  He thought angrily: "What did she see in my head then?" and lifted his chin to catch the fresh rumor of a pony running steadily up the meadow. He lowered the lantern's wick and stepped back a pace, waiting out that arrival. But a moment later he heard Torveen's voice call him. "That's all right. Buck." Surratt reached over and turned up the wick again and found Torveen framed in the doorway.




  The mood of this man was written plainly on his face, distrusting and aroused and angered; and Surratt understood instantly that Torveen had been across the meadow watching the cabin during Judith Cameron's visit. Faint anger stirred Surratt—and went away; and he felt sorry for Torveen.




  Torveen spoke unevenly: "I thought I'd drop over and see if you was sure you wanted to stick it out here."




  "It's all right. Don't be so damned spooky, either about these sheep or anything else."




  Torveen jerked up his chin. Irritation got the best of him. "By God, Surratt, you're too clever at reading a man's thoughts!"




  "Steady up, kid."




  Torveen came into the cabin, his nerves and his fears jerking at him. He made a complete circle of the room; he swung on Surratt, the ragged emotion in him pouring out.




  "Listen, Buck. That girl's my life. It's been that way since we were kids. There was a time when I stood well with the old- time cattlemen in this country. I was welcome anywhere. But when I got older and saw what a piddlin' spread I run it cut me pretty deep. To hell with the money or the fame. But I've got to have my part of this range—for Judith. I'm too honest to rustle, so it's sheep. Now I'm an outcast and I've played right into the hands of Bill Head, who's been wanting my scalp ever since I took Judith home from the first dance. He's always laid for me and the sheep give him the excuse he wants. Well, it's open season on Sam Torveen—and I've made it that way because I won't be in the position of poor white trash askin' a rich man's daughter to marry me. I'm playin' my stack on this and God knows where the end is. That's all right, Buck. It's all right—just as long as there's daylight for me. She's the daylight. She's always been."




  "Told her this?" asked Surratt quietly. "You've got an agreement on it?"




  "What kind of a fool would I be to lay this war on her conscience? Why do you figure she came tonight? To try to keep me out of trouble. Well, we'll play it like this—all the way through."




  "Sure," said Surratt. He was smiling across the interval, a little sadly, a little humorously. "We'll play it all the way through."




  Torveen scraped a hand across his cheeks and let out a long breath. He stared at the floor with his shoulders wearily dropped. He shook his head and came around the table. A grin streaked wryly across this man's roan, fighting face. He put his hand on Surratt's shoulder.




  "Sometimes I'm batty as hell. How long have I known you? Three days. Well, I'd trust you to the end of creation—and that's the way I've felt from the beginning. You're shoulders above the pack, which includes me, and I'm proud of my luck in runnin' into you. Forget it."




  "Forget it," agreed Surratt quietly.




  Torveen turned immediately out of the cabin, and a little later galloped across the meadow. Surratt picked up his blankets and killed the lantern. He walked from the cabin to lead his horse around to the margin of the near-by timber, to put it on a picket there. He drew his rifle from the saddle boot, strolled twenty yards from the horse and spread his blankets just inside the trees and rolled up for the night, the rifle above his head. The stars were all dimly agleam in the black sky, scattered like crushed diamond dust; the wind poured down these deep hills, strong with the smell of pine and rich upland grasses. All his bones were tired and his desire was for a dreamless sleep; yet he lay there and knew that his life had trapped him again in the strong jaws of friendship. He could not stand in the way of this fiery, lovable Torveen who trusted him; he could not take away, even if it were possible, the man's hope. Silence was his part, as it had been before. He remembered then the strong, supple shape of Judith Cameron against the cabin wall, and the curve of her lips—and loneliness bore him outward on an ebb tide.




  SECRET MEETINGS




  

    Table of Contents


  




  Surratt came down to the ranch house for breakfast; and afterwards went over to a corner of the meadow where the crew had dug a grave for Chunk Osbrook beside the graves of other Torveen people buried there. Day's thick and drowsy warmth already filled these hills, but the long shadow of the pines covered this little cemetery with a cool, still pleasantness. They brought Osbrook from the house and laid him in the grave and were dismally silent awhile. Considering these odd companions, Surratt understood something about them then. Tough as they were, they had an ingrained respect for death. They were embarrassed from knowing they owed Chunk Osbrook a more decent ceremony than they could render. It was the sense of a lacking propriety that held them thus paused here, waiting for Torveen to say what should be said.




  Torveen's gravity thickened on him. He looked around the group and out upon the yellow meadow, and turned a little toward a small headstone beside him, engraved: "Thomas J. Torveen, 1820- 1881." He considered the stone a moment.




  "My father," he mused, "once told me the prime duty of a man was to live in such a manner that dyin' would come easy to him. These old-timers lived strong, but they all seemed to get fun out of their days. They had a faith nobody could shake. I saw it in old Tom many times, a stout belief that his ticket read all the way through. He laid himself down without doubt and he died with a smile, like he wanted to show me it wasn't much of a chore. It's something that seems to be gone out of the world. I haven't got it and I know few people who do have it. I don't know what death is—I don't even know what life is. Maybe we'll find out and maybe we won't. Chunk wasn't a bad boy. His riding is done, and whatever else may come to him at least he's got a rest, which is more than we can say for ourselves."




  They waited a little longer, until they were sure he had finished. Ed and the kid put their shovels into the fresh dirt and began to fill up the grave. They worked at first reluctantly; then faster, eager to be done with it. The others presently stepped in and spelled them off on the labor. When they were through they all walked back to the yard. Nick Perrigo sat down on the edge of the porch, the aftermath of his drunk leaving him shaken and white and physically ill. The thinness of the man was more pronounced; his eyes burned. Ferd Bowie stood sullenly in his tracks. Ed remained in the background, leaning on a shovel. Sam Torveen scanned them with a practical glance.




  "You want to remember," he warned them, "that this is the beginning of something, not the end. There's five of us left, but it won't stay like that. We're running sheep, which makes us about as low in the scale of things, according to the view of a cattle rancher, as it's possible to get. I'm not cryin' about it—I'm just tellin' you the way the country looks at us. We don't get any more mercy and we don't get any more warnings. Was I a big cattle owner I'd probably feel the same way. If any of you fellows want to drift over the pass tonight it's all right with me."




  "I've been considering the sheep meadow," reflected Surratt. "I don't like it."




  "Why?" asked Torveen.




  "Too exposed—too easy to raid. Up on the ridge yesterday I noticed another clearing along the edge of the river. That yours?"




  "Yes, but it's five miles away."




  "Still, it gives us one less side to watch. We better move the sheep up there tonight."




  Torveen thought about it. Nick Perrigo lifted his head and spoke sourly: "I don't take to the suggestion."




  But Torveen finally nodded. "All right. We'll do that tonight."




  Perrigo reared up, crossed the yard to his horse and rode off. Bowie went into the bunkroom, Ed walked around the house. Torveen was remotely grinning. "You got this crew eatin' out of your hand. They're not happy about it, but they're mindin' you after a fashion." He came forward to squat in the sunlit yard and to draw stray patterns across the dust with his forefinger. "Friend of mine rode by last night who was in Morgantown when you put on your party. The way he told it I wish I'd seen it. Seems like you kind of printed yourself on this country's memory." He looked up, bright and severe. "You damn fool, don't cut your string so thin next time! It came near breakin' on you."




  "It didn't."




  "Supposin' it had?"




  Surratt murmured: "Sometimes a man can't afford to think of what might happen."




  "And you smiled at that bunch," marveled Torveen. "You called Bill Head yellow and he took it. I want to correct you on that little point, for it's important you get the man straight. There's no yellow in him. What you see is a cold brute patience that never gives up and never gets tired. Any other man, even a yellow one, would've been stampeded into a play last night. But Bill will let the whole damn country consider him yellow and keep drivin' at his purpose. You can set him back on his heels, but you can't stop him and you can't swing him off his trail."




  Surratt listened with an absorbing attention. He put this picture of Bill Head back in his mind, to consider and to remember.




  "It ain't the sheep, with him so much," went on Torveen. "It's me he wants—and my land. The Heads haven't got any open range like this. My meadows shut them into the hills. Bill's been lookin' my way for years. So, there's the story."




  Surratt said: "I'll mosey back to the sheep."




  Torveen had something else on his mind. He got up, choosing his words with a great deal of care. "Like I said, you've printed yourself on this country's memory. People think you know a good deal about Les Head's shooting."




  Surratt had turned away; but he swung about now and studied Torveen thoughtfully. "Maybe I do," he suggested.




  There was a definite worry on Torveen's homely cheeks. "Anybody might have done that killin'. Les Head had few friends. He was an insolent man and was hated for it. He was a man to chase after women—and there's men who hated him for that too." Torveen's eyes contained a studied, enforced inscrutability. "For that matter I might have shot him myself. I had reasons enough. I wouldn't go borrowing trouble, Buck, if I were you."




  "Maybe I don't follow you," said Surratt.




  "Maybe you do," retorted Torveen. But he added: "It's bein' said you've got some clue to the killin'. I wouldn't go turning over old boards. Something might fly up and sting you."




  "Were you on the ranch the night of the shot?"




  "No," said Torveen, readily enough.




  "Was Perrigo?"




  This lime Torveen's answer came reluctantly. "No."




  "Seems like everybody was ridin' through the hills that evening," said Surratt.




  Torveen's question went out of him like a shot. "Who else?"




  But Surratt only grinned at his partner. He went over to his horse. Torveen called after him swiftly and imperiously: "Don't carry your curiosity any farther, kid." Surratt made a stray gesture with his hand and cantered away, his grin dying. He let his arm fall briefly across his shirt pocket; then got out his pipe and stopped in the trees to fill it. Down the trail he saw the disappearing rump of another horse cutting crosswise through the brush; he lighted his pipe and caught it tightly between his teeth, riding on with a quick lift of his nerves. Coming out of the trees into the sheep meadow he found Annette Carvel waiting there for him.




  She said frankly: "I thought you'd be back along this way."




  He tipped his stetson, and was at once afraid of this moment. She wore a buckskin split skirt, heavily beaded, and a silk shirt fastened at the collar with a dark string tie. Hatless under the strong sun, her black hair glistened; and there was a shining, eager recklessness all about her. He looked at her attentively and saw that his glance was expected and awaited. Her lips, very red, broke into a quick smiling, and then she was a woman fully, lush with life.




  She fell beside him, pleased and softly laughing; and rode across the meadow to the little cabin. He waited a moment in the saddle, but she said: "Are you camping up here now?" and got down and went toward the cabin. He dismounted and stood by his horse. His silence turned her head and her back-thrown glance was made to please him, yet in a moment she shrugged her shoulders and came back, to watch him with a growing soberness. Her eyes then were very wistful; as though his silence struck her a blow she didn't deserve. She was, he suddenly thought, a child loving warmth and afraid of darkness.




  She spoke in a way that was humble, that was disappointed: "Men are funny. They keep thinking women are either bad or good. And when a woman comes first to a man, the man always thinks the woman is bad. Why is that? Don't you ever get tired of the same old things said in the same old way?"




  He said, gently: "Why ask me a question like that?"




  "I thought," she murmured, "you were different. But then I always think that. I guess there are no different men."




  He said: "Let me see your hand."




  She looked carefully at him, her head held a little to one side. She put her right hand forward, and her cheeks filled with color and her breath quickened. He took the hand, looked at it and turned it over, and let it go.




  "Why?" she breathed.




  He reached up to his shirt pocket. But some impulse stopped the gesture. He said: "Do you wear doeskin riding gloves?"




  Her mouth opened. She drew in a quick, gasped breath. Alarm sprang through her eyes and a pure whiteness covered her face, turning her lips scarlet against such pallor. Her expression then was haunted and miserable.




  "Give it to me!" she whispered.




  "Does it belong to you?"




  "Give it to me—please! It came from my store."




  He said, in a regretting, apologetic way: "I'm sorry I mentioned it. I have no desire to pry into anybody's life."




  She had seen his hand touch his shirt pocket. She threw herself against him vehemently and her fingers ripped at the pocket and reached into it. He stepped backward and pushed her hands down. He had to brace himself against the violence of her body for a moment—until her burst of strength went away and left her trembling there in front of him. She cried at him:




  "I knew you had it—and I'm not the only one that knows you have it! You won't give it to me?"




  He said gently: "No."




  She whirled back to her horse and got into the saddle. "You can be killed for that!" she exclaimed and went across the meadow at a full gallop, disappearing behind the trees.




  Surratt remained in his tracks, somebody displeased at his own conduct. He had no desire, he told himself strictly, to tinker with people's secrets or crack the whip of fear over anybody's head. Yet this was what possession of that doeskin glove in his shirt pocket was coming to mean. In the beginning a pure impulse had caused him to take that glove from the floor of that cabin in which Leslie Head lay dead—a sudden and instinctive desire to protect the unknown woman who owned it. But his mind, always seeking answers, kept reaching into the mystery surrounding the glove, and though he had thought this his secret, Annette Carvel's warning seemed to indicate it was no secret to the hills. So the glove became a major problem, a liability burning a hole in his pocket. He had a duty here to its unnamed owner; and that duty forbade him giving the glove to anyone else.




  A threshing of brush behind the cabin wheeled him around. He saw Nick Perrigo ride forward, anger making the little man's eccentric face very old. Perrigo remained in the saddle.




  "Surratt," he said, "you leave that girl alone!"




  Surratt eyed the man carefully. "What's that, Nick?"




  "Never mind," snapped Perrigo. "Don't encourage her to come to you again! She's a kid any man can fool. She'll believe you if you lie to her and she'll come to you if you smile..."




  "Perrigo," ordered Surratt, "say no more on this subject."




  "By God, I will! What've you got she wants?"




  Surratt studied the little man. "My friend," he said quietly, "if you ride through muddy places late at night and don't want men to know where you have been, it's always a good idea to brush off your pony's legs before morning comes. Have I said enough?"




  "You know too much!" said Perrigo in a lunging tone. "Your eyes see too much!"




  "Better let well-enough alone."




  Nick Perrigo fell silent, struggling with the wicked flux of his temper. He seemed to conquer it, for he said in a milder way: "I have made many mistakes, Surratt, and my life has been no good for anybody." Then the mildness, like a flurry of air, passed and left him dismally antagonistic. "You've got my thanks for pulling me out of Morgantown. That's all you've got. I do not trust you and I do not like you."




  "I doubt if you like anybody," observed Surratt.




  "All men are dogs," grated Perrigo. "Leave that girl alone." He quit on that warning and wheeled and charged back into the trees.




  Surratt stood quietly in the sunlight a little while, narrowly considering the mad strangeness of this Nick Perrigo. Going back into his memory he found no precedent; the man's distorted, untrusting behavior was new to him, long ago warped by some major catastrophe. The day had turned steadily hotter, the wind was gone and far above him the Gray Bull peaks threw their angular iron shapes against a flawless azure sky. The sheep lay scattered along the meadow, browsing. On impulse Surratt stepped into the saddle and swung north into the higher trees. There was no need of guarding this flock by daylight; it was by night that men brought trouble to men.




  He cruised steadily along the shadowed aisles of these heavy, red-haired pines and was touched by a pure ease. Now and then a shaft of sunlight cut diagonally through some break in the treetops and laid a yellow, sharp-edged pattern in the twilight and burned brilliantly on the humus flooring and turned the surrounding air a smoky blue. Dreaming stillness held the hills; the smell of this forest was spiced and resinous and wild. Somewhere to his left he began to pick up a long, low murmuring.




  It was middle-morning when the rising trail brought him out upon another meadow making a tawny splash in the emerald solidness of the hills. Traveling across it he brought up before the unfenced rim of a canyon. Almost vertically below him, a matter of six hundred feet, lay the sunless surface of a river.




  Across the way ran a spur of the foothills, considerably higher than the ground upon which Surratt stood. The river swung out of the high hills through a narrow channel that threshed up its water and made white rollers glisten even in the dull light, and passed below him smoothly for a quarter-mile and swung again and went charging through a sheer break in the yonder ridge. Looking far down there, Surratt saw three or four buildings of a little settlement beside the edge of the river where it turned, lost in the depths of this dark hole.




  He wheeled to consider the meadow, which he had sighted from a higher peak the day before and had considered as a good place to hold the sheep. Then, the riding impulse strong in him, he tipped into a yard-wide ledge cut against the face of the canyon and began an angling descent to the river. At occasional muddy spots in the trail he saw the round neat-cut print of deer side by side with the heavy plantigrade tracks of bear. Twenty minutes afterwards he stood at the margin of the river where it shallowed across a gravel bar. He forded here, his horse splashing up to its shoulders. On the far side he struck a wagon road and followed it to the settlement.




  It was a saloon and a store and one gray ancient house of shakes and hand-hewn timber sleeping on the toes of the ridge rearing high to the sky. The dusty road ran on along the edge of the river, through the narrow chasm, toward the suggestion of a gentler valley beyond. Surratt came to the saloon and drew in there; three men sat on the porch, dark and obscure men, enigmatically interested in him. When he saw them he knew their kind; and looking beyond them to the saloon doorway he found the gross and loose-tissued body of Blackjack Smith filling it.




  Surratt got down and climbed the porch, remotely smiling. Blackjack's liquid glance was wary and waiting; the pendulous mouth shifted by degrees, neither friendly nor otherwise. Surratt was quietly laughing then.




  He said: "Hello, Blackjack."




  Blackjack turned his head to the three men on the porch. "This is Surratt," he grumbled, as though he added the information to previous talk. All three looked at him alertly. Smith said: "Come in, Buck," and retreated to the deeper shadows of the saloon. He walked to the rear of the bar. "Still drinkin' corn whisky?"




  "Sure. Your place, Blackjack?"




  "Yeah," said Blackjack. "Mine." He seized a bottle and two glasses and kept going down the bar to the back end. There was a rear room there; he went into it and set the bottle on the table. When Surratt came in, Blackjack called all the way through the saloon to the porch: "Take Surratt's horse behind the shed." He closed the door. "It's all right," he said to Surratt; and sat down by the table and fell ponderously silent




  Surratt grinned. "Glad to see me, Blackjack?"




  "No," said Blackjack frankly, "I can't say that."




  "This joint got a name?"




  "This is Carson Ford."




  "What's on down the river?"




  "Cameron Valley," said Blackjack. "The Head outfit's above me, back yonder is the hills."




  "You always did like to get in the middle of a lot of beef," observed Surratt. "But this looks like an inconvenient spot for your business."




  "Better than it looks."




  "Still like other people's beef?"




  "Why not?" grunted the big man. Then he burst out: "You sure have messed up the works for me. I'm gettin' along fine and now here you are. I don't know why you come, but you sure make things different."




  "I'm not after you, Blackjack. We had our little battle once, but that was a long time ago, across the desert."




  "No matter," said Blackjack. "You make it tough on a man. You know me. I always play the strong side of politics against the weak side. Maybe I rustle a little beef, but I got a way of finding friends to take care of me in case of grief."




  "That's Bill Head."




  "Sure. But you come ridin' through and damned if you don't hook up with this Torveen and Bill Head's bound to have your hide nailed to the side of his shanty, and I'm playin' with Bill in this business."




  "Fair enough," suggested Surratt imperturbably. He lifted his glass and drank the pale corn liquor. Blackjack reared back in his chair and pushed his arms in front of him. He said devoutly: "No sir, kid. I don't want any more of your kind of battle. I won't fight you. Not anywhere, any time. I want you to know that. What'd you come to this country for?"




  "A rest," murmured Surratt. "A rest I won't get. It's the same old thing. Man that carries the gun dies by the gun."




  Blackjack's tone was smooth and marveling. "Well, you take me back just two years to another night. My God, you walk into Morgantown and brace Head's outfit and carry Perrigo out. And you get away with it! You always do. But I doubt your luck this time, kid. You're buckin' too much. Sam Torveen can't stand against these cattlemen. They're bound to wipe him out. It's all arranged. I wish you'd get clear of it."




  "Torveen," said Surratt quietly, "is a friend of mine."




  "Sure," said Blackjack in a deep, regretting way. "That's always your style. It's a funny thing. I'm no saint and you sure chased me to hell and gone over a lot of acres. But I'm gettin' older and there's things I admire against my will. You got what I admire, kid—and I never thought the day would come when I'd tell you that." He lifted his hands helplessly. "What'm I goin' to do?"




  "Play out your hand, of course."




  "I'll never lift an arm against you, kid. Well, it's tough. You'll make this country lift its hat to you before the music's done. But in the end they'll get you. I know Bill Head."




  Boots scraped across the saloon floor and a voice said definitely: "Blackjack."




  It was a voice Surratt knew. He looked up at Blackjack, who had risen. Blackjack nodded. He said quietly: "That's why I had your horse put out of sight. I knew he was comin', and didn't think you wanted to meet him. There's the back door."




  The big man opened the door into the saloon and slid through and closed it. He said warily: "What's on your mind, Sam?"




  It was Sam Torveen.




  As quietly as possible Surratt left the saloon by the back door, found his horse and left the settlement, recrossing the river and climbing up to the meadow.




  IN DEEP NIGHT
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  The road through Cameron Valley passed within a stone's throw of Ab Cameron's house, paralleling the river. It was a well-worn road, the main artery into the hills. This way the Heads always traveled, riding up from the desert to their high ranch; the Peyrolles used it when coming out of their lower valley to Morgantown, via the bridge here and the trail over the ridge; and this way drifted many shadowy shapes bound for Carson Ford and the Gray Bull pass and the lonely safety of the deep canyons yonder. Tonight the traffic on the road troubled Judith; many men were adrift, more frequently passing by, more hurried in their pace. She had lived her life here and knew the moods of the land better than her own moods. Intangible rumors flowed thickly in this night, and the wind was telegraphing its messages from canyon and peak.




  She looked at her mother, who sat so placidly by the table, engrossed in an endless knitting; and at her father seated at the other side of the table. Lamplight touched up the benign qualities of his face. His lips moved as he read the book in his lap.




  Her mother said unexpectedly: "You fiddle around so much, Judith. Can't you rest your body?"




  Steve Koemer, who was the Cameron foreman, came over the porch and put his head through the doorway. He nodded at Judith. "The Carvel girl's here."




  Judith was half across the room before Ab Cameron's order came quietly after her. "Wait." It turned her around. A little color showed along the strong modeling of her features. She noticed he showed his worry. "The Carvel girl," he said. "That trinket. There's a word in the good book which describes her. What's she doing here?"




  "To talk to me," Judith said. Then she added more quietly: "Sometimes I think I'm the only friend she has."




  "You're not choosy enough," commented Ab Cameron. "You'll pick up anything, sick cats and stray dogs—and a common girl like this Annette."




  "Ab," said Mrs. Cameron. For Judith's color had deepened. It turned her lovely and resisting. Cameron spoke in an anxious way: "Don't ride tonight, Daughter."




  Judith went on out to the porch and across the yard. Annette Carvel was a small, swaying shape on her horse. Faint moonlight blurred the outline of her face. "Judith," she said, "I've found—"




  "Wait."




  The men of the Cameron crew stirred near by. They were grouped by the door of the blacksmith shop beside the road. They loitered in the semiopaque shadows of the cottonwoods. It was strange, this unrest that caused them to be here. Over the river's murmurings came the swift echoes of a traveler pounding up from the lower reaches of the valley. Judith moved away from the yard, Annette following.




  "Now," murmured Judith.




  Annette's voice was low and uneven. "The new man—Surratt—has the glove!"




  "I thought so."




  "Oh, Judith!"




  "Do you think he knows who it belongs to?"




  "He looked at my hands!"




  "He looked at mine too, Annette."




  "I had to tell him they came from my shop."




  The arriving rider came up at a steady canter and called out to the men at the blacksmith shop. "Hello, boys." He hurried on. It was, Judith knew, the voice of a Peyrolles man.




  The breeze was pleasant on her cheeks; and a current of wildness came out of the black hill mass and woke a responding unrest in her slim, smooth body. She was remembering Surratt's shoulders against the sun and the sadness of his voice and the sleeping danger behind the smoke-gray surfaces of his eyes. The discovery of it had sent a small shock through her; the remembrance of it freshened all her senses now. But she said calmly: "We are safe with him, Annette."




  "No man is safe," said Annette sullenly.




  "He is."




  "Don't trust him."




  "I do, Annette."




  Annette Carvel leaned down from the saddle and her white face showed a dreamlike wonder. "No—never be like me, Judith. That would break my heart. I went up to see him and he smiled at me and I thought he liked me."




  "All men smile at you, Annette. That is your fate."




  "He asked me if I wore doeskin riding gloves! And apologized for asking! Why did he do that? I tried to get the glove but he wouldn't give it. Supposing somebody else gets it from him?"




  "No," said Judith softly, "I think nobody will."




  "People know he has it now. And somebody'll try."




  Judith Cameron was a little angry then. "Annette, why do you always throw yourself at men?"




  "I guess," said Annette Carvel in a small, childlike tone, "I want somebody to love me. Oh, God, Judith—I get so hungry for that!"




  "Annette!" breathed Judith, and reached up and touched the girl's arm.




  Annette pulled her horse about. "Mom will be worried about me, and scold some more. But it makes me so desperate. I can't sleep for thinking about that glove—and you, and me. Bill Head's so damn cruel. He's going to kill Sam Torveen, I know that. And he'll kill Buck Surratt. You see!" With that she stormed down the road and raced across the bridge, the old structure rolling back a long booming.




  Steve Koemer drifted from the shadows, very tall, very quiet- spoken. "She shouldn't be ridin' alone. Neither should you."




  "Steve," Judith said, "what's happening?"




  But he crawled into a reticence that could not be shaken. He turned away. "I don't know, Miss Cameron."




  She went on into the house and stopped and stared at her father, bringing up his bland attention. She was angry then. "Isn't there room enough in these hills for everybody?"




  Worry was more clearly disturbing the clerklike gentility of his face. "It isn't for me to say, and not for you to ask."




  "Isn't it?" countered Judith. "Whatever happens, you must share the responsibility. Sam Torveen has the right to run his own range his own way. Chunk Osbrook has been killed. Isn't that murder, Dad? Do you approve?




  Mrs. Cameron tried to catch Judith's glance; she showed distress. Ab Cameron marked the page of his book and closed it. To Judith her father had always been a fair and just and kind man. His manner, as long as she could remember it, had been mild; it had been serene, as though untouched by any trouble. But it occurred to her now, with a definite astonishment, that worry was real in him.




  "I wish you'd been a boy," he reflected. "I'm getting along, and some things I can't fight against."




  "What?"




  He looked toward his wife, quietly shrugged his shoulders. "I suppose it is high time Judith knew. Well, Judy, our years here have not always been pleasant. I am not the kind to wish for fighting, and fighting is the breath of life to the Heads. I made my peace with Old Martin long ago. Martin's the sort that has to be king. It was twenty years back that he came here with six men. Those hills up there belonged to me. But he had his mind made up to possess them, so I sold them to him. I knew if I didn't I should have a hard enemy. We have been good neighbors because I have let him have his will. Peace meant more to me than war. And still does—but Bill Head now repeats the whole thing, and Bill is a less scrupulous man than his father."




  "A brutal man," said Judith. "He whips his horses—he whips anything that stands against him."




  "Yes," agreed Ab Cameron quietly.




  Judith flamed up at once. "I'd never, never let him use a single man of our crew to put against Sam Torveenl Never!"




  "No?" murmured Ab. He kept shaking his head; and to Judith he seemed older than he was. "It is easy to say, Daughter. But you know nothing of the will of the Heads. I have lived my life under that will. It is a hard thing. This is why I wish you were a boy. I have remained humble, because this someday will be your ranch and I do not want you to inherit the Head anger. You could not fight against Bill."




  He left his chair and walked into another room. Judith said: "Mother, how long has it been like this?"




  "Your father," said Mrs. Cameron, "has tried to be a Christian. In this country it has been hard to practise. I have often seen him come home bitterly humiliated." She looked up at her daughter and she smiled sadly. "He has had his troubles, Judith, for he was never meant to live in a wild land."




  "I didn't know," protested Judith.




  Mrs. Cameron shrugged her shoulders, a gesture of resignation Judith had often noticed before. "Life can't always be as we dream it to be, in youth. Don't you get in too much of a hurry to find that out." She quit talking, and her smile became dim and impersonal.




  Bill Head stood at the doorway, stiffly polite. He removed his hat and said, "Good evening," and came in.




  Mrs. Cameron nodded. Rising, she went back into the kitchen and swung the door behind her. Bill Head bowed a little, his stiff yellow hair accenting the ruddy, bold health along his solid face. He said to Judith, "I regret my temper. You can sting a man hard sometimes," and stood waiting. But Judith kept her silence, suddenly proud and cool in this uncertain moment. Bill Head's hazel eyes were thoughtful. They were turning angry again.




  He said: "I have heard talk of a glove this Surratt's carrying in his pocket. I intend to get it."




  The devil of malice was in her. "So far, Bill, you haven't had much luck with the man."




  His light skin swiftly took on a deeper stain of color. A dumb, wicked anger boiled against his setup barriers and showed through. "I intend to get it," he repeated stubbornly. "Do you want me to bring it to you?"




  "Why?"




  "A woman's glove in Leslie's possession leaves scandal against any woman who ever went with him. You know that. And you went with him now and then."




  "Yes," she murmured, "I went with him. For there were times, Bill, when he was gay and charming. He treated a woman always as she wished to be treated, neither more nor less. And he wasn't brutal. He never was that."




  "He was a devil!" ground out Bill. "I understand him and I know it would be just his way, in dyin', to leave that glove on the cabin floor to tell me he won something from a woman I couldn't get."




  "I'm the woman you mean."




  He burst out: "How can I help believing it sometimes!"




  "Believe it if you want," she told him. "Your opinion doesn't matter to me. It never will."




  His lips rolled and came together and he held himself in a way that told her his desire was to beat compliance into her with his big, savage fists. Yet even then he caught his rage and held it in the full grip of his will. This, she thought then, was the most dreaded quality in him—a stubborn streak that wouldn't surrender. His voice was at once full of heavy authority. "You have had your fun torturing me, Judith. I know that. But wait. I have a turn coming."




  He went out with his shoulders slunk forward, the darkness of the night momentarily blinding him. He collided with a Cameron rider. He put his hands forward and seized the man and tightened his fingers into that man's flesh until the other cursed at him. He threw the man aside and plowed on to his horse, galloping up the road under the dim shining of the moon.




  Some distance beyond the bridge he swung into the trees and pulled to a walk. Darkness here was a dripping, curdled substance; and out of that darkness emerged a cautious voice.




  "Bill Head?"




  Head threw his horse around, swinging to face the sound. He drew his gun and trained it on the blackness. He said, "Yes," listening with his head cocked.




  "This is a tip," said the voice. "Torveen's shifting his sheep tonight. Going on up the hill to the meadow across from Carson Ford."




  "Who are you?"




  "What do you care? Take it or leave it. Go there and you'll see. Now ride on and don't be curious."




  After Bill Head had circled around and gone up the trail—quite a long while afterwards—the man came out of the brush and rode down the hill. Near the Cameron place he walked his pony and bent low in the saddle; at the bridge he dug in his spurs and crossed on the gallop; and kept this fugitive flight all the way up the ridge. This was the kid, Ferd Bowie, racing home.




  They had the sheep already moving away from the meadow into the uphill trail. They were waiting for Bowie, grumbling and restless from the suspense. Torveen said irritably, "Here he comes," and they all turned to watch the shadow of horse and rider break forward from the darkness. Bowie was breathing fast when he stopped in front of them.




  "Where the hell you been?" demanded Torveen.




  "I got cut off by a couple fellows. Had to duck all over the country. It was Hughie Grant, I think, and that-vblack rascal I don't like—Steve Koemer."




  "Get up there in front of the sheep," grunted Torveen.




  Bowie vanished. Perrigo and Ed were already out of sight. The sheep milled palely at the trees, feeding into a trail narrow enough to hold them without flank-guards. The shuffle of their hooves and the quavering, defenseless echo of their bleating softened. Surratt followed, at once enveloped by a churned-up forest dust. Torveen, behind him, swore in a jerky, discomfortable fashion. "How long does it take a man to get used to woollies?"




  A slow wind ruffled its waterfall echoes through the treetops again. A chill came off the Gray Bull peaks. Out of the hills—out of the far sweep of canyon and ridge and pine- deep—prowled the ghostly, abysmal feel of loneliness, of mystery primitive and unsolvable. This was night, with night's riddle walking on his nerves. It was, Surratt thought, the cold touch of a nameless and timeless question, reaching out of a black sky into a man's heart. His thinking went down a long spiral, wistful and hopeless. There were no answers for him. A little sunlight and laughter, the memory of a man's farewell grin by campfire, the brief flash of a woman's shining eyes—these were all he had or ever would have to answer the riddle. Time ran on. His life was a series of stray pictures fading out behind him; he rode now with a band of sheep, and presently from some other hill in some other year, this too would be a fading picture. There was a melody in the world, for he had heard it, and there was some meaning for men in the world, for he had seen other men's faces light up on discovering it. Neither was for him; vaguely, as a traveler on a lonely trail, he had seen the lamp-glow of hope far away—and then had passed on.




  "You can be damned silent when you please."




  This was Torveen's voice in the rear; fretted and pitched to uncertainty. Torveen was a man with ambition, and ambition made men feel the risk and the disappointment of living too much. For one without hope nothing much mattered. A day was a day. He pulled himself out of this remote thinking with a real effort.




  "I was wondering," he said. "The big ranches all seem over to the north, yonder of the river. What's the other way—south?"




  "Just hills and timber—and some small fellows running a few cows in their vest pockets. What's that?"




  Listening, Surratt heard nothing, and said so. Torveen swore indistinctly. "I'm not a man to ride easy, like you. Some things I will never understand. How could you smile at the Heads, with Perrigo on your back and the wolves snappin' at your heels?"




  "When you're a wolf, kid, you get to know wolves."




  They drifted this way for an hour or more, the dust and the sheep smell rolling back. Faint glittering patches of sky broke now and then over them. It was colder; the wind had steadied to a straight, westerly run. Through the trees Surratt saw a cigarette tip jiggling. A horse sneezed.




  The sheep walked faster and the shape of a rider floated down the trail. "This," grumbled Perrigo, "is the place."




  Surratt rode into the clearing. Ed and the kid came back and all of them halted here on the edge of the trees. "You sure you want to stick at this alone?" said Torveen.




  "That's all right." Surratt walked his horse across the meadow and stopped at its northern edge. The river murmured sibilantly along its sightless bottom. Far below, the lights of Carson Ford were winking through a thin fog mist. Torveen had followed. He remained beside Surratt, indecisiveness plainly controlling him. He scratched a match and lifted it to his cigarette; his cheeks were strained, with none of his old laughter visible. When the match died the darkness was a deeper thing. He watched the lights of Carson Ford.




  "They make a pretty show," he murmured.




  "It's a land that gets under your skin," said Surratt.




  "Yeah," murmured Torveen. He turned away, "I'll bring some grub up to you first thing in the morning."




  Perrigo's voice came across the meadow, curt and quick. "What you doin' over that way, Sam?"




  Torveen stopped. He said: "What?"




  Perrigo's tone ran up the scale: "Surratt—that you?"




  Surratt spun on his heels. Torveen grunted: "Surratt's here with me." The sheep were shifting in the meadow, as they had been before; but they were recoiling from the far trees, spreading gently and uneasily this way. It was a sign. Surratt's eyes swept that darkness with a risen vigilance. Perrigo's challenge slammed across the darkness.




  "Then who's walkin' in that yonder corner!"




  Torveen became a hunched, moving shape. His voice was low; it snapped back to Surratt. "Get out of here, Buck." He went charging toward Perrigo.




  Surratt stood fast, identifying a shape over on the southern edge of the meadow; it moved away from the trees, and blended with that darkness—and became distinct again. There was a pressure yonder, pushing the sheep steadily. He lifted his gun. He called: "Sing out, you over there," and stretched the barrel on that shifting figure. There was no answer. But Ferd Bowie's voice rose unexpectedly on his right, where Torveen was.




  "That you, Surratt?"




  "Shut up, kid." Surratt let a long moment run by; and fired.




  The shadow wheeled away; it faded and he saw no more of it. But the long echoes of his gun struck all the surrounding trees and woke a disaster latent and crouched on that southern side. A voice, as calm and as sure as fate, said: "Push 'em over," and riders slashed from the brush in one broadside rank and rushed deliberately against the sheep. Dropped to a knee and coolly sighting his target in this confusion, he saw the wool-white tide break toward him, body jammed to body, a senseless bleating lifting up. He fired then and discovered no break in that wall of advancing riders. Torveen and Perrigo and Bowie and Ed let go a solid blast. It rocked that line of riders; it broke that rank's solidarity. Horsemen streamed tangentially against Torveen's position and the night pulsed with the abrupt, opening explosions of a general answer. One shot withered past Surratt. But then another bullet sliced the ground in front of him and its sound was on his right hand where he had no reason to expect hostility to be. He swung that way, trying to penetrate the black. Dropping alertly back on his haunches he saw the pale bloom of muzzle- light flash up in the trees, not far from where Torveen should be standing.




  A sheep struck him and rolled him over on his elbows. He swung himself to his feet, at once involved in this pale stream rushing at him. He made three long jumps, was caught in the tide and carried with it; and dug in his feet and lunged again. There was a sapling pine at hand. He got behind this and put his arms around it and braced himself there. Looking behind him, he saw the end of Sam Torveen's woollies; they were at the lip of the canyon and the leaders were falling over and the mass struggled forward, confused and blind and witless, pressure throwing them out into that space. He saw the white, solid glow they made at the edge of the canyon, like water at the edge of a falls. The sound of their bellowing and dumb whinnying was oppressive in his ears. The thing turned him mad. He braced himself by the tree and spotted roving shapes in the meadow. He fired and struck; a horse went over in a sailing circle. Torveen and Torveen's men were drilling away with their guns, and the attacking crew now was scattered and withdrawing. An even, controlled voice rallied that crew, in the trees.




  "Back here—back here."




  The voice bothered him, until his memory supplied a name. It was Bill Head over there, faithful to his own stubborn intentions. A few stray sheep ran the meadows in circles, and dropped and struggled as they were shot down by the Crow Track men. A bullet struck the tree behind which Surratt stood, shivering it. Powder smell began to roll with the wind; Torveen's furious calling sought out Bill Head and damned him and blasted him. But the sheep in the meadow were nearly all dead and the rest were at the bottom of the canyon, sending back no complaint. Head's men remained screened by the far trees, taking desultory shots in the darkness. They were moving around the brush and Surratt thought they were swinging aside to have a try at Torveen's position. Then Bill Head's voice came casually into the clearing. "There's your sheep, Sam. It should be a hint to you. If it isn't, I'll make it a little stronger in the near future."




  A round blast rushed from Torveen's position by way of reply. A Crow Track rider at once swore in a stricken way and somebody began violently to argue with Bill Head. The crew, Surratt guessed, wanted to come on and finish the job. It was Head's indomitable will that held them from that, for Crow Track's firing suddenly ceased and the party retreated through the timber. Listening closely, Surratt heard the bunch reach some near-by trail and go along it without haste. In a little while silence came fully to the meadow.




  Torveen called out anxiously: "Surratt?"




  Surratt left his tree, mind narrowing around the meaning of those two shots thrown at him from the right flank, where no Head rider had been. He walked across the meadow slowly and reached his partners and identified the three dissimilar shapes of Torveen and Ed and Perrigo vaguely grouped there. He couldn't see Ferd Bowie at all. A long, prowling anger was in him then, but he held his voice to softness as he called. "Kid."




  Ferd Bowie answered, ten yards away. Bowie's feet were moving along the brush, unevenly. "Yeah?" he said, and continued to shift position.




  "What was your idea of callin' to me just before the ball started?"




  Torveen murmured: "What's this?" Surratt saw him turn and step nearer; Perrigo and Ed were swinging up, the sound of his voice seemed to attract them. Ferd Bowie's feet were still fiddling; his body remained out of sight. His answer was flat, it was sullen.




  "I didn't want to go throwin' any lead till I knew where you was, Surratt."




  "So," murmured Surratt. The others were listening carefully. They were waiting for him to speak again. But he didn't speak and the silence began to carry a strain. Perrigo softly retreated.




  Torveen rolled a cigarette in this stillness and struck a match, which was pure carelessness; for the light made a plain target out of him. Surratt saw the man's face to be loose and discouraged then. In the following darkness Torveen spoke as though all his energy were gone. "Well, we lost the sheep."




  Surratt's tone ran out easy and gentle. "I told you this was a wolf's game, Sam."




  "What's left now?" said Torveen.




  "Turn wolf."
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  "What?" said Torveen.




  In this darkness was a puzzle. Surratt's voice was changing; it was amused now, seeming to catch the tune of a laughter he felt. The group came nearer him, closely listening. "I told you," he murmured, "that this was a game no man learned except in sorrow and when he learned it he wasn't the same man any more. I'm telling you, because I know. Which road would Bill Head be taking home?"




  Torveen said: "He went down the hill, so he'll cross the ridge and go around by Cameron's bridge."




  "There's a closer way," Surratt remarked. He was smiling, though they could not see that. "We'll ride a little."




  Torveen broke in doubtfully: "Wait..."




  "No," said Surratt, "you've got nothing to lose. This is my fun."




  He went into the trees for his horse and came to the meadow and crossed it, waiting at the edge of the canyon for them to follow. He said: "Perrigo, you and the kid ride in front of me." They hung back a moment and he heard Perrigo's wind whistling in his throat. His voice sharpened. "Go ahead." It pushed them forward, into the slanting trail. They went down that uneasy ledge single file, into the rustling blackness of the canyon. A single sheep, somehow surviving the slaughter, stood halfway down the trail. They drove it ahead and came to the margin of the sibilant river. There was an eddy just above the ford and as they took to the water, following the shallow gravel bar across, the bodies of dead sheep drifted from the eddy and bumped them and turned the horses nervous. They gained the far shore.




  Perrigo was leading. But he stopped, not knowing what to do.




  "Take us the quick way to Head's ranch," ordered Surratt.




  "There's Carson Ford," pointed out Perrigo. "It's Blackjack Smith's town. We got no business passin' through it."




  "Play a poor stack as strong as a big stack, Nick. Go ahead."




  They went along the road, swinging toward the settlement at a steady canter. There was a light shining across the street like a yellow fence; and a man came out of the saloon, warned by their approach, and turned his face toward them. But they went through Carson Ford without stopping, and on along the bend of the gorge. A little later Perrigo spoke back to them: "We turn." His shadow shot across this road, into another one slanting up the side of the gorge's right-hand shoulder. The pace dropped to a walk. Five hundred feet above the road, Surratt saw the river vaguely shining below and the wink of the saloon lamps; afterwards they passed into the trees.




  Surratt said: "How far?"




  "A mile."




  "Push faster."




  The wind scoured down this stiff-pitched slope and the touch of the night was cold. After a while the slope leveled and they were running freely through a black arch, along a corduroy trail. They swung out of this presently and came upon another road climbing from the lowlands. Directly above them the lights of the Head ranch made bright beacons against an obscure sky.




  "Watch out," said Torveen. "We're going to run into something here."




  Surratt pushed ahead of Perrigo and, thus leading them, came into the Crow Track yard. The doorway of the ranch was open, a yellow beam flushing out of it; and Surratt saw a man sitting there on the porch. It was, he realized, the cripple he had seen in Morgantown—Old Martin Head. But at the moment he was keening the yard for deceit, his senses reaching swiftly out. On the right stood a bunkhouse, vaguely showing its lampshine through the windows. One solitary man walked forward from that direction.




  "Keep him under your wing, Ed," murmured Surratt.




  Martin Head's body swung forward in the chair. His challenge rapped them taciturnly. "Who's there?"




  Ed had gone over to the advancing puncher. Ed's voice was a murmur, soft and easy. Surratt's straying impressions came back to him, with no discovered trouble. The place was unguarded. "Go to the bunkhouse and drag out everything you can move. Put it all in a pile. You'll probably find a kerosene can there. Dump it on the pile."




  Martin Head called: "Who's there?" He did not need to speak again, for they crossed over the beam of light from the house, plainly in his view. Surratt dropped from his horse and walked up the steps.




  "Your son," he said, "just paid us a visit and we're poorer for it by a band of sheep gone over the cliff. Your ways are severe."




  "You've got the nerve of a better man," growled Old Martin. His hands lay above the blanket covering his legs. The big, square torso lifted and thickened. Even in a chair he was impressive, with a quality of savage authority flowing from him; it was easy to understand why other men feared him. One voice rose from the bunkhouse area in bitter protest. The sound of things being smashed came distinctly to the porch. Old Martin said:




  "I'd judge you better, Surratt, if it wasn't for the dog you keep in your company."




  Surratt had not known until then that Perrigo stood behind him. The little man had crept that quietly up the steps. Turning, Surratt saw a queer and mortal hatred pouring from Perrigo's eyes across the interval to Old Martin. It was a strange thing to see—the heights to which a man's passion could go. The temper of this little man threw its toxin through him; it shook his throat when he spoke.




  "I don't forget you kicked me off this ranch once."




  "Perrigo," stated Old Martin brutally, "I have ordered you to be shot. Sooner or later my son will do that."




  The quick swing of Perrigo's shoulders was something Surratt expected and waited for. He threw his body against Perrigo and reached out and caught Perrigo's lifting hand. He drove his knee into the man's stomach, and got the risen gun with a wrench of his arm. Perrigo fell off the porch; he landed on his knees and crouched that way, sucking back the breath Surratt had knocked out of him.




  "No," Surratt said evenly.




  Ed came around the corner. "You want that pile lighted now?"




  "Go in this house and find Bill Head's room and drag out his personal belongings."




  He was watching Old Martin Head, and there was an admiration in him for the bulldog qualities he saw on that rocky face. Old Martin's stare had a force that was like a physical blow.




  "I thought you had nerve. What's a bonfire of personal belongings? If I was in your shoes it would be man for man."




  But Surratt was smiling and he was reckless and laughter came out of him softly. "This is your ranch, I take it. Well, it is your son and the men he led that I'm payin' my compliments to. Not you. There's no point in this little visit—except a warning to them."




  Old Martin lifted his hand and pointed a heavy finger at Surratt. "This was not your quarrel in the beginning. Why is it now?"




  Surratt looked at him, slow and soft with his answer "Torveen did me a favor."




  "So," grunted Old Martin. The sharpness of his glance was an interesting thing. "I saw you smile in Morgantown. I see you smile now. Is there that much fun left in life? It is no idle question. I have long wondered."




  Ed came from the house carrying a load of Bill Head's clothes. They had lighted the bonfire, its glow brightly rising through the dark. "The fun," said Surratt, no longer smiling, "lasts a little while. It is something to look back on when a man rides down the trail alone."




  "You have a reason for coming here," growled Old Martin. "I still do not understand what it is."




  Torveen came away from the fire with the others. He said: "They're comin' up the trail, Buck." He wheeled to the foot of the porch and put his eyes on Old Martin. "You tell Bill—"




  "You tell Bill," broke in Surratt evenly, "that no trail in the world runs straight. Sooner or later it comes to another trail, where other men ride. I have found it so. He will find it so."




  The plunder from the bunkhouse made a high broad blaze in the night as Surratt ran to his horse. There was even then a murmuring down the road and all the men here were anxious to go. Torveen led them past the fire, into the darkness of the hills again. Surratt crowded up against Perrigo, returning the man's gun without comment.




  He was laughing softly to himself as they ran down the stiff slope. Carson Ford was directly below, but they came out of the timber well away from the settlement, reached the gorge road and cantered north with it as far as the Cameron bridge. They crossed here, racing up another ridge. An hour afterwards they were home.




  Torveen said: "Nick, you'll take the first watch."




  Surratt sat at the foot of the porch, under the late afternoon's hard sunlight, with his pipe bitten between his teeth, with the smoke rolling up from its bowl. Idle thus, his mind kept returning to Ferd Bowie, and his glance lifted to the far skyline and remained enigmatically there. The kid was twenty, but all the evil ways of the world were known to him. There was an excuse for this—for a wild life that knew no gentleness—but nothing could excuse treachery. It was Surratt's slow decision. He had a job to do here and hated it.




  Torveen came from the office and squatted in the yard. He said: "I still don't get the reason why you went to Head's last night."




  "Bother you?"




  "You're not a man to make idle moves," pointed out Torveen. "You had some reason in your coco for doin' that. It's the reason I can't get."




  He held his peace. A horse in the corral began to lash out at another horse and for a little while the whole bunch in there whirled around the compound, beating up heavy dust




  "An experiment," mused Surratt.




  "Did it work?"




  "We'll know more about that later."




  Torveen grinned. "You're a hell of a mysterious guy."




  "A good many things puzzle me, Sam," observed Surratt. "And it's men that make the puzzles. I like to find out why."




  Torveen's grin disappeared, leaving him uncertain and irritated. "Well, Bill Head knocked the props from under us and it looks like our move next, but I don't know what it is."




  "Wait."




  "Wait for what? They done what they wanted to do, didn't they? They got rid of the sheep—and I'm busted. That's the end of the story."




  "You sure?" asked Surratt. But he shook his head and explained himself. "We can do one of two things. We can strike back or we can wait out Bill Head's next play."




  "How'd we strike back?" demanded Torveen.




  Surratt smiled in a tight, narrow way. "Turn Indian. In three days, if we were industrious about it, we could tie up the roads in these hills so tight nobody'd care to use 'em. Drop a shot in front of a man ridin' along the trail and you make that man pretty nervous."




  "So, why not?" suggested Torveen, who always liked quick results.




  "Better to wait," opined Surratt shrewdly. "Have no fear. Head will not let it stand like this. He's played his hand well. But it is my observation that when a man wins one jack pot he never has sense enough to quit tryin' for another."




  "You don't know Bill Head."




  "Maybe—maybe not. But if he's as cool a fellow as you suggest he'll lose no time catchin' on to the meanin' of his junk burned in his own yard. I meant that as a little reminder of what four stray men can do. It was a way of tellin' him that he didn't win any battle by driving a band of sheep over the cliff. As long as we stay in the hills neither he nor any man in his crew is safe. It's an experiment, like I said. The experiment is to see how long it takes him to find that out for himself."




  "Then," said Torveen vigorously, "we've got no business hangin' around here where he can hit us."




  Surratt smiled a little. "When you set a trap, Sam, you got to have bait. We're the bait."




  Wang walked from the ranch kitchen, slamming the door behind him. Surratt didn't pay much attention to this tall Manchurian until he saw Torveen square around. Wang had a bundle wrapped by burlap under his arm; he wore his good clothes. He stopped by Torveen.




  "I go and not come back. You pay me now."




  Torveen got up. "Leavin'?" He looked at Wang carefully. "You're too young a man to be goin' back to China yet, Wang."




  "You pay me," said Wang distinctly.




  Torveen said: "You been here twenty years, and now you pull out on five minutes' notice. Why?"




  Wang divided a black, fathomless glance between the two men. Afterwards he looked to the ground. He gripped the bundle more securely under his arm. His free hand rose and his finger began to mark off each word he spoke, lifting and dropping. "Head boy die. Osbrook die. By'm by more boys die. Too bad. You pay me."




  Torveen stared at Surratt. "He seems to have it figured for himself." He went over the yard to the office. Wang turned his glance on Surratt.




  "You," he intoned, "you watch."




  Torveen came back with a small stack of silver dollars. He put them into Wang's reaching hand. He said, "All right, Wang," briefly and crouched in the dust again. Wang watched him a moment, purely expressionless. Then he said, "G'bye," and walked across the yard, toward the Morgantown road.




  "First China boy I ever knew that wasn't loyal to his outfit," muttered Torveen.




  "He's playin' his hunch," said Surratt. "No Chinaman likes to fight a white man."




  "How does he know there's goin' to be a scrap?"




  "Any Chinamen in Morgantown?"




  "Sure. Lots of 'em. Every ranch around here's got one."




  "That's how he knows," said Surratt. He had his eyes on Wang, watching that stolid shape trudge into the trees; and he saw a rider come forward from the trees at a gentle trot and immediately afterwards draw up to a discreet walk. Surratt stood up. His pipe stiffened between the set of his teeth. Torveen had his back to the newcomer, but the sound of the man's travel reacted instantly on his high-strung nerves and made him instantly rise as the newcomer crossed the bridge and entered the yard. He was, Surratt thought, a cheerful young man with a very matter-of-fact face. His eyes went around the yard observingly. After a moment's pause he said, "How, boy," and remained in the saddle, his manners keeping him there until an invitation came to get down. Surratt studied Torveen to discover what the situation meant. He saw Torveen relax a little and show friendliness. "Mornin', George. What you doin' over here?"




  George gave Surratt a square, frank look. "You're this Buck Surratt?"




  Torveen said: "This fellow's name is George Bernay, Buck."




  "I keep a few cows over south of Morgantown," Bernay explained to Buck, as though he wanted himself fully explained. "That is, when I can find 'em. This fellow"—indicating Torveen—"and me used to do our scrappin' together at the Saturday dances."




  "You can get down now," said Torveen amiably. "What's in your craw?"




  Bernay got out his cigarette materials and built himself a smoke, squinting at his fingertips. "I'll stay in the saddle. Your yard's full of fleas anyhow."




  "Hell with you, George."




  "Sure. Understand you lost a couple sheep." He was, just then, licking his cigarette together, but his glance darted to Torveen to catch the redhead's reaction.




  "Yeah."




  "What next?"




  "Look in your crystal globe," grumbled Torveen, "and see if you can tell us."




  George Bernay lighted his cigarette and took a deep drag, and seemed satisfied with his handiwork. He punched back the brim of his hat; there was a white scar irregularly marked across the sun-bronze of his forehead. "Something always comes next. That's the kind of a country this is. Funny thing. Billy Temple and me and Jud Horsfall was a-talkin' about you last night. Poor topic of conversation, but we was. We sorta decided sheep wasn't much of a crime."




  "Your moral support helps a lot," said Torveen ironically.




  "It ill beseems a sport like you to be a-talkin' of morals," chided George Bernay. "Well, just thought I'd mention it."




  "So, what was it you come here to borrow?" demanded Torveen.




  "Listen to him," remarked George Bernay. "Fact is I just wandered in to have a look at Surratt. Kind of captured my fancy, that Morgantown business. Any man," he concluded idly, "who can run his hand into a nest of bees and not get stung must have a pretty shookum brand of personal medicine." He threw his cigarette into the dust. He rubbed the scar with a slow finger. "See that, Surratt? I got it one time when I almost licked Bill Head. Some years ago when I thought I was fast enough to dodge anything. Well, that's the size of my politics. If you see me again at any time you'll anyhow know who I am. I'll report to the boys that you look like you could fight. So long." He turned and went off at a rocking canter and vanished behind the yonder trees.




  "The scoundrel always did talk in parables," complained Torveen. "It'll take me a couple hours to get at what he was tryin' to say."




  Surratt was gently smiling. "He reminds me of a man I used to know—a fellow you'd regret to leave."




  "It's odd," observed Torveen, "that something always seems to remind you of something you knew before."




  Surratt gave Torveen a quiet, shadowed glance. "The morning half of a trail is always fresh and full of new things, kid. But the afternoon half is a tedious journey, for there's nothing on it you haven't seen before. It's a fact I'm telling you. I hope you never have to find it out for yourself. Where's the boys?"




  "Went below Morgantown to have a look."




  "Let's have a little scout toward the high meadow."




  "Company again," said Torveen and stopped his walking. A rider came from the northern trees, out of the ridge that held this meadow away from Cameron Valley. He kept a steady gait all across the meadow, but his arm lifted as he approached. Torveen's manner turned at once unfavorable. "I don't get this," he muttered.




  The rider came up, a dark-jawed man with the accent of nervousness about him. He stared briefly at Torveen and then threw his attention toward Surratt. He reached into his shirt pocket, producing a folded note. He bent down and gave it to Surratt.




  Surratt opened the note, his head bowed seriously over it a moment. Afterwards he stared up at the rider. "Yes," he said without expression and closed his fingers around the paper.
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  Showing an open relief, the rider pulled his horse about and went away from the place rapidly. Surratt was frowning at that disappearing shape, but he could see the sudden red and violent flush creep across Torveen's roan cheeks. He said to Torveen: "Who's that rider?"




  "A Cameron hand." Torveen wheeled definitely toward Surratt "Didn't you know it?" he said, challenge riding his tone.




  "I wanted to make sure," answered Surratt. He folded the note along its original creases, and refolded it, his eyes half shut. Torveen's silence grew enormous, with an unspoken demand for an explanation in it. The late, low sun threw its bombing brilliance higher against the trees and shadows were beginning to spread in blue, irregular pools at the lower edge of the meadow. Surratt put the note in his pocket "I'm going on a little ride, Sam."




  "Be back soon?" The indifference of Torveen's question was strained and false; he stared down at the ground, his mouth pressed together.




  "I'll be late," Surratt said and went to his horse. He rode away to the north, without looking back.




  Torveen didn't immediately stir from his position in the yard. He rolled himself a smoke and as long as Surratt remained in sight his glance covertly followed. He dragged heavy gusts of smoke into his lungs and expelled them vehemently. The flushed anger remained on his face; he was like a boy then, sulky and hurt and suspicious.




  "So I guess," he grumbled, "I'm supposed to hang around till somebody gives me different orders."




  He dropped the cigarette and stamped it with his boot. He wheeled over to his horse. In the saddle, he remained quiet a moment and seemed to argue with his own impulses. But there was a rankling emotion in him he could not help and could not kill. For a little while he debated following Surratt's exact trail. Then he rejected the idea, galloped over the meadow to the northern ridge and entered the trees. There was a good spot on top of this ridge, he knew, where he might stand and watch the Cameron Valley. If Surratt was traveling that way he'd sooner or later know about it He was a little ashamed of himself. Yet Sam Torveen, so rash and ready with his impulses, was possessed by a jealousy stronger than his shame. There had been in him since boyhood a single-minded devotion to Judith Cameron; and there was in him as well these last few days a devout admiration for Buck Surratt. He owned a loyalty to both these people that had mixed in it a possessiveness and a queer feeling of inferiority. He could not explain these things to himself, yet it was true enough that in Buck Surratt's slow talk and rare smile was a quality that made him feel humble and somehow inexperienced; and always he had seen in Judith a womanliness that everlastingly made him doubt his ability to win her.




  He was a very human man. And when he had seen Surratt and Judith standing so serene and so fully wise, side by side—these two whom he regarded as better people than he could ever be—he had a deep and foreboding fear that he would lose them both. Strangle the breath of that jealous thing as he might, it came to life again and blew against his nerves. His own loyalty was an absolute emotion; and he could not bear to think of their loyalty to him being any less absolute. These two owned a strength he had to share. To be left out of their thoughts was like sunlight going from the sky.




  Vague to his understanding, these queer and human reactions pushed Sam Torveen up the side of the ridge, past the woodcutter's camp, across the corduroy road and to the summit. Jogging more leisurely toward a cleared spot on the ridge, from which he might command a view of the Cameron buildings, a far sound of ponies pounding through yonder brush arrested him. His nerves had been cocked for trouble these many days; and now he slipped off the trail and swung about and stared into the thickening twilight.




  They burst around the bend, these riders; three of them in single file, with the leading man strained forward in his saddle and the one at the rear lagging a little and keeping his glance behind. It was that rear man, Perrigo, Torveen identified first. He pushed his horse out of the brush then and into the path.




  Ferd Bowie led the file. The sudden shadow of Torveen across the trail wrenched Bowie back in the saddle and his arm dropped and for a swirling moment some blind impulse trembled in him. Torveen called again, more sharply. Ferd Bowie swore: "By God, Torveen!" He hauled his horse to a plunging halt. Ed and Perrigo overshot the trail and came abreast; all three of them stared at Torveen. They were deeply breathing, they were charged with an electric excitement.




  Perrigo said: "We got to get out of here."




  "What?"




  "It's Peyrolles and his bunch comin' behind," growled Bowie.




  "Where you been?" demanded Torveen. "What you doin' over here anyhow?"




  The answer lagged. Perrigo kept stirring in his saddle. He said at last: "That's all right, Sam."




  "Come on—come on," muttered Bowie. He moved his hand at Torveen, he shoved his horse at Torveen. "This is no place to stay."




  Peyrolles was down the trail, riding fast with his outfit. The sound of that pursuit was filling the stillness of this hill.




  "How many?" Torveen snapped.




  "Eight-nine, I guess."




  Torveen said: "Get into the brush. We don't run. Why should we run? Whose trail is this? To hell with Hank Peyrolles! Get in the brush!"




  "Here, here," grunted Perrigo. "You ain't..."




  But Torveen stared at the little man savagely. "Run, if you're afraid, Nick." Stung raw by his thinking, he went rash and wild. There was no consideration in him. The injustice of the recent hours was all that his head could hold; it could hold no thought of safety now. Five minutes of reflection would have changed his mind, but the moments rushed him to his decision and so he acted on his strongest impulses. Ferd Bowie put his horse into the brush, Ed soon following. Perrigo circled and got into the timber. They were all out of sight save Torveen, who faced the up-drumming echoes of the coming Peyrolles.




  Perrigo said insistently: "Get in here, Sam!"




  "I don't shoot my turkey without fair warnin'," retorted Torveen bitterly. He stood up in the saddle, he sat down.




  He drew his gun and rested it across the horn. Stiff and still in the shadows, he watched the column of Peyrolles' men turn and bend and rush forward.




  "You're on my range!" yelled Torveen. "Turn around and get the hell out of here!"




  The sound of his warning flattened against that group; it broke Peyrolles' outfit into fragments. Horses wheeled and bucked against the dimming light; and riders boiled into the shelter of the trees. Peyrolles was a defiant shape still on the trail. He yelled: "You fresh young punk!" And then took a snap shot at Torveen and threw his horse aside.




  Unmoved by the shot and too stubborn to give ground, Torveen began a steady firing.




  Peyrolles' horse dropped without a sound and Peyrolles yelled again. A rider behind Peyrolles slowly reeled out of the saddle; then the trail was empty and the firing began to slash and strike and cry through the thicket. There was no clear object on which Torveen could pin a bullet then. He pulled against his reins, reluctantly backing into shelter. He poised his gun, waiting for a quick aim. Of a sudden a bullet whipping through these woods slugged his shoulder with a definite blow. His horse kept backing away; Torveen tried to lift his gun and could not. He tried to seize the horn to keep from tipping, but his arm refused to obey. He fell slowly out of the saddle and lay in the dust, none of his muscles helping him. Somebody rushed at him through the brush. He heard Nick Perrigo's voice taut and singing, calling his name; the smashing echoes of this wicked fusillade grew deeper. Blackness rushed across the world. He said in a windless whisper, "Perrigo," and knew nothing more.




  Leaving the ranch, Surratt went up to the near-by sheep meadow and crossed it and entered that trail along which the sheep had been driven the night before. He had read the note hurriedly. Now, to make sure of what he had read, he pulled it from his pocket and smoothed it. The writing was a woman's writing, the paper was the sort a woman would use—and a Cameron man had delivered it. So it seemed genuine. It read:




  

    Unless something very urgent keeps you away, please be at Carson Ford this evening at 7 o'clock. I've learned something you should know. Remember what I told you the last time I saw you.




    Judith.


  




  He lighted a match and touched the edge of the paper. He stopped long enough to watch it char and drop to the ground; and he got down and stamped it beneath his boot. The sun was gone. The world swiftly turned blue and pale violet and a wind began drifting down the slope. There was someone riding behind him rapidly. He got into the saddle and pulled about—and discovered Annette Carvel coming behind him.




  She smiled at him frankly. "You going my way or am I going yours?"




  He lifted his hat to her, whereupon her eyes began to light up. He said: "Which way is that, Annette?"




  "Oh, any way. It doesn't much matter. I like the way you speak my name."




  She fell beside him as a matter of course. Her eyes strayed to his face and studied it, the smile still softening her lips; and then she settled back in her saddle and rode silently with him.




  She had a free, careless way that rose either from boldness or from childlike faith. Curious always as to the motives of people, he quietly considered this girl and remained puzzled. One thing was strong in her, stronger than any other quality: a love of life that made her eager and pleasing. The lifting of a man's hat could make her gay, the quiet calling of her name could make her eyes glow. In her vivid personality goodness and badness seemed close together, so close that no man knew where one left off and the other began, or if either mattered much. There were hungers, he told himself, that sometimes made nice distinctions in morals unimportant.




  A mile onward she spoke to him very quietly: "Do I bother you?"




  It startled him. He said promptly: "No."




  "That helps," she said candidly. "I don't want to be a nuisance. But it was a nice feeling to talk to you the other day. So I thought I'd like to do it again." Her eyes sought his face for expression. "Don't you ever get lonely?"




  "For what, Annette?"




  Her shoulders stirred. She spread her arms toward the closing twilight, as if to grasp something that could not be seen, could not be captured. "Oh, there is so much in this world. It must be so, or else why should people feel the loss of things they never have had? That's—that's what I mean. Things just beyond you that you'd go to find, if you knew where to find them."




  "Yes," he said.




  She clapped her hands together, enormously pleased. "I knew you'd be a help. Buck, where are they to be found?"




  He hated to answer. But honesty compelled him. "You are going to be older—and much sadder—before you get the truth of that."




  She had a way of pondering his words. She rode now in thoughtful quietness, a faint scowl penciled across her forehead. He could see that vaguely in the thickening shadows. They came out of the trail into the upper meadow, where the sheep had been destroyed. She followed him to the edge of the canyon. There was a remote break in the hill solitude, a ruffling of faint sound waves somewhere to the west. He listened carefully to them. The lights of Carson Ford glittered far below. He got off his horse and sat down at the edge of the descending trail.




  "You're going there?" she asked him. "It's a bad place for you to be."




  "When it gets darker."




  She dismounted and came over to sit beside him, near enough for him to feel the occasional stirring of her shoulder. He thought then that she had a high sensitiveness to the world; that it kept troubling and lifting and turning her. Gray and steel- black shadows were filling the canyon in a way that made it seem without bottom. The murmuring of the river grew fainter below. Her shoulder rested frankly against him. She was speaking with an intensity that was strange.




  "That's what I'm afraid of, Buck. That gloomy blackness down there. It's so cruel. Like the end of the world. I hate the thought of getting old. I lie awake at nights thinking about it—that I shall get old and never be pretty again. And I pray that before I get ugly I shall have found something. I don't know what. But when people are young it is not just for sleeping and eating. If there's a feeling like craziness in me I know it was put there for a reason. Maybe for love, maybe for heartbreak. But I know it wasn't meant to be bottled up. It would be cruel of God to put so much feeling in anybody just to be wasted. I pray that I may have whatever is meant for me before I grow old, so that I can laugh and cry—and then be content. If it isn't to be that way, I'd rather die now."




  The fire and color of her words struck into his imagination. She was a vessel full to spilling; her voice sang with the richness of her desire. He sat bowed and taciturn and moved to a pity that was infinitely tender. He could not tell her he had seen the shapes of such dreams over his own campfire—and had watched them fade; and that, save for the blind operation of chance in a blind world, they would fade for her. Surratt heard her voice lift to him, soft and whispered and urgent.




  "Please."




  He swung toward her, puzzled again. Her face was round and graphic in the smooth darkness. Her shoulders were turned to him and she was waiting wordlessly.




  He said: "It wouldn't mean anything."




  That murmured, begging word came again to him. "Please!"




  "Don't make a mistake about this, Annette," he told her. He reached out and brought her forward with his long arms. Her face was there for him; and then the wild, primitive fire of this girl came through her lips and shook him more than he believed he could be shaken. There was shock in that troubled and passionate and desiring kiss. It woke something near to savagery in him. He pulled her solidly against him and felt the deep willingness of her response. He drew away and got to his feet, thoroughly disturbed.




  He said gruffly: "I'm sorry."




  She was up beside him; her cheeks were pale in the faint moonlight, her breathing very rapid. But he saw how she smiled, so wisely, so sadly—yet so shiningly tender. "Sorry! Oh, I'm not! It was like a world opening up for me! Don't be sorry!"




  "A man's kiss?" he said, more and more disturbed.




  She murmured: "No—not just any man's kiss, Buck." She came to him again and lifted on her toes, and her lips brushed his cheek briefly and coolly. She was laughing in the darkness; she was happy. "That's my thanks to you."




  He said: "It would be safer for you, Annette, if you knew more about men."




  She walked away from him to her horse. "I know more about men than you dream. But you are not like other men—and that's why you've made me happy. This is one of the things I can remember a long time from now, like I told you. You shouldn't be sorry—and good night, my dear."




  She was away in the darkness before he could answer. He got aboard his horse and took to the narrow ledge leading into the bottom of the canyon. He was remembering all this with a growing wonder; it rode with him across the gravelly ford. But, going down the dark river road toward the settlement, the tricky qualities of this night aroused his attention and pushed the recent scene to the back of his mind.




  A hundred yards this side of the saloon he stopped to examine the settlement carefully. Two horses stood in front of the saloon and a broad beam of light ran across the road. One man loitered on Blackjack's porch. Elsewhere he could see no life. Not particularly satisfied, he advanced on the saloon, left his horse and went inside.




  Blackjack Smith was behind the bar, idly polishing a glass. He looked at Surratt. His head turned and ducked toward the back room. "Go in there."




  "Blackjack—"




  The gross-bodied man shook his ponderous chin. "It's all right, Buck. I'm tellin' you."




  Surratt walked to the rear room's door and opened it and stepped inside. He closed the door quickly. Judith Cameron was poised in a far corner, against a wall; and he saw the worry in her eyes.




  There was one moment then in which he was ashamed of himself for his part in the scene at the top of the canyon—in which he felt dismally angry for remembering the shape and force of Annette Carvel's lips. For there was a fidelity in Buck Surratt that governed him and kept him on a straight track; seeing Judith across the room, fair and proud, he knew then where his faith belonged and had belonged since the first meeting. He couldn't help it. There was grace in her shoulders, a straight and shining beauty in her eyes. It was the irony and strangeness of this world that his idle drifting had brought him to these hills to find her—and to know even then he had found her too late.




  He said: "When I got your note I started riding."




  Her voice lifted curiously. "Note?"




  "Your note."




  She said: "No, Buck. I wrote none. But—is this yours?"




  He went across the room at a swift pace, suddenly aware of trouble. He looked down at the paper she held. A few words said: "Can you be at Carson Ford about 7 tonight." It was signed with his name.




  "This," he said, "is a trick. I—"




  The door opened then and Bill Head walked in, his big shoulders rolling. Blackjack followed through and closed the door and moved over to a side of the room, his obscure eyes turned beady with a growing interest. Bill Head's ruddy cheeks swung to the girl, to Surratt. He said in a way that was too calm to be real:




  "I made a good guess. I guessed that you two people were thick enough to answer any call the other might make. You remind me of Annette Carvel, Judith."




  She was speaking. But Surratt's attention was engrossed by essential things; he was looking at Blackjack Smith now with a smoldering, aroused interest. He stepped back against the wall. His hand fell slightly against the cold butt of his gun.




  Blackjack said: "Don't do it, Buck."




  "That's the way you feel?" challenged Surratt.




  Blackjack only shook his head; his pear-shaped cheeks were solemn and wholly enigmatic.




  Bill Head slowly said: "I told you, Judith, I meant to get that glove from Surratt. You seemed to doubt I would. This is my way of showin' you. You got the glove, Surratt?"




  Surratt was idly murmuring: "You're a smarter man than I thought. It is a mistake I made—to underestimate you."




  "The glove," said Bill Head.




  "No," replied Surratt, "I guess not."




  This was all unforgettably clear. Judith stood beside him, pale and still against the wall, her hands risen to her breasts, her breathing soft and fast. Bill Head remained doggedly in the center of the room, huge under the light, his purpose too plain and too violent for anybody to mistake. Over in the corner Blackjack Smith had established himself like an umpire, no feeling and no partiality escaping him. Out in the saloon was the scraping of feet—Blackjack's companions listening.




  Considering all this, Surratt knew how inevitably he was trapped. This was a pattern again and he felt himself answering it in his old way. There were times when a man had to remember the sweetness of life and use caution and quiet speech. There were times when it was best to forget all that. He felt cool reason creep away from him. He held his place, a bitter dissent thumping along his arteries. He was then as he always had been in time of trouble—and always would be—with a flame and a savage pleasure having its way thoroughly with him. He was smiling, though he did not know it. But Blackjack Smith, who knew the man well, waited for the smile, and when he saw it he settled back on his heels.




  "Don't try it, Buck," he grunted. "There's other boys outside the door, if you got that far."




  "The glove," repeated Bill Head stubbornly.




  Blackjack said: "Miss Cameron, you step outside a moment."




  Judith's face swung around to Surratt, very pale. Yet it was calm and it was held by faith. Surratt nodded, his admiration for her deeper and deeper. He watched her walk across the room, unhurried and slowly graceful, and leave it.




  Bill Head spoke. "Put your gun on him, Blackjack. I'll get the glove."




  "Wait," ordered Blackjack. "Both you boys unbuckle your belts and drop 'em right where you stand."




  Bill Head stared at the big outlaw, taciturnly surprised. "When did you get that idea? I've already told you what to do."




  "You'll do it my way," responded Blackjack evenly. "Drop the belts."




  Surratt's smile was long and thin and bitter-bright. He obeyed the order; the belt, with the gun in it, dropped. He kicked it aside. Bill Head still stared at Blackjack, a violent and mistrusting consideration in his hazel eyes. "If I thought you were fooling me, Blackjack..." But his massive shoulder rolled back, and he unbuckled his belt and laid it on the center table. "Maybe," he said narrowly, "this is a better way. You been making some comments about my character. It will give me some satisfaction to change your mind, Surratt."




  The man had the strength of a rock-crusher. There was that immense impression of power in Head's ropy shoulder muscles, in the girth of his neck, in those thick wrists and fists which gave to his arms the appearance of heavy-knobbed clubs. He had a solidity and a massiveness, a body too vast to feel the hurt of blows; his temper burned sullen and steady.




  Surratt murmured: "It is my hope you enjoyed the bonfire."




  That malice-pointed phrase visibly jabbed the man. He lowered his shoulders and his knees bent from the pressure put on them and he threw himself across the room. One remote cell in Surratt's mind told him then he had made another mistake. Head wasn't slow, he wasn't clumsy. Surratt started out from the wall, but never got away from it. Bill Head slammed terrifically into him and threw him back against it. Surratt's skull struck the boards, his brain roared. Head's fists were like axes chopping into his temples. They drove daylight and memory out of him. Strength left his legs entirely, and thus blinded and stunned and momentarily helpless he reached for Bill Head's waist and caught at it to weather through the storm.




  Head rapidly retreated, avoiding that grip. "Oh, no," he grunted, and seemed to bear a respect for Surratt's tricks. He poised this way, breathing fast. It was a moment's respite; the mist cleared away from the room and Surratt saw the man teetering for another rush. He dropped to his knees as Head flung himself on. He caught Head like that, rolling his body into Head's legs and completely upsetting the big one. Head went crashing into the wall. The whole building shook.




  Surratt rose and found himself steady again. He wheeled and waited. Blackjack Smith came forward swiftly and lifted the lamp from the table and carried it back to this corner. Once more posted there, he held it high over his head to illumine this scene.




  Bill Head threw himself up from the floor, shaking his yellow poll. He was turning slowly, he was for one slim interval not quite on his guard. Waiting for that chance, Surratt plunged in. He beat aside a huge arm and smashed the man full in the mouth. His knuckles ripped across the other's lips as though they were scraping back wet paper; and the bones of his hand seemed to snap Head's teeth. He had his moment here and made use of it, driving solid, savage blows at Head's chin, at his temple, at his eyes, at his chin again—the dull and fleshy sound flatly horrid in the room. Blood came rolling through Head's lips; his eyes were aflood with a tawny rage. He cried out and steadied himself against the wall and threw himself at Surratt again. Surratt deflected one blow; but the next one, slashing through his defensive elbow, hurled him back against the table. He carried the table with him and went over with it, and under it.




  Pulling around, he saw Head's feet walking forward. He threw the table aside. A foot lashed out at him. He seized it, and rolled, and brought Head down, that fall jarring all the building. Head crawled at him and drove his fist across Surratt's neck in the way he might have used a hammer. They were lunging and wrestling wickedly around this floor, striking and missing, and gutturally heaving up their hatred in bitter gusts, and striking again. Surratt tore free from the man and rolled and rose. He found Head slowly getting up. Crouched low then, he ran on and met Head in the center of the room. He felt Head's fist crack through his ribs and bury itself in his lungs, the pain of that a pure agony. But he had forced Head backward and the man's face tipped higher and Surratt ripped one stiff blow to the shelving point of the exposed chin. Strangeness came all across Bill Head's features, turning them wide and alarmed and astonished. The will that held him up so hugely snapped like a tight-draw wire. He went down on the floor and tried to crawl, his breath large and groaning and incomplete. He did not get up. Blood flowed along his cheeks freely; his body shook with some involuntary spasm. Then he was wholly still.




  There was that troubled silence, with the panting of the two men springing through it. Surratt could find no room in his lungs for the air he needed. A thousand needles stung his fists, and all his face seemed broken and pulpy. Enormous weariness flowed its cold way through his muscles. He hadn't the spirit to move; and so he stood and stared down at Bill Head who was unconscious on the dirty boards.




  The silence was a signal to those beyond the room. The door opened at a jerk and Judith Cameron came through. Turning toward her, Surratt saw the dread in her eyes for a moment before it changed to an inexpressible hurt. She cried: "My dear—my dear!" And ran over to him, and caught his arms and looked up at him. The reserve disappeared from her eyes, like the lifting of a curtain. It was for a moment only; when it came back he was stirred and shaken by what he had seen—and then ceased to be sure that he had seen it.




  His lips were difficult to shape when he spoke. His words weren't clear. "I must look like the wrath of God. It's the way I feel."




  Blackjack Smith moved from his corner and tried to lift the table. But its legs were broken and its top was splintered; and he stared down thoughtfully a moment, still holding the lamp in his hand. At the doorway Blackjack's men made a solid rank, all their cheeks dark with interest. Judith Cameron slipped an arm through Surratt's elbow and held her place beside him; her chin lifted and there was something flowing out of her that called his attention. Color had returned to her cheeks. She was proud then—and quietly defying the threat in the room.




  Surratt stared at Blackjack. "You were in on this. There's your boss on the floor. You were the man that wasn't going to lift a hand against me."




  "And I didn't," said Blackjack. "Sure I was in on it. But I had a little idea of my own, like you heard Bill Head remark. You saw it didn't please him."




  "What?"




  Blackjack was shaking his vast, pear-shaped countenance in a bemused way. "I have known you a long while. Your way of fightin' is familiar to me. The tougher things are, the better you are. I have never known the man you couldn't whip. It was my desire for you to whip this one here. It is a thing he needed, it was a fight I wanted to see. Well, I'll remember it. You're a fellow that no man ever forgets."




  "Blackjack," challenged Surratt, "where do you stand?"




  "And now that's a funny thing," sighed Blackjack. "It has been the policy of my life to string along with the winnin' side. I never yet broke that rule. I have played with Head in this matter and made a comfortable thing of it. Nobody can say Blackjack's been a fool. Yet here I am, partin' company with the man and throwin' my meal ticket away. You're licked now and Sam Torveen's licked, but I said I never would lift my hand against you again and I never will. I guess I better start ridin' before Head sends his boys after me. I do not understand it."




  "Blackjack," murmured the girl. "You are not so bad."




  "And not so good either," reflected Blackjack skeptically. "So I guess that makes me out just another sucker, which I never thought I'd come to be." But he stopped talking and looked at the girl. He put his lamp on the floor, going to the door. He turned there, his black eyes sharpening. He said to Surratt: "Understand this, friend Buck. Bill Head will come after you with a gun." He said only that, and closed the door.




  Surratt turned across the room and bent over to pick up his belt. The top of his skull pounded, and the drying sweat pulled at his skin and its saltiness stung the mashed edges of his lip. He had begun to stiffen up. Bill Head lay without motion, seemingly without breath, plunged deeply into a slugged slumber. Surratt considered him without anger; and turned toward Judith.




  She had retreated to a wall. She stood against it, hands behind her. He saw a shadow of fear darkening the loveliness and the candor of her eyes. It had not been there before. Her voice whispered at him.




  "I have to tell you this, Buck. The glove belongs to me."




  He looked down at his belt. He buckled it on, his fingers very awkward. Afterwards he reached for his pipe and packed and lighted it. The smoke made a bland, pure relief in his lungs. He clenched the pipe between his teeth and felt the steady, asking weight of her glance on him. He pulled the glove out of his pocket—a small doeskin riding glove—and crossed the room and handed it to her.




  She waited for him to speak. But he didn't. Long afterwards she broke the silence gently. "No questions?"




  He shook his head. "There would never be a time when I'd ask you a question about that glove. There won't ever be a time, Judith, when I could bring myself to doubt you."




  "Buck!" she called, almost crying.




  She had a strength and a pride and a dignity. She had a womanliness that touched his senses like tremendous music; it turned all his past barren, it made him a hungry man now. But he looked down. He said casually: "I'd better ride. Sam's not much comfort to himself these days."




  "You like him greatly."




  "Yes." He looked at her and could not help asking what had been in his mind since his first entry into the hills. "You do, don't you?"




  "Of course." He listened to the tone of her talk; he watched her eyes. But her answer was incomplete, he did not understand it. Elusiveness controlled that even, soft voice. He shrugged his shoulders and opened the door, observing that Blackjack and Blackjack's men had gone out to the porch He walked with her that far and saw her climb into the saddle. She lifted her hand at him and said, "Good night," and galloped down the road. He went on to the rack, mounting with all his muscles in protest. "So long, Blackjack," he said, and trotted away.




  He crossed the ford, climbed the hill and struck down the dark trail. He had an hour's riding here, with time to revive the powerful sensations of all this night's action. But weariness grew greater in him and he was drained dry of feeling. So he rode through the sheep meadow almost stupidly and came into the Torveen yard. There were no lights burning.




  He called out, "Hello," and got down. After that he wheeled with a quicker step across the yard, the strong surrounding shadows closing his throat to further sound. He went into the office and struck a match. By the bright glow of it he saw the room overturned and in confusion. It was for him a clear and dangerous warning, compelling him to instantly kill the match. He stepped back to the porch, crossed it to the bunkroom. He closed the door here and tried another match, cupping it in his palm. He let it burn only long enough for one brief and sufficient survey. Here too was a stripped room.




  Going back to the porch, he noticed then that the corral gate was open, the horses gone.
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  Pokey came into the Head yard with a good deal of riding dust on him and went immediately to the house. This was morning, but Old Martin still lay in bed smoking a cigar. Pokey stood beside the bed, looking down at his boss with a plain concern. "You sick?"




  "I get tired sittin' in that confounded chair," grumbled Old Martin. "You find out something about Surratt?"




  "Yes," said Pokey. But he remained quiet a moment, the information he had gathered still a little strange to him. He didn't know that he could make it clear to Old Martin; it wasn't clear to himself. "I went over the desert to Thunder Butte. They knew him there, but it wasn't his town. So I crossed the hills to prairie country and stopped at a place called Crow. I sat me down in a poker game and kept my mouth shut. Well, that was his town all right."




  "Crow," murmured Old Martin. "Ain't been there for fifteen years, which was when I ran down the Patton boys."




  Pokey said: "Martin, he ain't no outlaw."




  "I knew that before I sent you," retorted Old Martin. "I can still judge a man."




  "This Surratt's dad ran a big horse ranch yonder. He was a tough one and he never stood back from anybody. The wild ones over that way were always aimin' for him. As I get it, this old man Surratt had his fun fightin' 'em, never asked no favors, and never asked no help. So, a couple years ago they finally drygulched him. It left this Buck Surratt under the gun. The way the story goes he went out and found the fellow that did the killin'—and left him right where he found him. But there was always one more fellow to take up the trouble and come after Surratt." Pokey's eyes narrowed at the wall, visualizing what had happened. His voice was soft. "He had to meet and kill four men, Martin. Which settled that particular wild bunch for good. Like I said, I kept my mouth shut and played poker—but the man left his mark on that town, for they're still talkin' about those fights."




  "But he didn't get any peace out of it," remarked Old Martin.




  "How'd you know that?" inquired Pokey, puzzled.




  "Go on," growled Old Martin.




  "No, he didn't get any peace. Seems like his reputation for bein' fast on the draw spread with the wind. It was honey for the bees. Pretty soon a lot of tough ones came driftin' in to have a look at him. He had one more fight on the streets of Crow. Then he sold his horse ranch—and drifted out. That's how he got here." Pokey quit talking for a moment. He shook his head. Then he said: "He's not the kind to run, Martin. What'd he do that for?"




  "You don't understand, Pokey?"




  "No," said Pokey, "I don't."




  Old Martin's eyes were black and bright behind thi cigar smoke. "Never think the boy was runnin' from trouble. Never think it. He was runnin' from himself."




  "What?"




  Old Martin said quietly: "Surratt's smart. He saw the end of the trail. So he pulled out. Listen, Pokey. When a man starts the killin' trade it does something to his brain and it does something to his sleep. He becomes a maverick wolf, he's kicked out of the pack. He runs alone, with other maverick wolves huntin' him. He quits bein' civilized, there's no trust for him and no love—none of the things a man ought to live for. And someday he dies up in the hills in the way a maverick wolf always dies, miserable and tormented. Surratt knew that. He was runnin' from it."




  Pokey said, faintly regretful: "Well, he found no peace here."




  "No," growled Old Martin, "he didn't. It's the boy's fate. He could run to the end of the earth now and it would catch up with him. He knows it, too. I heard the sound of it in his talk the other night. Pokey, there's the kind of a boy I'd like to've had for a son."




  These two men let the somber, silence drift on. Pokey held his place by the bed, obediently waiting for Old Martin to speak, as he had been doing for fifteen years. There wasn't much in this little man except that implicit unquestioning loyalty to Martin Head. Old Martin burst out bitterly: "It's a hell of a thing to contemplate. Bill and Surratt are bound to meet. It can't be escaped, and neither will avoid it. One of 'em will die."




  "Unless Surratt runs again," suggested Pokey hopefully.




  Old Martin stared at his henchman. He shook his head. He was impatient. "You know he won't."




  Pokey cleared his throat and showed diffidence. "There's another way, Martin. Stop this fight with Torveen altogether. I don't love sheep, not at all. But I saw sheep in the yonder country. I guess sheep will come here, too. Not regardin' what we do."




  "Pokey," said Old Martin, "I have got to tell you something you apparently ain't noticed yet. I own this ranch, but the runnin' of it has passed out of my hands. The crew takes orders only from my son. And my son will not take my orders."




  "The pup," growled Pokey, displaying his first resentment.




  Old Martin sat up in bed. "I have but one desire. Nothing else matters, but on that one thing I will have my way. I can't get Bill to act quick enough. Therefore, you must do it for me. You take your horse, Pokey, and start roamin' these hills. Don't come back until you've found Perrigo and settled him. You understand what I mean?"




  Pokey took the full, iron weight of Old Martin's glance without flinching. He shrugged his little shoulders. He said, mild and matter-of-fact: "All right, Martin."




  "He is a dog to be put out of the way," said Old Martin emotionlessly. "It's my full belief he killed Leslie and for that I'll have my own kind of justice, without recourse."




  He closed his mouth and leaned back on the pillow. Bill Head walked across the living room and appeared at the door. Seeing him, Pokey's eyes went shrewd with interest, for the scars of the Carson Ford fight were livid and purple on that ruddy face. He had taken a smashing. Pokey said: "What happened to you?"




  "Another fine scheme that didn't work," commented Old Martin ironically.




  Bill Head stared dismally at Pokey. "Where you been?"




  "That's his business and mine," interjected Old Martin.




  Pokey turned out of the room. Bill Head wheeled and started to follow and was halted by Old Martin's order. "Stay here, Bill. I want to talk to you."




  Bill said, "Wait a minute," and tracked Pokey to the porch. He put out his big arm and shoved Pokey against the house wall. "You runt, I asked you a question. Answer me."




  Pokey's voice remained soft. "Your dad answered you, Bill."




  Bill Head's crushed lips curved and showed a savage impulse. "You won't always have Old Martin to hide behind, Pokey. When that time comes you'll answer to me."




  "When Old Martin dies," replied Pokey, "I'll be going from this ranch."




  Bill Head swayed nearer the little man and his broad fist closed and lifted; the desire to strike Pokey was clear in his eyes. But Pokey looked back at Bill Head, strictly still, a gleam creeping into his glance. Unaccountably, Bill Head wheeled into the house again. Pokey went over to his horse and climbed to the saddle, for a moment remaining thoughtfully there. Afterwards he passed into the trees. He had been given an order, and it was the habit of his life to obey Old Martin.




  Bill went into the bedroom and took his sulky, angry stand. His father had taught him as a boy to be silent and to be respectful in front of older people, and though the time of his obedience had long passed he still found the habit of attention hard to break. Old Martin's eyes were biting into him, without affection, without kindness.




  "Bill," he said, "you were always a brute stubborn lad, no doubt a quality you got from me. It was never that I blamed you for. You have felt I cared little for you since you started into manhood, and it is true and I think the time's come when you should know why—for I doubt if you and I will have much more to say to each other."




  "Have we got to talk about that?" Bill asked.




  "Stubbornness," stated Old Martin, "is a thing I do not condemn, bein' a kind of courage in its way. But I never have ceased to hate deceit—and you started lyin' to me young. Maybe there were reasons I never understood. Maybe I wasn't the sort of a father you could trust the truth to. At any rate, here's my apologies for bein' the sort of a father that couldn't draw better things out of you. It must be my fault, for Les was no better that way. Yet there is one thing you got neither from me nor from your mother—a streak of meanness that makes you do brutal things deliberately. This is what I have wanted to say to you, so that you'll know why I have no love for you as a son and no respect for you as a man. I'd be sorry to see Judith Cameron make the mistake of marryin' you."




  "You're all through talkin'?" breathed Bill Head.




  "No, you whelp!" thundered Old Martin. "I'm tellin' you this! You have made a miserable mess with Torveen and now you've got only one thing you can do, which is meet this Surratt who has condemned you to the whole country. If you do not meet him and settle that challenge I'll use a gun on you myself! No man is going to carry my name around and let people spit on it! You hear?"




  "All your life," burst out Bill, "you've been obsessed with somebody hurting the name of Head!"




  "For fifteen years of my life," replied Old Martin grimly, "my own sons have used that name shamefully. Go on away, Bill." He stopped talking and passed a big hand over his eyes. His next words were slow and gray. "Only God can pass judgment on you and Les and me. If the blame's on me I'll bend my knees willingly to a deserved punishment."




  Bill Head went out of the room, out of the house. In the yard he stopped to build a cigarette and light it. The smoke stung his injured eyes; it built up the morose wrath all day accumulating in him. He stood this way and watched one of his riders, Hughie Grant, come up the hill.




  Hughie Grant shook his head. "No trace of Torveen or any of the crowd around their ranch. They skipped out."




  "I sent Benny and Stuke Jackson to cover the upper trail. See them?"




  "No, I just been watchin' Torveen's house."




  "I'll find him," grunted Bill Head. "Send somebody to cover the pass road. Send somebody to scout the river. Then you go to Kersom's and tell him I want him to be in Morgantown at suppertime. Go on, Hughie."




  He went to his own horse and trotted out of the yard. He was in front of Ab Cameron's house twenty minutes later. He saw Ab Cameron standing by a corral and called him over.




  "I've got men all through the hills," said Bill. "He won't get away."




  "Peyrolles was just by," explained Ab. "He thought his shot caught Torveen. There was blood in the brush this morain'."




  "We'll find out."




  Ab murmured: "Henry Tanner died a little while ago. It was Torveen's bullet that got him fair. Peyrolles saw Torveen aim and he saw Tanner fall."




  "I want to see you in Morgantown at suppertime."




  "All right," agreed Cameron, without enthusiasm.




  Bill Head sourly studied Ab Cameron. "You been hearin' about a woman's glove Surratt was supposed to have found by Les Head?"




  "Yes," said Cameron and closed his lips.




  "It was Judith's glove," said Bill Head. "She took it from Surratt last night."




  Cameron, said in a humble way, "God's pity," and walked off. Bill Head watched him go straight for the house. It made him grin to observe how Ab Cameron's face sunk, to notice how the old man's pride fell. He galloped down the river toward Peyrolles' place.




  At first daylight Surratt shook himself from his blankets and came out of the trees to Torveen's house close by; and looked again through the place to verify his quick inspection of the night before. There was nothing new to be seen. Torveen had apparently taken his things and had run, the evidence of haste clearly here. In the yard, Surratt had a careful look at the ground. Pony tracks came out of the meadow from the ridge to the house; and pony tracks swung away from the house, turning toward the trees and the upper sheep meadow. Surratt followed these prints into the trees, picked up his horse, and rode to the edge of the meadow.




  But caution came to him as he studied the green undergrowth surrounding the meadow. A full day came up and sunlight was a bright promise over the Gray Bull peaks; and the sense of trouble was real enough to swing him completely around the meadow, via the brush, and so arrive at the meadow's higher side, where the trail struck into the timber again. There had been some confusion here, marked by a scatter of men's shoe indentations in the ground and a long, dragged pattern where something had been laid. He got down to have a look at that, and found the dull, round scum of blood drops in the dust. They had carried a man this far, had put him down to rest. They had remounted and carried the man on.




  He continued this way. Sunlight rushed fully across the sky, its strong color breaking through the close web of pine tops and lifting the twilight in here one full octave of brightness. Dust particles glistened in the windless air; heat began to come on. It was those dust particles that, half an hour later, reminded him to be on his guard. Bending with the trail, he saw their increased, shimmering thickness in the soft forest atmosphere. The tracks on the ground were too confused for him to read anything more than a story of forward travel; but the suspended dust—and its faint sudden smell—indicated a more recent traveler. And then, from some yonder course of the trail, he heard an approaching echo. He put himself instantly into the brush.




  Two or three minutes later he saw a pair of riders drop down the slope, traveling fast. He kept still until the sound was gone. Out on the trail again, he pushed along faster and presently reached the meadow hard by the river canyon. There was a man out there on the edge of the canyon, about ready to tip down the trail to the ford; this was a hundred yards away. Surratt gently retreated without being seen. A little later, again looking, he found the man had disappeared into the canyon. But it was increasingly clear to Surratt that these hills were being dragged by Head's men and that no trail was safe. So he again took to the timber and wove his way laboriously around the meadow and got to its upper side.




  It was his guess that Torveen had traveled a straight course, always deeper into the hills; confused and churned as now were the prints of travel on the trail, he believed this way the right one. But it was quite apparent that Crow Track was on this trail too.




  Obeying his judgment, he veered into the timber and began a tedious march around brush clumps and deadfalls and rocky hummocks, paralleling the trail. Half an hour later he cut into the trail without intending to; and found that it swung from north to south at this point, keeping beside the river as the river also turned. The tracks still were heavy in the soft dirt. Pulling away, he took the new direction, hearing ahead of him the murmuring roar of water deeply in the canyon. It grew greater in his ears and then its sound diminished as he got by it. The morning went on, with an overhead sun throwing its thin golden lances through the interstices of the trees. He cut back to the trail again.




  He had, he discovered, overshot the fugitives. The heavy print of their retreat wasn't here. One rider only had passed this way recently. Somewhere back down the trail Torveen had turned off.




  Time ran fast and he wanted to waste no more of it. Knowing he did a reckless thing, he followed the trail back and ten minutes afterwards came upon Torveen's turnoff. The redhead had swung into the timber on the river's side; and Surratt was paused like this, reading the story in the dirt, w'hen a faint rattle of brush jerked him upright in the saddle. A rider suddenly appeared on the trail fifty yards below him and swung to continue upward with it.




  He saw Surratt there, a tall and stiff shape in the shadows, and recognition jerked at him. He reached for his gun and wheeled his horse smartly into the brush; and whipped two shots rearward as he retreated, those echoes tearing the hill's dreaming quiet completely asunder. The shots were wide of the mark and Surratt, sliding away, heard the man crash downhill. He would, Surratt understood, be back soon enough with other men to help him.




  It caused him to travel faster through the brush and so reach the river's edge.




  Torveen's tracks tipped down a twenty-foot bank and were lost in the gravel; but it was plain that the crossing had been made here. Looking over the shallow water, Surratt saw the solid green forest wall on the yonder side broken by a small aperture which represented another trail. The rush of the falls was deeper in his ears and he had only to look a quarter-mile downstream to see mist curling heavily up from the sunlight where the fast-running water dropped into sudden depths. But he had little time to view it, for the thought of pursuit was strong in him now and the ford was a risk he had to take and put behind him without delay. Accordingly he slid down the bluff and pushed through the water, the muscles along his back involuntarily tightening. He came out of the water and rushed his pony up the bluff, into the timber again—and stopped. Perrigo stood directly in the trail.




  Perrigo shook his head solemnly. "That was a damfool thing to do, Surratt."




  "Where's Torveen?"




  "We're camped a long ways off. I came back to cover the trail. Knew we'd left tracks plain enough for anybody to follow. Been four different men come out to that bank and have a look at the river. You're the only one that's been brash enough to come out of cover."




  "Who was shot?"




  "Sam."




  "Bad?"




  "Not good," grunted Perrigo. "Come on."




  He went into the brush for his horse and afterwards took the lead, running freely into the rising timber. He had some method here, for afterwards he swung into the trackless pine deeps and traveled at the same rapid pace until he reached some other dim- traced way. This he followed for a little distance, and abandoned it for the pines again, and again struck some trail. Thus erratically was Surratt towed southward. They came finally to a broad road and paused to reconnoiter it before crossing. Up its length Surratt caught a glimpse of the Gray Bull peaks. Then they were once more closed around by the somber pine blanket, running constantly south. Surratt guessed they had traveled a good eight miles when Perrigo swung downhill and reached the river. They forded it without much prior inspection—Perrigo seeming to feel himself on safer ground—and went a good two miles along a narrow and rocky way. It was around noon when Perrigo stopped and called down the trail casually:




  "All right, Ferd."




  Ferd Bowie put his head out of the brush. They went past him and were at the river's bank, turning through what once had been another channel but was now dry and half overgrown by brush. A sheer rock wall confronted them and showed them a broad hole smashed out by some ancient current. They rode into this tunnel for a dozen yards and got down and walked on through the semi- darkness. A piece of a fire burned on the gravel. Ed sat cross- legged before Torveen, who lay in his blankets with his face turned up. He seemed to be sleeping but the crunch of Surratt's feet opened his lids. The pallor of the man was distinct. He grinned remotely. His voice was only a whisper.




  "Hello, kid."




  "What were you doin'?" demanded Surratt.




  Ed said: "We was bein' chased back by Peyrolles. Sam came up and we made a stand of it, on the ridge near Cameron's." Ed looked anxiously at Surratt. "The bullet hole looks to be near his lungs. You know anything about those things?"




  "Let it alone." murmured Torveen. "I can lick this."




  "Sure," agreed Surratt quietly. "Sure you can." But he was watching Torveen's lips settle and didn't like what he saw.




  "Glad you got here," muttered Torveen—and closed his eyes.




  Ed stared at Surratt, secretively shaking his head. Looking around the cavern, Surratt observed they had saved their blankets and not much else. The place, even with the fire burning, was damp and draughty. He stood a moment, watching the labored lift and fall of Torveen's chest; and turned out to the mouth of the hole, signaling Perrigo to follow. He stopped in the sunlight. He filled his pipe.




  "Got anything to eat?"




  "No," said Perrigo.




  "That boy needs a doctor."




  "And how would you work that?" countered Perrigo. "Doc Brann's the only one—in Morgantown. You got any ideas?"




  "Sure. I'll fetch him."




  Perrigo surveyed Surratt morosely. "You'd be nervy enough to try. But it won't do. For one thing, these hills are full of Bill Head's men. He's huntin' us. By the middle of afternoon every stray rider in the country will be beatin' up the brush. No doubt you can get through to town. How you goin' to find Brann when you get there? The place is poison to you—you can't stick your head out on Main Street without gettin' it shot at If you get Brann, how can you bring him back without bein' followed? No, Sam's got to tough this out alone."




  Surratt said: "What's this Brann like?"




  "A fat fellow with white hair. He's all right. This quarrel don't mean anything to him, one way or another. His office is over the bank. He lives up there, too. But you can't do it, Surratt. You pushed your luck twice in Morgantown. It won't hold up three times. Don't consider it."




  "It will be late tonight before I get back," decided Surratt. He smoked his pipe idly, and in equal idleness considered this hideout. The timber reached down to the ancient river bed. A high bank of gravel, studded with brush and seedling pines, locked it in from the water. The river ran quietly past the far side of the gravel bank and this gravel bank screened the tunnel from anybody who might be across the river.




  "Where are we?" he wanted to know.




  "This is George Bernay's country. We're south of the pass road. It is about twelve miles northward downgrade to Morgantown."




  "We'll try it," decided Surratt. "I don't like Torveen's look." He knocked the ashes out of his pipe; he swung into his saddle.




  "Wait," said Perrigo. "You maybe might not find it easy to get back. But Doc Brann knows this country. Tell him it's the place where Modoc Niles' bones were found the year after Martin Head had fence trouble with George Bernay's dad." Perrigo looked carefully at Surratt. His voice softened and quickened. "What was it you said about Ferd Bowie's callin' to you the other night?"




  Surratt's answer was dry. "It is my affair, Nick. I'll take care of it."




  Perrigo spoke in a grudging, reluctant way. "I'm forced to admire a man that keeps his mouth shut." Then he said, more and more taciturn: "If a bullet came at you from the wrong direction, Surratt, it wasn't mine."




  Surratt climbed back through the brush to the top of the bluff. Perrigo watched him go, but a moment later he followed quickly. Ferd Bowie was in the trail when Surratt went by, and Perrigo came up to Bowie and stood beside the kid until Surratt had vanished somewhere down the timber. Perrigo's eyes kept watching Bowie. Bowie made an impatient swing with his shoulders. He said: "What you want, Nick?"




  "Nothin'," said Perrigo. Yet he kept staring at Ferd Bowie, a dead darkness making his glance wholly obscure.




  Surratt took his way through the hills carefully and without haste, knowing he could do nothing in Morgantown until darkness covered him. So his trail was one that circled and zigzagged, avoiding all clear country. In the early afternoon he had sight of a small ranch sitting well down in a bowl-like meadow, with men working in nearby corrals. Later he struck a road and was careful to erase his prints when he crossed it. At five o'clock, thus vigilantly riding, he came out on the timbered ridge back of Morgantown and saw the settlement sitting all yellow and hot under the harsh flare of a late sun. He sat down here and waited the arrival of twilight, meanwhile observing riders come in and increase the traffic of this town. At half-past seven, with the shadows safe for him, he left his horse tied to a tree and crawled to Morgantown's back end and made his way along a between-building alley. He took his station at the corner of the saloon; in the semi-darkness of his position he watched men stroll by him, near enough at times to touch.




  Pokey, who took Old Martin's orders always literally, went directly from Crow Track to Torveen's and had a look at the place. He picked up the churned marks of the departing crew and followed them into the hills; a little after noon he stood at the same spot on the river where Surratt had stood before crossing. But Pokey avoided the ford and instead made an enormous detour to the pass-road bridge and crossed there. It took him two hours to get back to the place where Surratt and Perrigo had met. Here he studied the tracks and softly pursued them. When they began to break away into the timber he got down and led his horse and patiently unraveled the puzzle.




  There was no hurry in him and no uncertainty; for Pokey was a methodical man who once had been an Indian scout and knew the ways and the signs of fugitives very well. It was growing dusk when he reached the pass road and saw the prints cross and continue southward. Here, with the light too dim to read sign by, he rolled up in the brush and fell asleep. There was no other man in these hills who could have followed all the confused turnings of that fugitive trail; to Pokey it was as clear as ink on paper and he knew that if Torveen still camped in the hills he would find him before noon of the following day. From time to time during the night he was wakened by men riding by and he understood they were looking for the hidden Torveen. Yet he never betrayed his position and he took no interest in their searching. He was, in fact, mildly amused at their noisy beatings through the hills.
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  Standing at the corner of the saloon, obscured by the building's shadow and one step away from the indolent current of riders ranging along the board walk, Surratt saw both Bolderbuck and Sheriff Ranier on the porch of the White House Hotel across the way; and with them was the lank-shaped, sharp- nosed Peyrolles. He watched them with a moment's interest, observing Peyrolles' arms lift expressively as he talked. Then he stood quite still, hearing steps in the alley behind him. He didn't turn. A man circled him in this darkness and veered a curious face at him and went on into the street. Surratt bowed his head a little, bringing the hatbrim down in front of his face. But he saw the man look back before swinging around the corner.




  The bank building was across the alley. Scanning its second story, where Perrigo had said Doc Brann's office and living quarters were, Surratt saw a light shining behind a drawn curtain; and then, searching the alley for a side stairway into the building and finding none, Surratt knew that his position had become ticklish. To reach Brann he had to leave the alley, pass the bank corner and enter the stairway from the main street.




  He crossed the alley to the bank side—a matter of four long strides. He meant to pause here and wait a moment before stepping into the stream of ambling townsmen; but all this while he had kept an eye on the White House porch and he saw Ranier's head swing toward him and remain that way a moment. It was his nearness to the bank door, Surratt guessed, that drew Ranier's attention; and he couldn't afford to let that casual inspection grow. Pulling down his chin, he turned the bank corner and walked along the front side of the building. Light from the hotel flamed over the dusty street and made a diffused patch on the bank wall. He tipped his head away from the hotel and stepped into the light—and passed beyond it and got to the building's stairway.




  He went up the stairs rapidly and stopped to inspect a single hall with four or five doors. Brann's name was on the nearest. The others were unlabeled; but at the end of the hall lamplight and a woman's voice came through an open transom. He went forward and knocked on Brann's door.




  The odor of fried onions lay across the remnant of other musty smells in this close, dark corridor. The woman's voice kept on with an inexhaustible energy; the words were plain enough for his listening, but his mind was narrowly on other things and he heard only the outpour of tone. He had come from a cool night, yet he had begun to sweat. He knocked again; and heard someone swing off the street and start up the stairs.




  He turned the door's knob and went into Brann's office, black and faintly rank with the presence of formaldehyde; he closed the door and put a slight weight on it, listening to these steps arrive and pass by. A far door opened, the woman's vigorous talk rising. The door slammed. Surratt came out of the office then and considered this situation with a swifter, more aroused attention. Sweat had gotten below his hatband; the palms of his hands were soft. Save for the woman's room there seemed no other occupant up here; he had little choice in this matter. He went down the hall and knocked.




  The woman opened the door, a buxom and ruddy and good-looking woman. "Doctor Brann?" asked Surratt.




  "If he isn't in his office or his room," she said, "you'll no doubt find him at the White House eating. Or he'll be playin' poker at the saloon. One of the two."




  "Thanks," said Surratt. The woman's eyes were interested in him. She remained against the roomlight; a man at the back of that room slowly turned to have his look at Surratt. Surratt moved away. The woman came forward a step, calling after him. "Well, it will be the saloon. You'll have to go get him if you want him—he's liable to play cards all night. Be just as well if he moved his office down there for that's where anybody finds him most of the time."




  "Thanks," repeated Surratt and kept on walking. At the head of the stairs he stopped a long moment, considering. For him the saloon was as far away as China; going into it was wholly out of the question. He went down the stairs and stood in the smooth darkness of the bottom landing. Three punchers went by, their spurs dragging the boards. Looking across to the White House porch he discovered the meeting over there had grown. The short, chunky Dutch Kersom had joined it. And one other man had joined it and now stood head and shoulders above them. Staring at him—at this Bill Head who bulked so vastly against the others—Surratt felt a quick, tense excitement seize him. This game was getting dangerous.




  He stepped back and plunged his hands in his pockets, and drew them out. A whole column of cowhands whirled down the street and came to a dusty halt by the saloon. One solitary rider came more casually in the wake of the group. Abreast the lights of the White House, this rider turned in the saddle and Surratt saw the even, supple shape of Judith Cameron silhouetted there before she passed on.




  He advanced to the walk and headed for the alley. He kept his face angled toward the bank window; and because he did so he saw the white sign gummed to the glass. It stopped him completely; it threw him for a moment off guard.
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  He wheeled from that notice, passing around the bank corner into the safety of the alley. He crossed the alley and stopped by the saloon wall again. Judith Cameron left her horse farther down the street and walked into the dressmaking shop with a quick, striding step. He saw George Bernay for the first time, idly smoking a cigarette over under the shadows of the board awnings. His mind was running hard and fast and reckless now, for the town was full of men and the weight of some deliberate purpose was clearly here. The risk grew greater. He saw Ranier's exploring glance reach out once more toward him. Ranier suddenly detached himself from the cattlemen's group and started over the dust in Surratt's direction.




  George Bernay was on his ranch when news of Torveen's flight reached him in the middle of the afternoon. He knocked off work and rode around the country south of Morgantown until he found Billy Temple and Jud Horsfall. They were two-bit ranchers, as he was; they had all worked for one or another of the four big outfits in the hills before setting up their own places. And they were all sound friends of Sam Torveen. It was this that turned them toward Morgantown—three men still young enough to feel like fighting and still poor enough not to be worried over losing very much. On the way into town they discovered the reward notice tacked to a tree. They read it and rode thoughtfully on.




  "Bill Head," reflected George Bernay, "always did enjoy squashing bugs under his thumb."




  "It's funny," considered Jud Horsfall, "how a man can get to admire sheep when somebody tells him he mustn't."




  "Don't let your admiration get the best of you," warned Billy Temple. "We're pretty small onions in this vegetable patch. Look what happened to Sam."




  At the edge of town—it was six o'clock then they found the street already filling up with riders from the big outfits. It was a pretty clear indication of trouble. George Bernay said as much. "Something up Bill Head's sleeve. We better not be together. Suppose we float around and hear what we hear."




  They separated. George Bernay left his horse in front of the White House and went in for his supper. When he came out he met Sheriff Ranier face to face in the doorway. Ranier started to go by. But he stopped on impulse and considered Bernay with a worried attention. "Go up to the office a minute, George. I want to talk to you."




  Bernay loitered on the porch, building himself a smoke. Afterwards he ambled to the jail office and sat down in a chair. It was five minutes or so before Ranier appeared. Ranier closed the door, which was a thing that lifted Bernay's quiet interest.




  "George, what's going to happen?"




  "What?"




  Ranier walked around the room. He needed a shave and he needed sleep. His eyes kept returning to Bernay, curious and troubled. "These sheep and cattle wars are hell. I'm not fooled. Bill Head's driven Torveen to timber, but that is not the end of it. What're those boys cookin' up? This Surratt is a fox."




  "He rides high, for a fact," assented George Bernay casually. His glance measured the sheriff.




  Ranier came to a stand. "I've been in other cattle-sheep wars. It always goes the same. The big outfits are strong and they have their way for a while. But sheep's a little man's easy crop. There's a lot of little men down your way, George. Little men never do love big outfits. What'll they do now?"




  "Don't know," said George Bernay laconically. He got up. "That all, Sheriff?"




  "Nothing more bitter than a neighborhood fight. I'm trying to play things safe."




  "When a man straddles the fence," suggested George Bernay, "he can't keep from gettin' a sore crotch." He threw a sharp question at the sheriff. "What happened to Torveen—you know for sure?"




  "We think Peyrolles shot him."




  "Peyrolles?" murmured George Bernay. His eyes laid a faint glitter on the otherwise blandness of his face.




  Tom Bolderbuck opened the office door and walked in. He said: "Hello, George."




  "Hello, you baldheaded horsethief. Look, Tom. You a friend of mine?"




  "Think so," replied Bolderbuck imperturbably.




  "Remember it durin' the next few days," said Bernay as he walked out.




  "What's that?" called the sheriff, plainly disturbed.




  George Bernay strolled the street with a tight streak of a smile on his lips. He was talking to himself. "The meek shall inherit the earth, except that part of the earth which is cow country." Peyrolles stood in front of the White House, waiting for somebody. George Bernay only looked at him quietly and passed by. One time he had been a Peyrolles rider and he knew the man well enough.




  Peyrolles saw him and said: "George."




  Bernay turned. The tone Peyrolles used was the old tone of command. It bit into George Bernay but he didn't show it. "George," said Peyrolles, "we may need you to help out in this business."




  George Bernay murmured: "To hell with you, Hank," and walked on. Under the board awning of the hardware store he stopped to arrange himself against a post. He built a new cigarette and dragged in its smoke energetically. Dutch Kersom was entering town with his crew; they all wheeled by the saloon, ripping up the dust. Kersom walked over to join Peyrolles. The sheriff and Tom Bolderbuck came down from the jail office to join the two big ranchers. The riders pushed into the saloon. This town grew crowded, the sense of trouble was pretty definite. "And the meek," murmured George Bernay, "shall get their pants shot off."




  Jud Horsfall came out of the saloon. He spotted George and walked over. "This is maybe news to you. Bill Head met this Surratt by accident up at Carson Ford and they had a fight. Surratt laid Bill out. Why, my God, he must be the old fruit—this Surratt."




  "That," said George Bernay, "is the nearest thing to truth you've said since you was seven years old."




  "I likewise hear Blackjack Smith had a quarrel with Bill Head and pulled out of the Ford with his bunch of plugs."




  "Where'd he go?"




  "Don't know," responded Horsfall, ambling away.




  Sound rolled and boiled in the yonder saloon; and more riders trotted out of the hills into this crowding street. Men tramped ceaselessly up and down the board walks. All the store lights threw bright beams into the dust, deepening the intervening shadows. Annette Carvel came out of her dressmaking shop and seemed to watch the night carefully. George Bernay dropped his cigarette. He walked over. She saw him come, but she didn't pay much attention to him. Paused before her, he removed his hat carefully. Bronzed as he was by the sun, his face showed an increased flush. He said rather diffidently:




  "Hello."




  She murmured, "Hello, George," and gave him a more deliberate glance. Her arms were white in the light of the shop; her cheeks were soft and pale, turning her eyes very black. "What are you doing in town?" she added.




  "Just lookin' around," he said.




  Her glance left him and her thoughts left him. He felt that indifference with a quick, deep regret. It had been this way for two or three years—an emotion in him he could not express to her. He was a man that made no show, who had no flamboyant manners which could compete with all the striking riders of the hills. Always realistic, George Bernay knew this girl was attracted by a color he did not possess; he had no qualities to draw her attention, so that she might really see him. Quietly in the background, he understood where her likings lay and to whom her smiles were given. In fact he understood more about Annette Carvel than she dreamed; yet in the evening solitude of his own ranch house he kept thinking of her—of the mistakes she had committed, of the naive honesty which made her still so desirable to him.




  She uttered a small, quick sound of anxiety. Looking around, he saw Bill Head ride into town with the Crow Track crew. Bill Head swung over to the group of cattlemen on the White House porch; the crew made for the saloon, a solid confusion rising from the turning horses. One other rider paced down the middle of the street and didn't stop. It was, George Bernay discovered, Judith Cameron; she wheeled in at the dressmaking shop and jumped to the boards.




  "Annette," she said instantly, "what's happened?"




  "You haven't heard about Sam Torveen?"




  "No!"




  "He had a fight with Peyrolles. They think they shot him—Sam. He's gone from his ranch. With the crew."




  George Bernay stepped backward so that the two women might stand together; he kept his glance on Judith, stirred by the picture she made in these moving shadows. She said: "Where is he now?"




  "They don't know," said Annette. Her tone was defiant then. "I guess Bill Head would like to. That must be why they've all come to town—to think up a way of catching him."




  Judith turned. "George—you're his friend. Do you know?"




  "No," he murmured.




  She was darkly thinking about it; and the stormy dignity of her features impressed Bernay immeasurably. She was a woman who could fight and still be a woman; it was a real distinction, though he could not define it. Her eyes were on him again. "Will you tell me, if you find out?"




  "Yes," said Bernay, and watched the two women go into the dressmaking shop. He ambled along the walk, toward the saloon, noting the solid crowd inside. Across the street Bill Head talked aggressively to the other cattle owners, his big hand dropping with each word. It was, Bernay thought, the only way the man knew—to use his strength to get things done. Ranier was turning away from the group; he was coming across the street. Halfway over he stopped dead, for Bill Head's voice jumped arrogantly after him. "Come back here—I want you!"




  Ranier turned in full obedience and went back; and then all the group entered the hotel. Ab Cameron came out of the hill road and pulled up at the White House. He got down so slowly that once George Bernay felt sorry for the old man. Cameron was a mild- mannered character who didn't belong with that pack. It was Bill Head who bullied Ab into line; this was the way it had been for years, as all the country knew. At the saloon's corner Bernay turned to cross the street. A voice said softly to him then: "Step back in the alley, George."




  He was no fool, this George Bernay. He knew the tricks of the land. And so he remained paused at the corner a moment, serenely indifferent, while a group of Kersom riders passed. Afterwards he dropped slowly into the alley—and discovered Buck Surratt.




  He could not help letting a quick warning fall out of him. "My God, man, you don't belong here! Ain't you seen the price posted on your head?"




  "Go get Doc Brann and bring him up to his office. I'll be there."




  George Bernay grinned in a small, brilliant way. "All right," he murmured, and went instantly to perform the chore.




  Surratt crossed the alley and stopped a moment by the bank wall. The street was more crowded than it had been; but the cattlemen had gone inside the hotel—taking Ranier and Bolderbuck with them—and he felt fractionally safer. He tipped his hat down, stepped around the bank wall and strolled to the stairway. He went up, going into Brann's office. He lighted a match and found Brann's lamp. The room, he saw, was typically a doctor's room. He was waiting there in the middle of it when Brann entered and closed the door and propped his round body against it. He had a face that was half jovial and half professional, with shaggy silver eyebrows; his hair was pure white. He had his look at Surratt, seeming to be amused with what he saw and knew.




  "Shouldn't think you'd want to come back to Morgantown."




  "You're Torveen's friend?" asked Surratt.




  Brann shrugged his shoulders. "I'm supposed to be humanity's friend, son. But when I get dragged away from a pat full house I begin to doubt it. So Sam's been shot?"




  "Who told you?"




  "Why else would you venture into Morgantown?" retorted Brann. He went over to his table and opened a doctor's satchel there. He got a few things out of a cabinet, "A bullet hole—where?"




  "Lungs, I think."




  "It hadn't better be," remarked Brann grimly. He reached into his cabinet again. "Well, if I had five dollars for every bullet hole I've treated I suppose I'd be in Vienna now studying medicine under the famous ones, instead of practising buckshot surgery out in the middle of the hills. Yet I doubt if I'd have as much fun in Vienna." He snapped his satchel together and put on his hat; he took a revolver out of his hip pocket and laid it on the table.




  "Better keep that," suggested Surratt.




  "I never carry a gun except when I play poker."




  Men were coming up the stairs. Surratt backed quietly to a corner of the room; he stood against the wall, waiting like that. But it was George Beraay who came in presently with two others Surratt didn't know.




  Doc Brann, observing Surratt's whiplike reactions, stepped forward to stand in front of Surratt with a dim and kind and skeptic smile printed along his fat lips. "I like you, son. You're a dissenter, you don't conform easy to the ways of the world. It makes your sleep bad but your days interesting. It's my hope I don't have to fold your hands over your chest, though it is a thin hope the way things stand. Now where's Sam?"




  Surratt looked at the two strangers, whereupon George Bernay said: "That's all right. This is Jud Horsfall. This is Billy Temple. Doc knows 'em."




  Surratt remembered what Perrigo had told him. "Where Modoc Niles' bones were found."




  "Way over there?" said Brann in some surprise.




  "Be careful," Bernay warned Brann. "Don't let anybody follow you in."




  "Teachin' your grandmother to suck eggs?" retorted Brann. "Surratt, you wait till I'm gone before you come. I make better time alone." Saying that, he left the office.




  "Time for me to crawl out of here," decided Surratt.




  But George Bernay was grinning in an obscure, pleased way that Surratt didn't understand; and Bernay spoke to the other two men. "Well, that's the size of him."




  "What?" said Surratt.




  They were all looking at him, they were studying him with a care that was strange. They were young and he saw a gleam of recklessness appear in their watching. George Bernay said: "You give a man hope, Surratt."




  "I'd like to take back some grub."




  Billy Temple broke in: "Think you can move Sam over the pass?"




  "Not now."




  "Hell of a situation. I just found out what Bill Head's up to. This gang in town is going to spread out and beat the timber all the way to the Gray Bull peaks."




  There was a man running up the stairs. These four swung and became rigid. But the man went scuffling down the hall and flung open a far door. They heard him say: "Belle, that fellow who came here was Surratt They've found his horse back of town!"




  The door slammed. Surratt was moving across the room in quick strides. "There ought to be some windows in the back of this place."




  George Bernay hauled the office door open, stopping long enough to say, "I'll get my horse and bring it around back," and then ran down the stairs. Surratt pursued the hallway to its end, rapidly, with Temple and Horsfall at his heels. He halted at the door across from the lighted room. He put his hands to the knob, but it didn't give. The man and the woman both were talking in the other room and the man seemed to be coming out. Surratt suddenly laid his weight against the panel, breaking the lock with a force that shot bulletlike echoes through the building. He ran across the darkness of this room toward its back window. Horsfall was still with him, but Temple had stopped in the hall, for the door of the occupied room opened and the couple were looking at him suspectingly. Temple lifted his gun. He said: "Hold it a minute."




  The woman suddenly put herself in front of the man and slammed the door in Temple's face. A minute later she had run across to her own window and was yelling out of it into the alley. "Hey—hey—hey!" Temple stood there in the black hall and cursed himself.




  Meanwhile Surratt reached the empty room's back window, opened and slid through it and lowered himself the length of his arms—and dropped. That long fall stung his ankles, and he rolled in the dirt and remained on his side, hearing Jud Horsfall plump beside him with a heavy grunt. The woman was still caterwauling into the alley just around the building's corner; she was waking the town.




  "Now wouldn't you think she'd be a Christian?" growled Horsfall.




  George Bernay was across the street by the White House, up in his saddle and moving quietly toward the alley, when the woman's strident yelling sailed unexpectedly along the street. It was as though the fire bell in the courthouse steeple started to ring. The effect of it was like that. Men wheeled on the walks; men poured out of the saloon—all rushing at the alley. The woman bent far down from her window, flinging out her arms, her hair falling wildly around her face.




  "That man Surratt—he's back of the building."




  George Bernay kicked his horse into the alley, into the forming crowd. He couldn't make headway against that mob; and Hughie Grant, a Crow Track hand always, suddenly bored a hole through the confused and charging cowhands and reached up to seize Bernay's bridle. He said, cool and alert:




  "Where you goin', George?"




  Bernay swore in a soft, violent way. He lifted his boot from a stirrup and used it to smash Hughie Grant backwards. Hughie Grant reached down for his gun; he wasn't angry, he was a little bit amused. But he put the gun on George Bernay in a manner that wasn't to be mistaken. "Stay there a minute, George, till we see what this is all about."




  Bill Head ran from the White House with the other owners; and Bill Head's voice began to throw some sort of order into this confusion. "Dan—go through the stable!" The alley was alive with riders now, and a gun began to blast up that yonder blackness. A little section of Crow Track hands raced past the bank, into the stable. George Bernay folded his hands on the saddle horn and looked down at all this with a pale, wild and useless rage.




  Flat on his belly in the darkness behind the bank building, Surratt heard the pack rush into the alley and come toward him. Horsfall crouched near him, breathing fast. Horsfall murmured: "George better be here with that horse pronto."




  "Too late now. You get out of here, Jud." Surratt sprang up and ran on down the rear side of these buildings, into a continuing blackness. He stumbled over broken boxes and loose wire, aiming for the faint glow of light ahead of him, which was the back entrance of the stable. He meant to get in here. Horsfall trotted faithfully at his heels, and he threw a quicker warning at the man. "Get out of here!" Next moment he dropped, and Horsfall dropped. Men turned out of the alley into this back area; and at the same time a group shot through the stable's rear opening and blocked that way entirely. There was no chance to run now, except away from the building toward the clutter of sheds and corrals that occupied the narrow space lying at the foot of the ridge. Sinratt threw this chance from his mind as being no good. He lay still. Horsfall was murmuring in his ear.




  "If they want it, by God they can have it!"




  Crow Track had him trapped—and it went about its business with a sure knowledge that it had. These men were spreading around him, trickling up from the alley, moving away from the stable door. They were boxing him. Someone in the alley kept throwing out quick orders and afterwards Bill Head's voice reached forward, very certain.




  "Come out of there, Surratt."




  Surratt held his tongue a moment, wickedly considering it. Jud Horsfall, desperate and reckless in this trap, was again whispering. "To hell with 'em!"




  But in a moment Surratt quietly answered the call. "Where's Bolderbuck?"




  The marshal immediately spoke up from the stable door. "Here, Surratt."




  "You come up. I'll give you my gun."




  Bolderbuck walked on. Surratt laid a warning hand on Horsfall's back, pushing Horsfall definitely against the earth, and got up and went over to meet Bolderbuck. He handed the marshal his gun and turned Bolderbuck around. They went back to the stable door together, through the forming clutter of ranch hands and on out to the street. Light was shining here, with all the crowding faces turned somber and sullen by it. The tide had set out of the alley, men running up to thicken the surrounding ranks. Bill Head plunged his way through and his ruddy face was doggedly pleased. He said to Bolderbuck: "Bring him to the hotel."




  Bolderbuck had Surratt's gun still in his fist. He swung it around the circle. "Make a track here," he said quietly. "Surratt's going to the jail."




  "Bolderbuck!" shouted Head, "you mind me!"




  "Bill," said Tom Bolderbuck, "I still run this town."




  He walked straight ahead, with Surratt beside him, the unyielding breadth of his body making a hole in the Crow Track ring. He got through with Surratt; and kept on toward the jail office. Crow Track kept following, restless and on the edge of a break, with Bill Head's voice low and furious in the background. Bolderbuck didn't bother to look back. He went through the jail- office door; and shut the door. He spoke then, with a little restlessness in his voice. "Up the stairs."




  They went up the stairs. Bolderbuck opened an iron-barred door and stood aside and watched Surratt go through. He closed the door and locked it. He put his back to the cell.




  Crow Track boiled into the jail office below, the stairway began to groan with their oncoming weight. Bolderbuck listened to it for a dragging moment, and then turned and thrust Surratt's gun between the bars. He said: "Slip this under the bunk blankets. You're cool and I admire you. We've had luck so far, but it may not last."




  THE TURNING HOUR
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  Tom Bolderbuck turned from the cell door to face the length of this second-story jail corridor. Bill Head came up the stairs, with Peyrolles and Kersom and Cameron and half a dozen of the Head riders following. They came on until Bolderbuck's broad shape stopped them; and they spread out and filled the corridor completely. The dull light of the bracket lamps shined incompletely across their brown and stubborn and partisan cheeks. Bolderbuck, as immovable in his attitude as one of the Gray Bull peaks, studied these men and understood the narrow gleaming in their eyes. It was a stung savagery he saw and carefully marked. His attention remained a moment on George Bernay, who had followed this group; afterwards it switched to Ab Cameron's mild, sad cheeks and then turned more fully to Bill Head.




  "Open the door, Tom," commanded Head.




  Bolderbuck seemed to calculate the exact measure of danger here; and some practical and very shrewd consideration evidently tipped his mind. He said calmly: "No rough stuff, Bill," and unlocked the door, entering the cell first. When Bill Head and the other three owners had followed him Bolderbuck put up an arresting hand at the rest of the crowd. "Stay in the hall—you." Hughie Grant was in this group. He laughed a little, but he didn't step into the cell. George Bernay worked his way forward and got beside Hughie Grant at the doorway. Hughie Grant looked at him, still grinning. "Don't make no plays here, George," he said.




  Bolderbuck stood solidly in his boots and watched this scene with a dogged care. Surratt made a high, tough shape in the middle of the cell, throwing back an expression purely smooth. It held nothing that Bolderbuck could see. Bill Head had come to a massive stop in front of Surratt. Peyrolles and Kersom were to one side of him, old Ab Cameron remained sadly and unwillingly in the background. Bill Head's ruddy face was bitter and brutal in its show of triumph. He lifted his big fists and hooked his thumbs into the armholes of his vest.




  "You were up at Brann's office," he said, "and Brann's gone. So you came to get him to go see Torveen, who's been shot. Where's Torveen hidin'?"




  "You've got a bright mind, Bill. You find out."




  Bill Head's ruddy complexion thickened. The remark raked up a resentment that changed the slant of his lips. He said, with a softness that was wicked: "You'll tell me, friend Surratt. You'll tell me."




  "Bring a few more of your crew in here," suggested Surratt. "It'll make you feel safer."




  The cool rashness of that talk attracted Bolderbuck's considering glance to Surratt. Surratt was faintly smiling; a devil's temper plainly stirred behind the smoky color of his eyes. The silence lay deep and heavy in the cell; beyond the bars Head's men were as still as statues. Bill Head's face was a furious red. His right foot moved a little backward and his right fist jumped from its idle position, without warning of any kind, and smashed Surratt on the chin. Surratt fell backward against the cell wall; he dropped to his knees. His head sagged down and he supported himself with stiff arms a moment, his shoulders swaying.




  "Do that again," growled Bolderbuck, "and I'll bend a gun over your skull, Bill."




  George Bernay's voice came into the cell, strained and passionate. "Head, I'd like to kill you for that!" Hughie Grant, beside George Bernay, abruptly cocked his eyes on Bernay. "Easy, George. You ain't among friends."




  Ab Cameron spoke out his sickened, heartfelt protest. "That's no way for a white man to act, Bill."




  Head and Peyrolles and Kersom swung on Cameron almost in unison, angry at the interference; and Head rapped Cameron with an insolent command. "Shut up, Ab." He wheeled to cover Surratt with a sultry, desiring attention. Surratt got to his feet, he supported himself against the cell wall. But to Bolderbuck it was a strange thing how that faint, ironic smile came back to Surratt; how it laid an irrevocable and relentless will across the room, beyond the power of any man to stop. It was strong enough to impress them all, for Peyrolles shifted his position cautiously and Kersom stirred. Bill Head's profile was all solid and somber. The desire was there to lash out and crush Surratt again, but he kept watching Surratt's face and that desire seemed to be swayed by another thought He threw a narrowing glance at Bolderbuck.




  Surratt was speaking. "I've been a long time figuring you out, Head. In the beginning I misjudged you, but I've got you straight now."




  "It will do you no good," said Bill Head in a slow, snarling way.




  Surratt didn't answer. He stood straight against the wall, and it was at once plain to them that a wild, killing impulse raged in him. Bill Head stepped back a pace. He said, more under control: "I've got fifty men in Morgantown. They're going into the hills tonight. I can tell you now, Surratt, you're at the end of your own rope—and Torveen's at the end of his." He turned and thrust a long finger toward George Bernay in the corridor. "You're in this, George. I'm givin' you just twelve hours to get out of the country."




  The motion of his arm sent all his riders down the corridor and down the stairs. He left the cell, and Peyrolles and Kersom went out. Cameron stood a moment longer, lost in some vague, unhappy speculation of his own. At last he walked over to Surratt. "You're an admirable man to know," he murmured, "and I'll remember this many long days. But I have no recourse and neither have you." He went away then, faintly unsure in his walking. George Bernay didn't stir from the cell door.




  Bolderbuck moved into the corridor and stopped by a window commanding the street. He lifted the sash and put his head near the opening, catching the talk that came from below. Crow Track waited down there. His eyes were thoughtful as he came back and locked the cell door.




  Surratt said: "You want that gun back now?"




  Bolderbuck showed a faint dissatisfaction. "The first dumb thing I've heard you say. I didn't mention anything about the gun, did I? You play your cards like they're dealt to you, my boy, without askin' the dealer any questions. This thing ain't over yet. I know what's in Bill Head's mind and I know what he's apt to try to do. Maybe I can stop him. But I'm damned if I leave a man in a cell without ways of protectin' himself at a time like this." He stared at George Bernay. "You can stay up here for a little while. Don't get any funny notions, you understand?" Leaving his warning flat and final behind him, he descended the stairway.




  George Bernay grabbed the cell-door bars in his hands and shook them with all his strength. It was the way he felt. "Surratt, you can kick my pants off and I'd be relieved."




  "What's below?" Surratt asked.




  Sound kept boiling up from the street. George Bernay fixed himself discreetly beside the window, having his look at the crowd below. The outfits were assembling in a round, restless formation. Bill Head stepped into the saddle; Peyrolles and Kersom rode from some obscure angle of the town to join him. The smell of a dry, scorched dust lifted strongly to George Bernay's nostrils. Ab Cameron stood on the edge of the walk; and Bill Head rode toward the older man, using an arrogant tone on him. "Why didn't you bring your men along?"




  "You got plenty men," Ab Cameron said agreeably.




  "You can't dodge your part of this work," retorted Bill Head.




  "It's your work, Bill, not mine," suggested Ab Cameron.




  "What?" said Bill Head. He swung his heavy body downward. He was severe and he was threatening. "Don't tell me that, Ab. I'm going to send a rider over to bring your outfit up to me in the hills. All right, everybody."




  They milled forward and fell into a column of twos and left Morgantown at a wild gallop, like the outrushing of wind. Motion and confusion and uncertainty went with them and peace flowed along the street, the murmur of voices tentatively creeping through the quietness. Townsmen appeared on the walks. Lights, dimmed during the occupancy of the outfits, sprang up again. George Bernay saw Judith Cameron come from the dressmaking shop and hurry up the street; Ab Cameron saw her too, for he turned down toward her, calling out in a strange, hopeless way: "Daughter—go back." But it wasn't that scene George Bernay was immediately interested in. Five men—five of Head's men—remained by the jail-office door; they made a compact and vigilant group there. George Bernay sucked in a long breath. He reported what he saw to Surratt.




  "Sure," murmured Surratt. "Bill Head wants to be certain I'm in the cooler when he comes back." He walked around the cell; he put his hands to the solid walls as he circled and he came back and stood at the door. His eyes were restless; his muscles were restless.




  Bernay wheeled from the window and started down the hall. "See you later."




  "George," called Surratt, and brought the man to a halt. "Don't," added Surratt, "try anything rough on Bolderbuck. That fellow is white."




  "This is no time to think of that," said George Bernay.




  Surratt's voice hit him like the flat of an ax. "Bernay."




  It widened George Bernay's eyes. It shocked him. "There's never any time to forget a white man," said Surratt, cold and exact with his words. "You remember that."




  George Bernay walked down the stairs, not nearly as certain as he had been a moment before. He paused in the jail office. Bolderbuck sat before a flat desk, with his back to the wall and his face bent on the open doorway. But the marshal's face was heavy with his thinking, and he seemed only vaguely aware of Bernay, who went on out of the place. Head's five men were watching him carefully and Hughie Grant was grinning at him. He went by them without comment, but Grant's amused advice followed him down the street. "Don't be rash, Georgie, my boy."




  Cameron and Judith had gone on to the dressmaking shop. That way George Bernay turned, his mind marching nearer and nearer a fixed conclusion. At the saloon corner he found Jud Horsfall poised in the alley shadows. George said: "Come on—and where's Billy Temple?"




  "Down there," said Jud, pointing toward the dressmaking shop. They fell in step and passed the saloon. One townsman came out of the saloon, and through the momentary opening of the doors George saw the place empty save for the bartender and Neal Irish, who sat bowed over a game of solitaire. They turned into the dressmaking shop. The two girls were there with Ab Cameron and Billy Temple; and a woman—Annette Carvel's mother—sat in the background, saying nothing.




  Judith spoke to her father: "It will take you an hour to get to the ranch and bring the boys back here. That's enough—to get Surratt out."




  Cameron showed his uncertainty and confusion, he showed his age. "No," he said. "No, Daughter. I can't ask the boys to stack up against Billy Head."




  "I can!" said Judith. There was a vigor and a resoluteness about the girl George Bernay profoundly respected then. She was a woman, a full and gallant woman. There was a spirit shining in her eyes now that brought his own stray thinking to that final point beyond doubt. But Ab Cameron shook his head sadly.




  "They'd be gone by the time I got there. Bill Head sent a man to bring them to him. Anyhow it would do us no good. They're loyal to me, no doubt. But they've got to live in this country and it would be hell to set 'em against the Head crowd and the Peyrolles crowd and Dutch Kersom's crowd." The silence that followed his statement seemed to arouse him a little. "You don't know Bill Head," he told them simply. "If I crossed his desires in this matter I'd have no men on my ranch within a week. Nor would I ever be able to hire anybody. We cannot help Surratt."




  Judith considered her father in a quick, comprehending way, as though she saw and felt what his life had been; and she touched his arm, gently smiling. "I am sorry," she murmured.




  George Bernay passed a long look to Billy Temple, and Jud Horsfall came toward the center of the room, and then these three men were silently, narrowly speculating. Horsfall softly suggested the thought. "There's five of 'em up there in front of that jail door, kid."




  "It's Hughie Grant that's tough," pointed out Billy Temple.




  George Bernay said: "Well?"




  The other people caught on then. The thing these three young men were thinking became that plain and that strong. Ab Cameron had a half-smoked cigar in his mouth. He lighted a match; his fingers shook. He turned the full worry of his eyes on George Bernay. "I'd advise you not to try. I have seen a good deal of tragedy in this country. We're all seeing some now. Sam Torveen's about run his course and I strongly doubt if Surratt gets out of that jail alive. Even if he does, nothing can change the end of this affair. This is cattle country. Sheep will never come. The big outfits won't permit it—and Bill Head speaks for the big outfits. You will be one more outlaw, to be treated as such. Don't think of it."




  But George Bernay said to Temple: "We'll walk up behind the buildings on the north side and come out there, across from the jail."




  Annette Carvel's face turned to George Bernay; it was white and round and surprised. Her lips opened. She seemed to be seeing him for the first time. Her eyes took him in carefully, as they would a stranger. Billy Temple said again: "It's this Hughie Grant..."




  "I'll have a look at his hole card," murmured George Bernay. "He seems pretty proud of it. The back door, Jud—"




  "No, George!" commanded Judith.




  He said: "Judith, that fellow Surratt's my friend, and I don't know why. It's a thing that gets you. There's no fear in the man. Why, hell, I'd—"




  He bit the sentence between his teeth and he leaped for the doorway. There was a shot's solid smash filling the street, and one replying echo, and the sudden short rush of horse's hoofs, and a man's voice laid a massive unhurried order across Morgantown. George Bernay went through the doorway. He trotted up the street, colliding with other townsmen coming out of the buildings into the lamp-softened shadows. Even as he ran, he saw horsemen close in on the jail door and surround the five Crow Track hands. There was no more gunplay. Forty feet away, with Horsfall and Temple at his heels, he identified the enormous, shapeless bulk of Blackjack Smith. Blackjack had four riders with him; he had dropped out of the darkness without warning. It was his lifted and pointed gun that seemed to hold Head's men thoroughly silent by the jail wall.




  One of Blackjack's men turned in his saddle. He called at Bernay: "Hold up!"




  George Bernay yelled: "Hey, Blackjack!"




  Blackjack didn't look around. But he identified George Bernay's voice and his voice accepted Bernay. "You'll do, George. Get in here and drop these fellow's belts for me. I hear Surratt's upstairs."




  Bernay pushed his way through the horses. Four of Head's men were motionless against the jail wall, their hands risen. The fifth man lay on the board walk. He was on his back, rolling from side to side. Looking down briefly into that set, gritting face, Bernay marked Hughie Grant with a cold pleasure.




  "He ain't hurt much," said Blackjack indifferently.




  "I'll write your ticket!" gasped Hughie Grant.




  "My ticket," said Blackjack, "was written before you were born. Stay around here, boys, while I go inside." He dropped to the ground with an agility strange to so ponderous a shape. He stood a moment, watching George Bernay strip away the gun belts from these Head men and throw them far out into the street; and darkly and taciturnly he enjoyed that scene for a moment. Afterwards he entered the jail office. Bernay followed.




  Bolderbuck hadn't risen from his chair. He sat there and looked at the two men with a glance that was unreadable, that was shrewd and stubborn and fixed. Blackjack shook his head; there was a small regret and a perceptible courtesy in his words.




  "You know me, Tom, and I know you. But I heard Surratt was here and I want him out."




  "The man's got friends in strange places," observed Bolderbuck quietly.




  "It's his way, Tom."




  Bolderbuck bent forward. He put his elbows on the table in front of him and lowered his cheeks. He remained so, engaged with his difficult thoughts. Blackjack stood mountainously calm, letting the marshal have his silence out. When Bolderbuck reared back in the chair there wasn't any change in his manner. The crisp blue of his eyes steadied on Blackjack. "Surratt's in jail on a warrant, which is legal and proper. I've been a peace officer pretty near twenty years and in that time I never let a man go and never lost one. I'm kind of pleased to think of the record."




  Bernay started to speak, and changed his mind. For Bolderbuck's hand had shifted up to his vest, to the thin silver crescent that was his badge of authority. "As long as I'm marshal I'd see you in hell before I gave Surratt up. But it works the other way, too. The boy is in a death trap up there. I cannot protect him against what Head plainly intends to do. I do not know of any other answer to this." His fingers touched the badge and unsnapped it. He laid it on the table, beside a ring of keys. "When a man can't see his way in a plain light it's time to quit. So there the star lays and there's the keys."




  Bernay reached for the keys and walked up the stairs. Bolderbuck shot a frosty glance at the silent Blackjack. "Head's a pretty powerful enemy for you to be makin', Blackjack. You've had your parsnips well buttered, till now. You're goin' to discover what trouble is."




  Surratt came down the stairs with Bernay behind him. He looked at Blackjack and saw how it was. He turned to Bolderbuck. "Tom," he said regretfully, "this is a thing—"




  "Your luck still holds," commented Bolderbuck. "I'm pleased with the way it goes. But you better be on your horse soon."




  Surratt went out of the jail office into the shadow-thickened street; and was smiling as he went to a Crow Track horse and stepped up. Blackjack and Bernay had come from the office. It was quiet here, with a little group of townspeople collected by the White House and looking soberly on.




  "Blackjack..." said Surratt.




  "Go on," grumbled the big man. "Go on and ride. I never thought I'd live to see the day I'd do this."




  George Bernay felt the pinch of time. "You better dust, before somebody comes pouring down that road."




  "Where are you going now?" Surratt wanted to know.




  "Not with you," Bernay instantly answered. "Get Sam out of the country—don't delay it. And so long."




  Surratt turned from the group. But he halted here a moment, for his name had been called. Judith Cameron came riding fast up the street. She stopped beside him and her voice dropped low and none of that group heard what was said then. In the end she turned with Surratt and they both rode out of Morgantown.




  Blackjack was in his saddle. George Bernay had turned to Horsfall and Billy Temple, and presently these two went back down the street on the run. Blackjack stared at George Bernay, not understanding. He said: "What's this now?"




  But George Bernay didn't answer till Horsfall and Temple returned with their own horses and his. Then he said:




  "Company for you, Blackjack."




  Blackjack said sourly: "We're no company for you boys."




  "Go along," said Bernay; and then that group whirled away, into the hills. Hughie Grant sat propped against the jail office, cursing at them, but none of the other Head riders went over to pick their guns from the dust until Blackjack's group merged with the night.




  Inside the jail office, Tom Bolderbuck lighted himself a fresh cigar and stood up. He ran his finger across the badge which lay on the desk. He had no regrets. A literal-minded man to the extreme, he never crossed a bridge until he reached it—and this bridge he had crossed because there was no other way. Yet he was displeased with himself and didn't know why. He left the jail office, passing the Crow Track men without a backward look. Bill Head's wrath would visit him soon enough he realized; yet he went to the hotel porch and sat in a rocker there and somberly smoked his cigar.




  A mile from Morgantown George Bernay said to Blackjack, "Wait," and his order stopped the party.




  "You ain't in a hurry to go anywhere particular?" suggested Bernay.




  "No."




  "Turn here then," directed Bernay; whereupon the group entered a trail and vanished toward the south.
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  As soon as they got beyond Morgantown, Surratt left the pass road. Faint moonlight seeped through the trees, showing him the vague arch of another road leading into the south. Judith said: "Where are we going, Buck?"




  "To a point on the river where a man named Modoc Niles was killed."




  "There?" she murmured. Afterwards she added: "I know the way."




  "Take the lead. I'm just going at it blind."




  They ran on through the crisp and pungent night for a matter of three miles or so before she turned to the east and fell upon a corduroy trail leading into the higher hills. They passed much later a ranch house in a low meadow, from which a single light was cheerfully shining. "Billy Temple's place," she said, over her shoulder. Then they were in the solid trees and no light got through this green wall to show them the way. The trail turned, but they left it and pursued a narrowing slash upward. At one point they stopped to let the horses blow and Surratt's attentive ears quested the far, deep stillness for the sound of Head's searching scouts. Judith's voice was as soft as a breath of wind.




  "I think they've not had time to spread down this way."




  They continued, walking where the hill slopes sharply tipped, cantering when the ground ran level. It was a half-hour later that Surratt saw a streak of moonlight coming down through the pines and knew they were at the edge of a north-and-south road of some consequence. His senses lifted at once; for a rumor struck forward definitely. He said, "Wait," and drew in. There was a strengthening echo over on the left; Judith came beside him then, and her hand reached out and fell on his arm, the pressure of her fingers tightening as the moments dragged. Riders—two or three of them—went by on the road, vaguely visible through the brush. They waited until the sound had faded, then crossed the road and kept rising with the slope. Head's men were spreading fast, laying a loose net through all the hills; thinking of this, Surratt's attentive senses reached more keenly into the tricky, felt-thick shadows. But there was a part of his mind free to have its way with him, and that part was filled with the strange and strong impressions of this girl. Her shoulders swayed faintly as she rode and he saw now and then the trim outline of her head turning gracefully. The tone of her voice, when she broke the long riding silence, was a tone that struck soft and clear and vital across all uncertainty.




  She had stopped with a warning abruptness and she was bending forward. Brought stiffly up, he saw a meadow's yellow glow directly to the fore—and the blurred, still shape of a horseman in it. This was only a hundred yards away, near enough to betray to that one the steady draw of their horses' breathing. Yet the man, poised as though listening, seemed not to hear it; and presently he slid on across the meadow and vanished with a minute rattle of the surrounding thicket. Judith veered around the meadow, holding her pony to a slow walk. The meadow dropped behind and afterwards the sightless trail fell between tall shoulders of rock. Sparks shot up from the shoes of Judith's animal, creating a pale spray of light, and the sound of that concussion rode the stillness hugely. They were out of the defile. The ruffled run of water came to them softly then—and the faint odor of wood-smoke was abroad. Judith stopped here and Surratt went ahead of her. It was for only a dozen yards. Halted, he sent a small, gentle challenge at the blackness.




  "Nick."




  The answer seemed almost under his feet; and it came in a rush of expelled breath. "That was close," sighed Perrigo's voice. "Who's with you?"




  "Miss Cameron."




  "Go ahead."




  "Somebody riding around here, Nick. We saw a fellow cross a meadow just below." He went on with Judith, dropped down the short bluff and followed the gravelly bottom of the old-time river bed. A remote glow indicated the mouth of the cavern, with a shape angularly placed against the glow. Ferd Bowie's challenge met them as they got down.




  "That's all right, kid," grunted Surratt. He took Judith's arm and led her into the cavern. Around its quick bend firelight jumped freshly at them and the pungent smoke was thick here. Ed and Doc Brann stood close by the fire; Sam Torveen was a shape under the blankets, his head turned their way. Judith dropped down to her knees, and Surratt heard her voice break and be near to crying. "Oh, Sam—what have they done to you?"




  All of them were watching Sam Torveen's gray face brighten. The presence of this girl was a warmth that smoothed and softened his pain. The deep dark-drawn lines of his face eased. There was a faint loosening of his lips into the old, skeptic smile. His one good arm reached up and touched Judith's shoulders. "Honey," he murmured, "I'm sure glad you're here, but it's one hell of a place for you to be."




  Judith wheeled toward Brann. "Be honest—how bad is this?"




  "He's all right," said Brann casually. "It was a lot of blood he lost."




  Sam Torveen never let his eyes turn from Judith. Hope was strong in them and pleasure put spots of color on his drawn cheeks. "It's a help to know you thought enough to come," he said humbly.




  "Sam," she murmured; and then she was quietly crying. Bending her head she kissed him on his stubbled chin. Surratt jerked around on his heels and walked back to the mouth of the cave.




  He stood there, glowering into the liquid blackness, with a still more profound blackness in his brain. He got out his pipe and automatically packed it. The light of the match, when he lifted it to the pipebowl, showed the bony set of his jaws. There was a pattern to a man's life and it never changed; there was a fate that covered him from beginning to end and neither hope nor bitter fighting could temper that. He dragged the smoke heavily into his hale lungs, all wild and savage-tempered and reckless from knowing he never would have this girl. His eyes, against his own wishes, had looked ahead and saw some faint gleam of luck. He knew definitely and bitterly now that he had fooled himself. The morning half of the trail was always bright with the newness of things, and the way was fresh and full of pleasant prospect. The second half was only regret for what had been and what never would be. He was on the afternoon side of his journey now, with no shade for a traveler along this way until the final sundown came.




  Perrigo glided softly out of the night. Ferd Bowie came from somewhere and remained vaguely behind Perrigo. Brann and Ed and the girl walked from the tunnel. They made a loose group there.




  "Can we move him?" asked Surratt.




  "No," said Brann, "you can't. The boy's lost too much blood."




  "Where'd you want to move him?" asked Perrigo.




  "Over the peaks, out of this country." The bowl of Surratt's pipe cut a round, crimson hole in the shadows. "It's not my habit to give up easy, but Sam's lost this fight. Bill Head's throwing forty or fifty men into the hills. It is only a question of time till we're found. I wouldn't want Sam to get in their hands now, not with one killing to his credit and a bunch ready to settle that score."




  "You can't move him," repeated Brann very definitely. "He's unable to ride or walk."




  "Then we'll have to play our white chips like we were proud of 'em. Put out that fire, Ed."




  "Nobody can see it."




  "No, but you can smell it for a mile."




  They stood thoroughly still for a little while, having nothing to say. Surratt watched Ferd Bowie's thin shape sway and swing. The kid went away, his boots scuffling up a small noise. Perrigo turned to follow. Brann murmured, "Well, we'll make a night of it," and went back into the cave with Ed. Judith remained. It was long afterwards when her voice came to him, low and rather sad.




  "It's like a light going out, Buck—when you give up hope."




  He stared at the shapeless bulk of the gravel bank which separated this old stream's course from the river. A tempest stormed up from that wild, lonely place in him which lay beyond his will, out of that very core of his body where were bred his most reckless angers and his gentlest regrets. He bit his jaws against it. "You had better be riding back."




  "No—I'm staying here."




  He said, "All right," and moved away from her to the gravel bank. He sat down there. She stood a moment, uncertain and silent, and then came forward. She settled beside him, her shoulder against his shoulder.




  "You don't mind?" she asked softly.




  "No."




  He put his hands across his knees and locked his big fists together. Her hand came out to touch his fists; and the coldness and smallness of that hand did strange things to him, past his understanding. He put it between his palms.




  At once she turned, and he saw the pale oval of her face come near to him and rest on his chest Her body tipped in and she was crying in a silent intense way that shook all the courage and pride and serenity out of her.




  He laid his arms around her, holding her thus against the moment's despair. He had never seen Judith cry, he had never seen a break in her strength before—and it was hard for him to endure, this hurt he could not help.




  His thoughts ran on with an instant's immeasurable clarity. He had held Annette Carvel this way and felt the frank, passionate offering of a girl he didn't want Stirred as he had been, he had felt only a pity. But in his arms now was a sweetness and a richness that filled all the empty places of his body, allowing him for tins short fragment of time to know what completeness could be. This was the full treasure of a man's dreaming. The best of his life was here at this moment soon to pass away. For he knew he would never hold her again and he knew that the rest of his days would be deeper in want from the memory of this. The fragrance of her hair touched his senses. She lay quietly in his arms, the rhythm of her breathing growing calmer. He had no way of stopping the one desire he felt; and so he said, "Judith," and when her face lifted he kissed her. Her lips were cool and firm and not afraid; and there was something in her that made him savagely happy—a quality that through the years would never grow less, something she could give to a man, yet never lose. She straightened and sat beside him again, not speaking. But he wasn't ashamed and he felt no need to apologize.




  He said, quietly: "Sam's all right. There's still a trick or so I can try."




  "And after that?"




  "I don't know. I quit asking questions about tomorrow a long while ago."




  She said gently: "You're a very wise man, Buck. But not wise enough to know why I should be crying now."




  "Luck," he murmured, "comes even to the poorest of us. I had mine just now. It is a thing to remember beside many a campfire."




  She rose swiftly and went back into the cave.




  At noon of the following day Pokey crawled to the edge of the river and saw, diagonally across the stream, the face of the tunnel. Surratt stood there in the heavy sunlight with Judith Cameron, and the sight of the girl jerked up Pokey's eyebrows and left him slowly considering it. He had his rifle with him and when, half an hour later, Perrigo came out of the farther trees and dropped down the bluff to the tunnel, Pokey lifted his gun and had a clean chance at the little man. Pokey lined him up through the sights; he took up the trigger's slack and suspended his breath for the final pull. But he never made it. Instead, he lowered the gun and had a little talk with himself. He shook his head with some disgust and crawled back into the timber. After that he rode a mile down the river, crossed over and approached the hideout again. Putting his horse in the brush he squatted by the edge of that trail which led to the hideout, waiting with an inevitable patience.




  When Perrigo came up to the tunnel, with Pokey's distant gun trained on him, he had completed a morning's swing through the hills. He crouched in front of Surratt and the girl, resting himself. Sweat ran freely along his very dark and very thin cheeks. "Plenty tracks around here," he said. "That fellow you saw last night in the meadow was within a hundred yards of this spot. A big bunch has been see-sawin' back and forth about a half-mile below. They keep cuttin' a higher trail each time. I saw men over on the pass road. The fords are pretty well covered. No chance of sneakin' over any bridges either. I think Head's workin' the country from the falls this way, piece at a time."




  "Methodical," commented Surratt.




  "One time I had my gun pointed on a fellow not more'n seventy feet off," grumbled Perrigo. "He was scoutin' alone." He looked at Judith. "One of your dad's men. He up here?"




  "Bill Head sent for the men," said Judith bitterly. "Dad has no say in the matter."




  "Your father," grunted Perrigo, "has been under the Heads a good many years. He never had the claws and teeth to fight back. Where's Ferd?"




  Surratt had started into the tunnel, but he wheeled when the question came. "He left here an hour ago, to hunt for you. Didn't see him?"




  "No," said Perrigo. He considered that a long while. His face turned thin and noncommittal. He met Surratt's glance. "No," he repeated more slowly, "Ferd never went down that trail. His tracks don't show."




  Judith knew what they were thinking. She said: "I have always thought Sam made a mistake using that man. He was nervous as a cat around here this morning." She stopped, then burst out: "You don't think he'd betray Sam?"




  "Not Sam," countered Perrigo.




  "Who, then?"




  Perrigo put his finger out toward Surratt. He didn't say anything. He slapped a hand sharply across his thigh and stood up, going back to the trees on foot. He was traveling at a sort of crouched dogtrot when he vanished in the green undergrowth.




  "There's another man I doubted," murmured Judith. "Somehow, I don't now."




  They turned into the tunnel. The closeness of water made it damp and chilly in here, and the light was bad. Brann sat on the gravel with his coat collar turned up. His eyes were bloodshot from smoke and want of sleep. Ed was in another corner of the tunnel, dead to the world after putting in half the night patrolling. Torveen lay quietly underneath his blankets, but he grinned at sight of Judith.




  "No chance of getting back to town before dark?" asked Brann.




  "Hills are full of Head's men," countered Surratt "You tired of waiting?"




  "I left a full house on Neal Irish's poker table," grumbled Brann. "I—?"




  A far-off shot's echo stopped his talk. It came through the cave's dead air and turned them all. There was a second echo, and a third one, with a deliberate space of time between. Somebody deeper in the green slopes was signaling. The group held that attitude of waiting, constrained by the meaning of the sound.




  "Gettin' nearer," observed Brann.




  Judith looked at Torveen, a darkness across her fine gray eyes. "I hate to think of you being caught like a rat in a trap! What would happen if we went out and found Sheriff Ranier and surrendered to him?"




  But Brann and Surratt and Torveen said, "No," almost in unison. The unanimity of their reactions surprised her. She looked at Surratt and found him humorlessly smiling. "Surrender isn't in the book of rules Bill Head carries, Judith."




  "Ranier," grunted Brann, with the full shading of contempt, "is a weathervane."




  Judith said nothing more, but her eyes glowed with a fresh anger, and her shoulders straightened and color came to her face. Surratt watched this, his faint smile turning sad. "Don't worry," he counseled her quietly. "There's one more deal left in the deck."




  Torveen turned his face toward Brann. "Brann," he said, "look at those two people. There they are—the two finest friends I've ever had. By God, I'm happy for my luck—and I don't know what I'd do if I lost 'em. Don't they make a fine pair, Brann? Look at 'em!"




  Brann said, "Uhuh." He had his glance on Surratt and the girl—a quick, keen glance—and dropped his eyes.




  Surratt swung away, his question brusque. "What time is it?"




  Brann looked at his watch: "Past two-thirty. Long day."




  There was then the full rush of a shot's report, so near at hand that it rang against the rock walls. One shot and only one. Brann jerked himself upright; and Ed, sound asleep a moment before, sprang out of his blankets. Surratt was instantly on his way down the tunnel. He threw back a curt order, "Stay here," and halted at the edge of the sunlight a moment. But he thought he knew where that shot came from and ran up the side of the bluff and entered the trail. A horseman went smashing through the yonder brush. Perrigo's voice, beyond sight, was thin and fading; guided by its diminishing tone, Surratt plowed his way into the thicket There was twenty yards off the trail, a small clearing. Coming upon it with a rush, he found Perrigo lying there, trying to support himself on an elbow. When he saw Surratt his elbow collapsed and he fell on his shoulder. "Watch out, Surratt!"




  Surratt bent. "He's runnin'. Who was it?"




  Perrigo began to cough in a slow, terrible way. Fear sprang into his black eyes and dilated them tremendously. He choked off the cough, little body racked by that effort "I knew it would come like this someday."




  "Bowie?"




  Perrigo said faintly: "Him—no. Never mind. Damn Martin Head—he knew! He knew all the time! There's a terrible man to have against you."




  Blood bubbled through a small round hole in Perrigo's chest. Perrigo lifted his head and saw that rent in his lungs and his hand reached up to cover it, like a gesture of decency. His lips stretched, they sagged at the corners; yet watching him, Surratt observed the fatalism and the grit at the bottom of Perrigo's nature come up to fight this mortal darkness into which he was slipping. Perrigo's voice kept ebbing, even while the desire to talk powerfully urged him. "Listen," he murmured, "I shot Les Head. It was why I mistrusted you. Thought you knew I'd done it. Surratt, keep watch over my girl."




  "What?" said Surratt.




  "Annette," murmured Perrigo. "That's my secret and Mrs. Carvel's. Annette don't know, but she's my girl. It was a mistake of long ago, and it has been on my mind a long while. She was a kid that grew up like a flower wantin' sun. She trusted men too much, and always wanted men to like her. I saw that coming up with Les Head, who was a dog and took what he could get. I have no regrets for puttin' him out of the way. It was why I did it—so he'd never hurt her."




  He stopped a moment, bitterly holding himself alive. His voice afterwards was merely a suspiration of falling breath. "I have had her on my mind since she got to the age of attractin' men. By God, Surratt, I have hated all the breed of men, out of fear! It is why I disliked you. But it was a mistake, for I've watched you and found you an honest man. If you wasn't, you wouldn't be here fightin' Sam Torveen's fight. You take care of her for me, Surratt I remember seein' her go to school when she was seven, with a red bow in her hair. Hell is a place that has no worries for me. I've had my hell watchin' a daughter I couldn't own..."




  Looking down at him, Surratt saw that he was dead.




  He heard a sound then, small and scurrying; it struck the back of his neck, and pure reaction rolled him aside and around—thereby avoiding the bullet that scuffed up a thin furrow of soil where he had been. The rush of the shot filled the little clearing; and Ferd Bowie was there at the edge of it, his gun wheeling to catch Surratt's awkward shape on the ground. Surratt reached and seized the butt of his revolver and snapped a quick shot. But it had been a chance aim and it went wide. Bowie ducked his head as that bullet's breath poured along on his cheek and then he whirled, as though his nerves and his courage could not hold him against Surratt's firing, and crashed out of sight in a low long dive. Surratt tried that area with a second bullet. He was on his feet, running against the brush. He heard Bowie cursing off there, behind the trees—and he stopped, faced by the risk of another ambush. Bowie had reached his horse. In a moment he was in the deep timber, racing away.
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  He looked back at Perrigo lying sprawled in that senseless, bottomless sleep, and for a moment he permitted himself to feel the tragedy of Perrigo's life, as Perrigo had felt it—the defeat and deep loneliness which so long had racked that small frame. Judged on the scales of human behavior this man had been bad and his snuffed-out life was no loss to the hills; yet he had died thinking of a little girl with a red bow in her hair walking under the sun, clutching at that memory with the regret common to all men, good and bad alike. For a moment Surratt understood this and for a moment he gave Perrigo his due; then he closed it out of his head and turned back to the cave, knowing then what his own duty was.




  Judith and Brann and Ed were at the mouth of the cave. He said: "We've lost Perrigo."




  Judith's eyes clung to him, wide and dark. But Brann didn't seem surprised. "What was those other shots?"




  "That was Bowie having his say," murmured Surratt. "But he missed me—and he ran."




  "The dog," murmured Ed, "will give us away."




  "What time is it?"




  "After three," said Brann.




  "The shots have already given us away," reflected Surratt. "Anyhow, the fellow that got Perrigo knows we're around here. Crow Track will come over and beat up this section. It's four hours till dark. Brann, when can Sam be moved?"




  "Tomorrow, maybe—but not under his own power."




  Surratt turned into the tunnel. He had to stand a moment near Torveen before his eyes adjusted themselves to the semidarkness. Torveen's face, turning around to him, was strained and depressed.




  "Somebody got Perrigo from the brush—and Bowie's run away."




  "I heard the shootin'," sighed Torveen. He tried to lift himself—and fell back, breath thumping in and out of him. "I'd just as soon be dead as this!"




  Surratt noticed the feebleness of the man then. Brann hadn't told them the whole truth concerning Torveen's condition. He said, "You hang tight," and picked up Torveen's gun belt. He thumbed half the cartridges from their loops and put them into his pocket




  "Kid," said Torveen, "we've played out our string. I think you better dust over the pass and be on your way."




  Surratt grinned. "I've observed Bill Head to be a man who gets his ideas on the third bounce. It's the way we work this now. But you'll have to grit your teeth to it, Sam."




  "What?"




  Surratt turned back to the mouth of the tunnel. Ed had gone off somewhere, leaving the girl and Doc Brann here in the hard sunlight. The smell of the late day was resinous; the air clung to the ground, motionless and smoky and hot. There was, he observed, a fear in these two people. Brann's indifference couldn't hide it, and Judith Cameron's eyes were dark with what she thought. He said to Brann: "I can give you tonight—I think I can. But it is all I can give you."




  "How'll we move him?" grumbled Brann. "He's weak as a dragged cat. The boy's hurt, you understand?"




  "Let him take his choice of chances," said Surratt evenly. "There's little left to choose from. You've got tonight."




  "Why?"




  "Because I'm giving it to you," explained Surratt. "When dark comes you fix a way of moving him. Not farther up the hills, like Head might expect, but back down. It is around six miles, I'd guess, to Temple's house. How could Head think of him bein' there, that close to Morgantown?"




  "No," said Brann, "I—?"




  But Surratt spoke with a real anger. "I thought you were a poker player!" He turned instantly away from them. Judith called his name. He didn't look back; he kept on, going up the bluff and into the brush where the horses were. Ed was there, standing without much purpose against his pony. Surratt swung into his saddle. "Ed," he said, "if you hear firin' after dark tonight, up in the north, that's your signal to get out of here." Judith was once more calling; he heard her running up the bluff. Turning his horse, he drove through the brush and reached the trail and galloped along it.




  When he had gone two hundred yards he slid into the trees. There was a ridge rising in front of him, a piece of high ground separating this region from the pass road. He headed that way. Now and then, down some narrow vista, he got a quick glimpse of the sun, harsh and glittering in the west. The river was on his near right, sinking slowly into its deeper bed. Twenty minutes after leaving the hideout he came to a trail cutting across his route, a thin and winding alley through the forest twilight. Riders, he observed from the marks in the humus soil, had been this way during the afternoon. He crossed the trail and disappeared in the rising tangle of the ridge.




  A mile from the scene of Perrigo's shooting, Pokey abandoned his brush riding and took the trail leading to the pass road. He had heard the subsequent firing—which was the swift duel between Surratt and Ferd Bowie—and he had been puzzled by it. Yet he felt himself safe, for Head riders were crossing and recrossing all this area with an increasing regularity, and his judgment told him none of Torveen's remaining party would venture after him. So he rode along at a casual gait, his little body humped over and his toes pointing outward, deep- sunk in his own strict reflections. There was a conscience in this wiry little man and an imagination, yet Perrigo's death affected him only remotely. For at bottom, Pokey was the henchman forever bound. Martin Head's word had been law with Pokey for twenty years and the knowledge of his exact obedience to that law was his pride. Martin Head had been injured by this Perrigo; therefore Perrigo was an enemy. Martin Head, terrible in his sense of right and wrong, had told Pokey to find and kill Perrigo; therefore Pokey went out to obey with a faithfulness that was almost oriental and a lack of compunction that was pure fatalism. To Pokey, Martin Head was God.




  Bill Head, Pokey knew, had established a kind of headquarters on the pass road; that way Pokey drifted. But before he got there he swung to go up a little ridge whence he might have a view of the back trail. It was always his custom to keep his rear well guarded. From his vantage point he saw a group of men over on the pass road, less than a mile removed, with riders coming into the road, at intervals and other parties leaving on fresh scouts. Having no love for Bill Head, Pokey remarked all this confusion with a critical eye; they were blotting out the scent with their ceaseless blundering. Afterwards his glance swung around and then he saw a horseman coming along the same trail he had used, apparently bound for Bill Head's location. He would have put the man out of his mind had it not been for the way in which that rider kept ducking off the trail at intervals. It was a nervousness that could belong to no Head rider. When the fellow got a little closer Pokey put his attention on the horse, which was plainer to his eye than the rider. There wasn't a horse in the country Pokey couldn't identify at a distance by its gait and color and height; and immediately he recognized Ferd Bowie's long-barreled pearl gelding.




  Pokey's eyes winked carefully. He thought he understood what Bowie was up to, for Bowie had no standing among honorable men anywhere. Whereupon Pokey searched his mind for Old Martin Head's will in the matter and his own inclinations. He came to a prompt decision, cut down the ridge and stationed himself slightly to one side of the trail. When Bowie came around a farther bend Pokey moved into sight and stood quietly there.




  At sight of Pokey, Bowie jerked back in his saddle. He was fifty feet away, and for a time Pokey thought the angular, gray- faced kid meant to bolt into the brush. He called out then.




  "Where you goin, Ferd?"




  "Pokey, I want to see you," said Bowie.




  "Sure," said Pokey. "Only it's a poor place for you to be."




  Bowie was cocked in his saddle, ready for trouble and suspecting it. But there was a stronger desire in his narrow head. That desire kept him from running. Pokey's hatbrim dropped against the low-thrown shafts of sunlight; nevertheless his glance clung to the least jerk of Ferd Bowie's high-strung muscles. He had no faith in the kid.




  Bowie said: "I've had enough. I'm pullin' out of here."




  "Turn and go the other way," suggested Pokey. "Or you'll get shot on sight."




  "I can take care of myself. I want to make talk."




  Pokey said nothing; the set of his face was sad and bland and unrevealing.




  "You want to know where Surratt is?"




  "Why you tellin'?"




  "You want to know?" insisted Bowie. He looked around, his nervousness a growing thing. Then the long, pallid and savage face whipped disconcertingly back on Pokey. "Go up this trail three miles to the river bank. They're in that cave by the bend."




  "You're sellin' out Sam Torveen?" murmured Pokey. "A handsome thing, Ferd. To sell out a man that fed and kept you. A handsome thing."




  "Surratt's there," said Bowie, the name emerging from his throat in a hateful way.




  Pokey's lips turned faintly at the corners. Little as he liked the kid, it was always his way to keep an open mind toward the sins and errors of men, to be slow in condemning them. But there was with him, as with all the riders in this Western country, an implicit adherence to one range commandment, the betrayal of which put a man past mercy or charity. Torveen had rested his faith in this kid, and now Ferd Bowie was betraying him. He said, with a softness that should have warned Bowie beyond a doubt: "Ferd, I'd hate to stand in your shoes at judgment seat."




  Bowie bent forward in his saddle and stared across the interval with a consuming attention. "It comes to me, Pokey, you're Martin Head's man but no friend of Bill Head. Maybe I should have thought of that. Never mind. I'll find somebody who'll take my word to Bill."




  "Sure," said Pokey. "Sure."




  Silence came on in a tight, brittle way. Bowie wanted to get off the trail, but motion had become in the last ten seconds a risky thing. He was no fool and he saw how still Pokey remained and how wickedly calm Pokey's cheeks were. He pulled back on his reins and the pony stepped to the rear until it struck a clump of brush. Not daring to look about him to find a quick way of getting away from this spot, his nerves began to break. "Pokey," he called out angrily, "go on."




  "Sure," said Pokey and wheeled his horse.




  As he turned, his arm fell and rose with his gun and he put three bullets, one upon another, into that narrow swaying body down the trail without compunction and without pity. His third shot caught Bowie as the latter made one vain, agony-driven effort to lift his gun. It was half risen when he died suddenly in the saddle, and fell out of it to the ground.




  Pokey studied the lumpy shape of the kid a moment, hearing the echoes of this shooting roll and break and fade in the far corridors of the hills. He replaced the empty shells in his weapon with full loads and seated it in its holster; and trotted on toward the pass road.




  When he came out upon the road he saw Bill Head and Hank Peyrolles standing close by, surrounded by a waiting group of riders. The crews of Head and Peyrolles and Cameron men were all mixed up here. Kersom and Kersom's hands seemed to be off on another scout.




  "What was that shootin'?" demanded Head.




  "Seemed like it was off yonder," remarked Pokey and vaguely smoothed his arm against the low, flashing sunlight.




  "Where you been?"




  "Just lookin'."




  "See anything?"




  "No," said Pokey. "Not a thing."




  Bill Head's eyes considered Pokey without faith. Riders began to come out of the timber and collect here, brought back from their searching by the sound of the gunfire.




  "I'll be going," suggested Pokey, turning his horse.




  Bill Head stopped that with the bluntest possible command. "You stay here. I—"




  He turned as though struck, his glance rising to the heights of the timber-clad ridge rising up on the road's south side. All the horses were pitching, and this group began to boil and run for the brush. Out of that high timber some man's long-range bullets began to arrive with a steady "spang," slanting into the road. They ripped up cloudy banners of dust; they made little dimpled whorls of dust When they struck straight they had flat, snapping echoes; when they richocheted they whipped up a weird whining. This lead was landing above the riders, reaching no target; it kept hitting that same general spot, coming no closer. Pokey noticed that before he broke for shelter; noticed and considered it. All the riders were rushing into the thicket and Bill Head's voice started to crack around him like a whip. "Come over here! Get off that road!" The firing kept on, with the spaced regularity of a hammer driving down a nail. But it lifted from road to brush, the slugs spitting through leaf and cutting across tree bark. One horse let out a quick grunt and fell, throwing a Crow Track man forward on his face.




  Peyrolles, by nature excitable, kept ducking and throwing up his hands. "By God, it's them! It's them, Bill! We got our cats up a tree!"




  Head growled: "Shut up." He listened to the gunfire, his florid skin redder than it had been. A bullet left its breath on him in passing by; he moved without haste to the nearest tree and leaned behind it a moment, to continue his visual search of the heights of the ridge. He couldn't see well from his position, so he walked to the edge of the road and squatted down and thinly parted the thick sheaves of a hazel bush. He gestured at Peyrolles, who crawled cautiously over. "Watch," said Head. "You'll see smoke curling."




  "Yes."




  Bill Head walked back to his tree. He was of a sudden pleased and eager. "He can't cross this road without bein' seen. He can't run over to the river without bein' seen. Take your boys around that ridge and cut him off on that side."




  "Him?"




  "Surratt's doin' that," said Bill Head. "Everybody come here."




  Pokey, aloof from this council, watched the group collect. Bill Head laid orders urgently about him. Peyrolles took his men and rode farther down the thicket, then went over the road at a rush. Bill Head ran to his horse as though anxious to have his fun. He had ten riders beside him when he broke through the brush and raced across the road to the yonder timber. The few men left behind moved away from Pokey toward the bridge, keeping to the shelter. Pokey remained indifferently in his saddle. He rolled himself a cigarette and lighted it, quietly listening to Head's hands crush on up the slope of the ridge. There was a calling over there. The shots of the hidden riflemen laid long, clear bars of sound across the still air and were silent for a while. All at once the sun dipped below the western line and its golden flash went out of the sky and a quick, pure-blue twilight ran through the alleys of tins broken land. Pokey kept on smoking, plunged into his own obscure thoughts. Once he faintly smiled, which was rare for him.




  On top of the ridge, less than half a mile away, Surratt watched Peyrolles' column enter the trail which circled the ridge, and saw a second wave of riders afterwards cross the road and step into the timber directly below him. He knew the meaning of this maneuvering, but he remained awhile behind the bulwark of a deadfall. The sun was gone, with the quick powder blue of a timber country twilight flowing fast down these slopes. Head's fighters were crawling up through timber and thicket, well hidden, yet betrayed by the rattle of their progress. Now and then a voice lifted in that direction, its echo long floating in the soft air. The road below him was a pale-yellow streak turning sinuously downward toward Morgantown. Almost directly below stood the gray covered bridge crossing the river. A few hundred yards behind him the ridge dropped away to the water, but he already knew he could not find a footing down its stiff face. To reach the river he had either to descend to the bridge or retrace his path down the south side of the slope. The bridge route, he understood, was closed to him; for he saw the occasional stir of a man in the brush by the road, with one figure indistinctly appearing at intervals at the corner of the bridge itself. As for the other route—down the side of the ridge—he realized Peyrolles was rapidly sweeping around it to cut off his retreat.




  That man at the corner of the bridge had raised some sort of a target. He began sending his shots up through the dimming air, dropping them wide of Surratt. The rattle of the climbing Head men was more distinct. He ducked away from the log, dropped down a small ravine and picked up his horse. In the saddle, he continued with the ravine, passing through satin-blue shadows spreading wider and deeper along all these secretive reaches. Somewhere a coyote lifted its wild wail to the high arch of infinity and something in that ancient call grimly reminded Surratt that he too was a member of that fraternity of the lost and the hopeless. But he had come here to stir up a steady firing, so that all Head's exploring men might be drawn back, so that the way would be clear for Sam Torveen's retreat. He seemed to be achieving his purpose.




  The ravine became impassible, and he left it and swept leftward toward the river, still descending through the pines. In a quarter-hour darkness was definitive with a thin pale rind of a new moon slung low in the sky. Its faint glowing gave this darkness a vague silver luminosity treacherous to the eye, exaggerating distance and nearness alike. He had scarcely reached the bottom of the ridge when he made out Peyrolles' swift advancing.




  The river was a slow murmur near by. He went that way, along a minute trail, and got to the graveled margin of the water. The far bank was a wall of shadow and the sluggishness of the river's running at this point warned him that it was a slack pool too deep for fording. Downstream, in the direction he meant to retreat, he saw a vague pillar rise high against the sky; and had a foreshadowed thought of trouble then. Leaving his horse in the brush he walked across the gravel until that pillar stood before his face. He laid his hand on it to discover the truth of his situation. The toe of the ridge dropped straight into the water. To pass it he had to swim around.




  He stood here a little while, his mind searching fast for other ways of escape and finding none. To turn and go up the river's bank was to tow Head's men toward the tunnel. Otherwise he had no way of breaking through the cordon thrown around him except by putting away from shore, drifting down beneath the bridge and thus past the guard placed there. He had no liking for water and no skill with it, but this was the way it had to be. Cinching up his gun belt, he waded into the river. He was shoulder deep when the current lifted his feet and turned him along the smooth face of the cliff.




  He rolled on his back to float, but the weight of his gun pulled him at once below the surface and instantly his fear of water became a thorough panic. He came up with his arms slashing enormous echoes through the night. He had been bumping along the edge of the cliff, but now that had drawn away from him and a quicker current threw him apparently into the center of the channel. He had, in this downbearing blackness, one hot and terrible moment; and then his sanity returned and he rolled with the current, quietly stroking.




  They had lighted a fire on the road to make a barrier he could not pass. When he drifted below the toe of the ridge he saw a yellow, shuttering shaft of that light reach down and play a searchlight beam on the water's surface. Drifting toward this bright area, he let himself sink; when he came up again he was floating under the bridge, with the treading of some of Head's men plain in his ears. There was a grumbling of the current ahead, a lash of water against rocky shallows. Kicking his body around, he swam strongly for the bank. His boots touched bottom long after; when he finally walked out of the water he stood at the base of a low willow bank two hundred yards below the road and its fire.




  He sat down and pulled off his boots and drained the water from them; and he remained here for a matter of minutes, ashamed of that little interval of dread he had experienced out in the current. Somebody on the yonder ridge sent three spaced shots across the darkness, the echoes long rolling through the hills. A voice kept calling. He got up then and climbed the bank. Groping through the trees, he came upon a trail and pursued it back toward the pass road; within twenty feet of the road he dropped to his knees. The fire was directly ahead of him, the shapes of men crouched in the brush illumined against it.




  He saw no horses here. Therefore he swung away, sliding carefully from tree to tree. Near the road, seventy feet or so below the fire and in a little cleared patch between the pines, he found the horses. Nobody apparently guarded them, though in this blackness he could not be sure. Bill Head's voice kept calling along the ridge across the way—that sure bull-deep tone heavy and recognizable. Surratt walked into the little clearing swiftly and reached the nearest horse. He was up in the saddle; he was turning away, the horse uncertain and unsatisfied with its strange rider. But he hadn't moved five feet before a shapeless shadow sprang from the earth and stood directly underneath him. The man's voice sang out in an alarmed way:




  "Wait—who's this?"




  Surratt hauled the horse around and struck straight into the brush. He bent low, with his body turned and his gun lifting. He saw the man's revolver lick a purple streak across the dark; and then he fired at the streak and heard the sharp, astonished grunt of that man's breath. He slashed on through the brush and reached the road. All those hands by the fire were running straight down the road; and Head's voice grew enormous up on the hill.




  "What fool—!" The light of the fire reached vaguely out toward Surratt; he was dim in it, but still to be seen—and all the men had stopped their running. Fading on, Surratt rushed into the thicket again and heard the lead of their shots scurry and groan along the dust near by. He was out of that and beyond that when he came to the road once more. He kept to it now, racing downgrade for Morgantown. From the receding distance he made out Bill Head's booming yell rally up the crew.




  Pokey, situated by the fire, saw Surratt vanish. Alone of the watchful group stationed here, he kept his place while the rest of them laced the night with their shots. Bill Head came smashing down the side of the ridge, howling at his men to follow. Pokey listened to all this, his little face taciturn against the light. Of a sudden he rose and dropped silently back to his horse. Forty minutes later he stood in the living room of the Head ranch, quietly reporting to Old Martin all that he had done.




  When he had quite finished he looked away from Old Martin, for there was something so fierce, so blazing and so strange in the old cattleman's eyes that Pokey felt an unbearable shock.




  "Pokey," said Old Martin, "get out the buckboard and drive me to Morgantown."




  THE SUDDEN TURN
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  Two miles of steady running took Surratt beyond the sound of pursuit and it brought him to the edge of a vague side road reaching out of the southern broken land. He stopped, the racing recklessness in him settling down. He was at once raw and cold from his water-sogged clothing, but he listened to the rear for a few steady moments and heard nothing that indicated Bill Head was coming down. Considering that carefully, Surratt turned into the side road and followed it.




  He knew little about this country and therefore had to fall back on his riding sense. He had gone, he supposed, two or three miles when he reached a stumpy clearing. The road simply disappeared, but Surratt swung to the east—in which direction the river lay—and explored the edges of the meadow until he found a break in the trees. This he took.




  The going was slow and there was always the hint of stray Head riders to keep his senses honed sharp. Yet he thought he had succeeded in pulling all those exploring men over to the main road by his recent feint, and so he traveled with less caution. About an hour later he broke through solid brush and came upon the river. When he got his bearings he turned upstream, skirting the bluff of the river until he saw the mouth of the dry channel break through the silver-shot darkness. Here he halted and sent a quiet challenge forward.




  He waited a long two minutes and heard no answer. Pushing down the bluff, he rode to the mouth of the tunnel. The smell of woodsmoke lay thinly in the air, but he could see no reflected glow of fire. He walked into the tunnel and turned its bend and faced pure blackness. He said: "Torveen," the echo of his voice striking the blank walls. He struck a match. Its glow threw a flickering beam down upon an empty gravel floor; the charred circle of a dead fire lay on the gravel, and beside it the scooped-out spots where Torveen's bed had been. There wasn't anything here.




  He left the tunnel immediately, satisfied they had retreated to Temple's ranch according to plan. And he turned that way with a slow satisfaction, drifting with the descending slope and crossing the meadow wherein, the night before, he and Judith had seen the Head rider posted. Beyond the meadow he entered the solid, black belt of pines. The trail was clear; he went along at a trot.




  Water kept rolling down his skin, the night's slow wind turned him more and more cold, and his thoughts could find no breach in the wall Bill Head had put around Torveen. The bitter fact was, Torveen had been whipped. He had been driven off his ranch and could not return to it, and all that this night's riding had done was to give Torveen a temporary and fugitive safety. In Temple's place he could weather through his bullet wound; but when he was able to again ride there would be no safe road for him except the road that led across the pass to another land. Sam Torveen had shoved his chips to the middle of the table and made his bet. But Bill Head had drawn the better hand, leaving Torveen a ruined man. There was no way left to fight Bill Head, except by rousing the two-bit ranchers who believed, as Torveen believed, in free opportunity. But the weight of Head's riders kept them still; they had not come to Torveen's side.




  For himself, Surratt acknowledged, it made no great difference. This was an episode that had neither more nor less meaning than any other. Beyond the pass lay another land, another day, another episode. But for Sam it meant the end of his fortune and his hope. And then, questing through this deep, dismal reach of pines, Surratt understood something else with an inexorable clarity. Torveen's faith was in him and he had no alternative but to face this trouble to the last end.




  There was one way he had always known could be followed, which was the way an outcast might use to ride by night, to shoot from ambush, to raid the big outfits at weak places, to strike and retreat and strike again, to throw this country into fear and confusion; to make men afraid of the daylight and leave them sleepless at night. It was a way of ruining the country. But it was not Surratt's way. He could not play that stealthy, prowling part. His trail had to be open and his actions plain to all men. And, as he came through the trees and saw the dark outline of Billy Temple's house sitting in the sloping meadow below, he realized there was only one opening Bill Head had honestly left him, only one opening he could honestly take.




  He had seen this coming. Whatever the results, whatever bearing it might have on his own fortunes or Sam Torveen's future, he had to accept the challenge of Bill Head's personal hatred. Bill Head had put him in the light of an outlaw and if he ran from it the thing would follow him like his own shadow the rest of his days. Moreover, he had in public named Bill Head yellow and Bill Head sought him now to answer that. He could not run from his words; he had to stand by them. It was once more the old, old pattern that never changed. There was a pride in men that terribly ruled them. Just or unjust, it governed them and gave to their lives a dignity they had to have.




  He came softly across the meadow, sending his call against the lightless house. "Torveen." He waited there, feeling at once the emptiness of the place and not understanding it. A dog rushed forward from the house, snarling dismally at him. He called again, "Torveen," and rode on to the porch. He got down here, with the dog circling his feet. Crossing the porch, he stood by a closed door and tapped it and had no answer. He opened the door and saw a vague white square of paper sway loosely on the panel. When he called Torveen's name again, his voice ran dismally through the house; he knew definitely then that this place was deserted. He reached over and pulled the paper from the door and stepped inside to light a match. One word alone had been written on the paper: "Morgantown."




  Whether it was for him or somebody else he didn't know. He whipped out the match and stood there, puzzled and thoughtful. There was warmth in this room that signified recent use; and a faint eye of light crept through a corner stove. He turned back to the porch and sat down to remove and drain his boots again. The dog crouched in the near-by dust, gutturally displeased. Surratt rose and went to the floor, to dig out of the panel the tack which had held the paper; he refixed the paper on the panel. Afterwards he went to his horse, swung up and left the yard. He was thinking now of Torveen, who had been in bad shape; maybe Brann had taken him to Morgantown as a last resort. At least he could think of no other meaning the single word might convey, and so he swept down the plain road toward town.




  He went at a slow canter, feeling the weariness of his horse; and it occurred to him then that he was weary too, in a way that sleep could not help. The wind roved the pine tops, lifting up a steady, abrasive sound. It was, he judged, near eleven o'clock; and strangely his thoughts turned to Judith Cameron and her face was clear to him in the darkness, and the memory of her voice laid a soft and stirring and sad music in his mind. It was still with him, that melody, when he came out of the timber and found the lights of Morgantown below him.




  All trouble, he recalled, struck at Morgantown from these hills—which would be therefore the quarter men watched. So he cut across the pass road, circled behind the buildings and came out at the lower end of the street Paused, he scanned the street carefully.




  But it .was silent and almost empty. People were not sleeping—that he knew from the lights shining angularly out of shop and second-story windows. They were awake and waiting for the result of that quarreling up in the hills. This was Morgantown, a cockpit of cattle wars. Of the merchants and hangers-on here he had no fear, for they were like merchants the world over, keeping their opinions hidden from the partisans who rode so recklessly back and forth. It was Head's men he visually sought; and he saw none. A figure came through the saloon doors and turned upward along the board walk, passing the bank. Two men sat quietly on the porch of the White House. Somebody somewhere plunked casually at a guitar, and water spilled liquidly into a near-by drinking trough and made pleasant echoes. The smell of dust was in the slow wind. The door of the dressmaking shop stood open, a full lamplight streaming out.




  He rode up the street, in the center of the street, and came abreast of the light and turned to catch the view of Annette Carvel standing inside. He was about to stop there when a voice came casually to him from the porch: "Surratt."




  He rode over; and wet and hungry as he was his nerves began to whip up coolness and a restlessness. Old Martin Head sat there, blanketed in the dark, with Tom Bolderbuck beside him. It was Bolderbuck who had spoken, for he spoke again, the tip of his cigar throwing a faint glow back upon the solid, enigmatic surface of his face. "Why?" said Bolderbuck.




  "Torveen here?" said Surratt




  "No."




  Old Martin Head's big torso tipped away from the chair. His head bent forward and Surratt felt all the tremendous power of that man's eyes strike against him, searching for weakness, searching for truth, searching for something. The saloon doors squealed behind Surratt. He threw a quick glance over there, to see Pokey coming across the dust. But Pokey recognized him and the shock of that threw the little man back on his heels, as though he had checked himself on the edge of some sharp drop. He remained thus frozen for a moment, letting Surratt's aroused attention have its way. Afterwards he drawled mildly: "That's all right," and walked a wide circle around Surratt and got to the hotel porch. He sat down, spreading his arms along his legs, so there could be no mistake about his intent.




  "Surratt," said Bolderbuck evenly, "you—"




  Old Martin Head interrupted with a curt, over-riding grunt. "Be quiet, Tom!"




  Surratt flashed a long, careful look around him, rummaging all the shadows of doorway and alley. He was straight in the saddle and his shoulders were faintly swaying. This was a situation that keened him and brought up the latent rashness that so unquietly slept in him; and it was strange how ease came back and how pleasant the details of life became. He was faintly eager; he was faintly smiling. Old Martin sighed and relaxed against his chair when he observed that smile.




  "Anything more to say, Tom?" suggested Surratt.




  "No."




  Surratt wheeled, crossing to the dressmaking shop. He got out of the saddle; he stood there by the horse a little while, depending on his questing senses to bring him such rumors of trouble as might be hidden in this sleepy town. But he had no warning. The stillness was an undisturbed stillness. He went on into the shop.




  Annette Carvel had her back to the door. She heard him come and she turned, and all at once her face—so responsive to her moods—registered inexpressibly the swing of her emotions. The light of pleasure and relief was there and the way of her heart was there for him to see; but that was only for a moment. It fled before a strange, startled fear. She said, throwing the words out with an expelled breath: "You shouldn't be here!"




  "Annette," said a woman's voice. Turning, Buck discovered Mrs. Carvel in the doorway of another room.




  "No, you shouldn't!" repeated Annette, almost in a cry.




  "Who's in town?" asked Surratt quickly.




  "Old Martin."




  "Anybody else?"




  "No," she murmured. "But they'll be back."




  "Torveen—Brann? Miss Cameron? They're not here?"




  "No. Where are they?"




  He shook his head, listening to the fall of a horse's hoofs in the street. The horse stopped somewhere above the shop. There was no other sound just then. He had something in his mind and didn't know how best to say it, though he understood he had it to say. He looked at Mrs. Carvel; he took off his hat. He said quietly: "Nick Perrigo was killed this afternoon."




  He was immediately to know what that news meant to her, for her lips came together and the straightness went out of her body. She put a hand against the door casing, lowering her head. Annette turned her curious eyes from Surratt to her mother. She said: "What is it?"




  "In his fashion," reflected Surratt, "he was honest. I saw him die, and he died regrettin' many things."




  Mrs. Carvel rose. She looked at Surratt in a way that hurt him and saddened him immeasurably. It was a sorry thing to stand before this woman and watch old tragedy rise in her eyes. It was there. But he kept thinking of Perrigo and of Perrigo's regret; and he felt bound to represent that little man truthfully. It turned him toward Annette. "He liked you. He said he remembered you best as a little girl wearin' a red bow in your hair."




  "Me?" she said, deeply puzzled. "Me."




  But Mrs. Carvel was near to crying. She said, "Thank you," in a muffled voice and walked back into the other room. Surratt's attentive ears kept registering the rise and fall of talk on the hotel porch. The run of time bothered him, and his nerves were stretched by a strain he felt and could not identify.




  Annette Carvel murmured: "I don't understand."




  He shook his head. "Never mind. Maybe it will help you to know that the glove found on Les Head's bunk meant nothing. You're loyal to your friends, Annette. It is a strong light in a dark place. If you ever find a man you can put that loyalty on he'll be lucky."




  She turned slowly away from him and walked to the end of the room. "Please, Buck," she said. "Please."




  The sound of talk ceased, up by the hotel. There was a man moving idly past the dressmaking shop. These little impressions piled up and made a heavy weight on his nerves. He swung and went out of the shop, on out to his horse. The idling man was below him, under the porch awnings. Surratt turned to catch his foot in a stirrup, and his glance crossed to the hotel. He let the stirrup go and stood frozen there; he stepped away from the horse, into the middle of the street.




  Bolderbuck and Old Martin still remained on the hotel porch. But a third man was standing before them now, his back swung on Surratt. Old Martin spoke, distinct enough for Surratt to hear:




  "Turn around, Bill."




  Bill Head said: "What?" but his great shoulders made a wheeling gesture and the ruddy, florid cheeks came about He saw Surratt. The next moment he had crossed the walk in long strides. He came to a halt, out in the middle of Morgantown's dusty street, facing Surratt.




  SO LONG!
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  Thus separated by an interval of thirty yards, they faced each other on Morgantown's street, with the store lamps shining softly upon them, with a fatal stillness falling around. Part of that stillness, Surratt understood, was the result of his senses slowly shutting out all unimportant details. He had been through this before and the story was the same now: everything faded except the shape of the man in front of him, and the energy of his body collected and seemed to pour into those few muscles he had to use. Bill Head was a magnified object down the street, the rise and fall of his chest and the faint shift of his shoulders magnified as well, and suddenly very important. He vaguely saw a horseman come into town and pause by the jail, and ride away. Around him, in the shadows of the board awnings, men's feet scraped a little, and then ceased to scrape. The smell of death was a thing that traveled fast. But his vision continued to narrow and his feeling of enormous solitude increased, and presently it was as though a black, high wall surrounded Bill Head and himself.




  Bill Head called: "Surratt, what are you doing here?" But it wasn't in the tone of a question. It was the way a man would speak when lifted to unbearable heights of temper. He was a mauling man whose strength always had won its way. But here stood one who had whipped him in the Carson Ford saloon and had escaped the search of fifty riders, and the memory of that had its stinging, maddening way with him.




  Surratt didn't answer; for talk was a useless thing now. He made a slim, straight shape in the mellow lamplight, with his arms hanging straight beside his wet clothes. His shoulders were thrown faintly forward and the weight of his body was a set, arranged weight




  Bill Head spoke again. "Surratt!" There was no purpose in that talk. It was only a vehement sound. His head tipped downward but his stare remained a fixed and calculating and wicked pressure against Surratt; and the ruddiness of his broad bold face was less than it had been. Surratt made no move. His purpose locked him viselike there. But then he saw Bill Head's lips faintly stir and stretch at the corners. It was a signal. It was a clear signal that Surratt had seen often before in other men waiting before him. And, seeing it, he reached for his gun and beat Head to the draw.




  But it wasn't his shot that first shattered the silence.




  He was lifting his gun for a deliberate aim when Bill Head began firing in a headlong way, throwing his lead in the same manner he threw his fists, a hot and thoughtless desire to destroy riding him uncontrollably. Dust sprayed up in front of Surratt; there was the breath of a bullet on his right cheek as it went by. These two reports were huge and thunderous in the town, slamming against the building walls. Surratt's eyes were pinned to that wide chest. He sent his bullet at it coolly—and sent no more, for his faith was that certain. Bill Head's arm stopped rising, his shoulders quit swinging; he froze in a queer, hunched posture and his face betrayed an unbelieving astonishment. A man somewhere in the shadows groaned at what he saw, and then Bill Head gave way at the knees and dropped awkwardly on his face. He was dead when he struck the ground. His hat rolled off his head; he lay that way, his face against the ground, his yellow hair shining with the dust.




  For Surratt blackness rushed away and he was aware of all the dangers surrounding him. He made a complete wheeling circle, his gun raking all the shadows. There were townsmen crowding the walks, their faces dim and twisted by this scene. Annette Carvel was in the doorway of her shop, both hands clinging to the casing and a fright stamping a death's pallor on her graphic cheeks. Surratt threw his attention over to the White House porch. Pokey was on his feet, motionless. Bolderbuck had retreated to the hotel wall, where he remained in formidable quietness. Old Martin, in his chair, made no motion whatever.




  Surratt walked that way and stood before the porch steps. Old Martin's eyes were hard to meet then, so bitter and blazing was the spirit rushing out of them. It was plain to Surratt at the moment that the man silently cried out for a return of his own vigor, so that he might answer for his boy dead in the dust. But he fsat there, gripping the arms of the chair, locked in a tumultuous hell—a fighter who could not light and destroying himself from the thought.




  Surratt shook his head. "It will do no good to say that I'm sorry. I came to this country without malice. I took the side of a man who befriended me. This is the end of that business, as is always the end. I cannot regret it now. Maybe—"




  A sound up the street wheeled him around at once, and he discovered a column of horsemen entering the town. There was something lashed between the two leading horses, and after that he identified George Bernay and Blackjack Smith riding to either side of the burden the horses carried. It was a stretcher. He knew what it carried then, but he held his place. Doc Brann broke from the column and came on. He stopped before Bill Head's body; he looked at it. Afterwards his glance, turned to a grim brightness, jerked up to Surratt. He got off his horse and knelt down; his hand professionally touched the dead man's chest, soon coming away.




  The column halted before the White House and broke to see what lay on the dusty street. George Bernay said: "Why, my God—!"




  It was Sam Torveen who occupied the improvised stretcher lashed between the horses. He couldn't turn himself to see this, and his voice lifted weakly. "What's happened?"




  Then Judith Cameron came from the rear of this group of men and paused to show Surratt a strange long glance, and rode rapidly down to the dressmaking shop. Another rider galloped out of the hills and was yelling when he struck the street. "They're comin' in!"




  George Bernay's words jumped out of his throat. "Get Sam into the hotel!" He was down from his horse, unlashiug the stretcher. Temple and Horsfall sprang out of their saddles, and the three of them took the stretcher and carried Torveen into the hotel. Small ruffles of steady sound broke away from the heights above Morgantown; and the yelling messenger charged along the dust and howled at Blackjack Smith, who sat so mountainously calm in his saddle.




  "They're comin' in!"




  Surratt had his careful look at the crowd. Blackjack and Blackjack's four men he knew. And Torveen's three particular friends he knew. But these others were strange to him. There were about twenty of them, all solemn and a little disturbed. Blackjack shifted his gross cheeks toward Surratt. He said briefly: "What you want to do?"




  "Get down the street."




  They heard him. They rode by and formed behind him, and he looked around to see how quietly they arranged themselves underneath the board awnings, and out across the street. He said evenly: "That's all right. Don't start any shooting until they do." For he knew who was coming; the smell of trouble was as clear to him as the odor of the disturbed dust curling up from the street.




  Bernay and Billy Temple and Jud Horsfall came out of the White House on the run. They went up to their saddles and rode over to Surratt, turning beside him. George Bernay was a reckless man now; whitely grinning. He said: "These are my friends. Buck. They're also Sam Torveen's friends. Just a bunch of two-bit ranchers like me. I been ridin' ever since last night, to find 'em. We went up to the tunnel. You'd just left." He laughed outright. "Well—here's five horse thieves, twenty poor white trash, and a guy with a reward on his head. It's enough to make the angel Gabriel weep. Can we do it, Surratt?"




  The question was suddenly high and thin. The man was game, but he wasn't sure. Surratt said softly: "We'll see," and watched Bill Head's men tip into Morgantown's street and ride fast forward.




  Peyrolles and Dutch Kersom were leading the outfit; and both men discovered at once what faced them on the street. Peyrolles' arm shot high, to stop that rapid riding. They had gotten as far as the bank when they halted. Peyrolles bent in his saddle. He yelled excitedly: "If you boys want it, you can have it!"




  Kersom said nothing. Sheriff Ranier worked his way forward through the riders and came abreast of Peyrolles. "Wait," he asked. "Wait a minute."




  "Shut up!" yelled Peyrolles.




  But Dutch Kersom suddenly pointed at Bill Head's body lying in the dust. It was a thing none of them had so far seen. Peyrolles stared down and his lantern jaw closed and his teeth snapped distinctly. Hughie Grant pushed forward, the coolest of the Head men. He put his arms across the saddle horn and had his look at Bill Head; nothing changed on his face. But he did something none of the rest of them had done. He lifted his hat in a way that was a gesture to the dead man and clapped it back on his head. His eyes threw a narrow glance across to Buck Surratt; he was quietly mad then. It was in his voice.




  "You damn gunslinger, who asked you to come here?"




  Surratt felt the high storm coming on. His men were shifting a little behind him; they were unsure, as was George Bernay. In front, the collected riders of the big outfits were slowly drifting, making a line wall to wall. Hughie Grant wheeled his horse onto the walk and wheeled again and faced Surratt at an angle. Peyrolles and Kersom both shifted away, sliding back into the mass of riders. Ranier rode up to the White House porch, to get out of the firing. In that space between these two factions was only Bill Head's prone body. The silence held on like this, screwing tighter, turning thin and thinner, becoming unendurable. Surratt swung his head toward the hotel porch, toward the obscure shape of Old Martin Head there. His talk was even and sad then, and very quiet.




  "How many men do you want to die? This was your son's war and he's dead and that's the end of his pride. You can make this street a cemetery if it is your wish, but you'll settle nothing."




  He had no answer from Old Martin. But Peyrolles, his excitability carrying him beyond thought, suddenly shouted: "Let the man have it!"




  Old Martin's voice unexpectedly growled across the street with a strength and a taciturnity that stilled them all. "Peyrolles and Kersom—come here. I want you. Surratt, you come here."




  Surratt walked across the dust. The other men were coming, but Old Martin Head stared at Surratt, the sore pride in him burning brightly. He said: "Push my chair into the hotel. I want Bolderbuck and I want Ranier. Bernay, come with us."




  They all came along, the men Old Martin had named. They followed through the doorway. Surratt turned the wheel chair around; he stood near Old Martin, and he looked down at the man and saw the fire die out. Old Martin was speaking in a lost, defeated manner.




  "I had three sons. One of them died for the South, a long time ago, and his memory is still fresh to me. It is all I have to remember, for my other boys were no good. They're gone and I'm a pretty old man and loneliness is a terrible thing. I've lived beyond my time. If I was a younger man, Surratt, I'd fight you for the joy of it—because fightin' was life to me, as fightin' is life to you now, though you do not recognize that thing in yourself. Few men do."




  Peyrolles said angrily: "There's the man that killed your son, Martin."




  "My son," said Old Martin quietly, "set the tune and he had to face the music out. The draw was even and Surratt stood his ground, as he had to do. I'd despised him if he hadn't. This is the way men have to act when the time for talkin' is all over. It is hard, but it is just. Now, Hank, we are going to make a decision here that will stand in my lifetime and yours. After that it does not matter. This is a young man's world and neither you nor me has a right to fence in all the water holes. So this is the way it is to be. Draw a line from Gray Bull peaks to the Cameron ridge. North of that line stays cattle; it stays cattle because we live over there and Dutch and Ab lives over there—and cattle is our life. South of that line sheep may come, and the young men may have their day. The fight is over."




  Peyrolles' long jaws made a wicked, stubborn slant "Not for me, Martin."




  Old Martin rolled his shoulders. "I'm drawing my men out of this. Ab Cameron never wanted any of it. So where do you stand with your crew of ten and where does Dutch stand with his crew of nine? Surratt, you take those boys George Bernay brought you and ride over to Hank's house and burn it down. How'd you like that, Hank? The Head outfit will help you no more."




  "I don't understand you," muttered Peyrolles dismally.




  "Go out and tell everybody to go home," growled Old Martin.




  Peyrolles turned his eyes toward Dutch Kersom, but Kersom was a studying shape in the background. He met Peyrolles' glance and merely lifted his shoulders. It angered Peyrolles immeasurably. He said: "Why don't you speak—you've got a tongue."




  "I guess," said Kersom laconically, "we mind Martin."




  Peyrolles ground his reluctant surrender between his teeth, "Let it be so," and shot his undimmed hostility at Surratt. "Stay on your side of that line," he added. He turned on his heels and walked out to the porch. All quiet in the room, they heard him speak irritably to the crews.




  Old Martin looked about him to find Pokey quietly posted in a corner. "Get the buckboard. I'm going home."




  Surratt's talk was soft, it was sad. "For all that's happened to you, for my part in it, I give you my regrets."




  Old Martin shrugged his shoulders. "Things happen. It's the best any man can say. I should like to've had you for a son. Pokey—get me out of here."




  Surratt swung and went across the lobby, George Bernay with him. They passed down a hall and stopped at a doorway. But Surratt didn't go in, for he saw Sam Torveen lying sound asleep on the bed, his arms flung out with the looseness of deep exhaustion. It made Surratt smile quietly to see that. "It was a chance—and it's all right now," he murmured. He went to the porch with George Bernay. Men were lifting Old Martin into a rig.




  Bernay said: "So what now?"




  Doc Brann came over the street. He stopped beside Surratt. "Go up to my office and pile into the bed there. You look like hell."




  "For a fact," agreed Surratt. Weariness was like lead on his shoulders and he hadn't answered Bernay's question. He turned on the man, the smile remote and inscrutable. "Never be curious about tomorrow, George. It's bad enough when it comes." He left Bernay and crossed to the bank building. All the outfits were leaving Morgantown slowly; and Bill Head had been taken from the street, the spot where he had fallen ringed around by a group of curious men who eyed Surratt as he passed by. Before he turned up the bank stairway he saw Judith Cameron come from the dressmaking shop and meet Ab, who appeared on this street for the first time since the shooting. He went on up to Brann's room. There was a bottle of whisky sitting on the table, thoughtfully placed there. He helped himself, lifting the bottle to the corner of the room in a kind of salute to some thought in his mind; and had a long drink. Afterwards he peeled off his wet clothes and rolled up on the bed. He was thinking, as he fell asleep, of the trail he would be taking the next morning over the Gray Bull pass.




  When he awoke he found Doc Brann sitting indolently in the room, obviously getting the full savor out of a morning cigar. Brann chuckled faintly and pointed at Surratt's clothes. "I dried 'em out. You'll find a razor and soap in the corner. Man, you been dead to the world." He fell silent then, but his eyes kept studying the tough, flat planes of Surratt's body and a long while afterward he added in a puzzled way: "I do not know where your power comes from. You're a deceptive man, Buck. The dynamite don't show."




  Surratt shaved and made a smoke; and turned to look out of the window with an exploring glance. It was clear to Brann at the moment that Surratt's thoughts were gone from the room. Surratt put his hands into his pocket and rattled up some loose change. He said: "How's Sam?"




  "All right," murmured Brann. "What you going to do now?"




  But he knew the answer. Surratt had the way of a man who was finished with a chore. He stood before the window, uncertain and obviously restless—not knowing where to put the accumulating energy of his body. Brann read the regret in that smoky glance, and because he was a shrewd man he read something else as well. There was a quality in Surratt that Surratt himself never recognized—a flame that burned steady and clear and would not permit him to be satisfied with the ordinary rewards of life or the ordinary activities of men. Surratt thought he hated fighting. But this was self-delusion. For there was a hunger in him for some kind of attainment, for some kind of perfection, for some kind of final victory. It was like the dream of the prospector who sought the Mother Lode. And it put a terrific unrest in Surratt and would never let him be still; it made him fight, it took him into strange countries eagerly, it laid laughter on his face when trouble piled up and the end of all his searching seemed just beyond that trouble, and it brought out that deep wistfulness when, at last seeing no victory here, he rode on to another country. This, thought Brann, was the riddle of Buck Surratt. It made Brann quietly shake his head. He repeated his question: "What you going to do now?"




  "I'm bound over the pass this morning," murmured Surratt. He looked around at Brann, faintly apologetic, faintly smiling. "The morning half of the trail is always pleasin' to the eye. A man can hope."




  "One of the boys brought your horse down from the river," said Brann gruffly. "It's at the stable."




  Somebody came up the stairs; and presently Pokey entered Brann's office. He nodded diffidently at Surratt. "Old Martin," he said, "would like to see you before you go. He's at the ranch."




  "How," demanded Surratt with some wonder, "does he know I'm leaving?"




  It made Brann shake his head again and say something that Surratt didn't understand. "Because," he remarked gently, "he knows you—like I know you."




  "Pokey," said Surratt, "tell Old Martin I regret whatever hurt I've caused him. Tell him he's the sort of a man I'd like to ride for. And tell him so long for me." He turned suddenly from the room and went down to the street. He walked up to the stable and found a hand there. "Do me a favor," he asked the man. "Saddle up for me. I'll be soon back."




  Fresh, long sunlight came out of the east. The morning was still cool and the rising, pine-banked slopes were a dark, summer's green. Dust and pine resin and the scent of leather and horseflesh—this made a keen blend to his nostrils. The world was fresh; and the restlessness, the undimmed hunger in him was livelier and more urgent than it had been. He crossed the yellow street, wherein Morgantown's people moved casually, and went into the hotel for his breakfast. There had been hell on that street the night before; but today it was a forgotten thing, which was the way life moved. The great moments and the brutal moments were like fire flares against a night sky. But then the flares died and the even run of plain things and plain hours came on. After he had finished breakfast he loitered, contrary to his custom, at the table a little while. He had a hard chore to do, and hated it




  But presently he got up and crossed the lobby to Torveen's room. The door was open and Judith Cameron and George Bernay stood inside. The talk quit instantly when he appeared there; it quit instantly and brought up his slow smile. "Talk of the devil and he's bound to come."




  "Sure," said Torveen gruffly. There was a little color in his face. They had propped him up in the bed a few inches. Judith wheeled to a corner of the room, behind Surratt. She remained there, the sense of her presence very powerful to him. But he kept his glance on this strange Sam Torveen who looked irritably, cheerlessly back.




  "Well," said Surratt.




  "Sure," growled Torveen. "I know. You've had your fun and now you've rolled your blankets and in a minute you're long gone."




  "Yes," said Surratt quietly. "I always was a fiddle-footed man." His grin turned strong and brilliant across the bronzed outline of his face. It destroyed the gentle gravity; it hid what his eyes might otherwise have said. "Put this down in the book, Sam. You're the first redheaded sheepherder I ever knew."




  "What'll I do for thankin' you?" muttered Torveen. And then George Bernay suddenly left the room.




  "Never mind it, kid," suggested Surratt. "We've had our fun—which is enough."




  Torveen showed a little curiosity. "One thing has puzzled me. This Blackjack Smith. Where did you know him before?"




  "In my country, across the desert," smiled Surratt. "He was a rustler. We had our own private war—and then he left, and came here." He watched Torveen a moment. "Speaking of that, kid, what were you doin' down in Carson Ford that afternoon?"




  "You were there?"




  "In the back room, talkin' to Blackjack till you arrived."




  "I wanted help from the man," explained Torveen. "I was in a frame of mind to dicker with even a rustler for a little help. But he didn't commit himself."




  Surratt grinned. "He's in a jack pot now. He won't rustle off a friend, and he's made a lot of friends in this ruckus."




  Judith said, behind him: "Buck."




  It turned him around and it erased his grin. Looking at her now, he had no laughter in him. "Buck," she said carefully, "the glove was an accident. I'm telling you this because you never asked. It was a glove I long ago lost. Les always kept it in his pocket. You found it on him?"




  "On the floor."




  "It would be like him," she murmured. "He hated Bill and he knew Bill wanted me. I think he took the glove out of his pocket before he died and put it on the floor, where it would be seen. It was his manner of torturing his brother, of trying to make Bill believe he had a way with me Bill didn't have. That was Leslie always. I don't think he ever stopped to consider how that would hurt me. It was Bill he wanted to stab once more, as he had been doing all his life."




  "I have never doubted you," said Surratt very quietly; and turned to Torveen. "Well, I wish you luck. The both of you. It has been my fortune to have good friends. I can say no more."




  Torveen let out a long, ragged breath. He turned his eyes from Surratt to Judith in the background. When they came back to Surratt again they were full of shadow. His lips pressed thin and, until he spoke, the quietness of the room was deep and thick. "Some men," he said, a wonder in his voice, "were made to ride high and handsome and leave a trail behind that never dies out. How can a man forget you, kid?"




  Surratt said, "So long, Sam," and swung around to leave this room rapidly. But he stopped in the hall, for Judith had followed. She closed the door and put her back against it, with her arms behind her; her face lifted toward him, with an expression below the strange darkness of her eyes he could not read, could not understand. He did not try to understand, knowing it would never help. Her presence, as always, stirred up a call in him that could not be answered—and turned the thought of tomorrow wholly empty. She was a treasure, he told himself, such as he might dream of but never possess; and he realized then that the memory of her standing so fair before him, so proud and reliant and so rich with the grace and fire of a woman, would be a light shining through the shadows wherever he went.




  But he said nothing; he had his long look at her and bowed his head quietly and went across the lobby. Hi heard Sam Torveen calling out of the room in a strong, urgent way: "Judith, please come in here."




  Surratt stopped a moment on the porch. Annette Carvel was there with George Bernay and he thought he saw something in the girl's eyes as she looked up at Bernay that was good for both these people. He smiled at her and took Bernay's hand, who seemed to want to speak. Surratt shook his head and went on across the dust to the stable. He climbed into the saddle and swung out, the urge to be on his way powerfully impelling him. People were on the street, and he saw Doc Brann look down from the second-story office window. Surratt lifted his hand toward Brann, and lifted it to the town—to all that it had meant to him—and grinned again. He said, "So long," and rode away.




  When he reached the trees he was no longer smiling. The coolness was already gone from the day and he rode on through a murmuring, drowsy forest shade. He passed the side road into Torveen's place and remembered the events surrounding that ranch as though they had occurred long ago. He passed the trail into the sheep meadow and later the bridge under which he had drifted to escape Bill Head's trap. A little of that night's excitement came back to him—and then went away; for this was turning already into just another episode on his back trail, with its confusion and its excitement and its tragedy becoming even now indistinct. He had come into the country as a stranger and for a little while he had known its ways, and now he was a stranger riding out.




  Still thinking about that he reached the heights of the pass road about ten o'clock and saw a flat plain running far off to the east, with the glitter of sunlight all along it and a heat haze rolling up on its far boundaries. He turned to have his last look at the green hills and then, shrugging his shoulders like a good gambler who had lost, he pushed onward, bound for the distant plains. The Gray Bull peaks threw a shoulder against the road here, and the road curved about it; and when he made the bend he saw Judith Cameron waiting there in her saddle.




  Surratt stopped, twenty yards away. But Judith came up and she was smiling strangely at him, the shadows gone away from her splendid eyes. She said, with a gentleness that was like melody: "You are so wise, Buck. And so blind."




  His reply was suddenly full of storm and anger. "I never knew where your heart was, Judith, but I know Sam's feelings very well. And I don't steal from my friends."




  She slipped out of her saddle. She said: "Get down, Buck. Get down." Her lips were fresh and curved and red from her thinking. He got down and came up to her. All the desert below threw off a burning yellow light; the road ran across it, dwindling out into the remote distance. Judith's voice came over to him, like a demand.




  "You are not looking at me. You're thinking of the trail and what lies beyond the next hill! Pull your head down and look at me!"




  He said slowly: "You know what I am, Judith."




  "Better than you do. And Sam knew better than both of us—and so he told me to follow you and find you." Her tone dropped to a remote whispering. "I should have done it, anyway. My dear, what are you looking for that makes you so restless, so sad?"




  He was like a gambler, so stoically trained to bad fortune that he could not trust his change of luck. He reached out and took hold of her shoulders, full of doubt, darkly uncertain. "It is a hope," he said quietly, "I never permitted myself to have, Judith."




  She said: "Why am I here then?"




  He reached down and kissed her. The richness and fullness of that experience altogether unsettled him and set him back on his heels. Her smile was soft and shining and at once he saw that all her loyalty, reserved for some one man alone, came out of her gray eyes to him as a proud gift. It was a thing that entered him and quenched his hungers and made him suddenly understand what his long searching had been for. He knew then that was, for him, the end of the trail.




 The Bandit of Hell's Bend 
(Edgar Rice Burroughs)
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I. — TOUGH LUCK
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A HALF dozen men sprawled comfortably in

back-tilted chairs against the side of the Bar Y bunk-house at the

home ranch. They were young men, lithe of limb, tanned of face and

clear of eye. Their skins shone from recent ablutions and their

slicked hair was still damp, for they had but just come from the

evening meal, and meals at the home ranch required a toilet.




One of them was singing.






"In the shade of a tree we two sat, him an'

me,


Where the Haegler Hills slope to the Raft


While our ponies browsed 'round, reins a-draggin' the ground;


Then he looks at me funny an' laft."






"Most any one would," interrupted a listener.




"Shut up," admonished another, "I ain't only heered this three

hundred an' sixty-five times in the las' year. Do you think I want

to miss anything?"




Unabashed, the sweet singer continued.






"'Do you see thet there town?' he inquires,

pintin' down


To some shacks sprawlin' 'round in the heat.


I opined thet I did an' he shifted his quid


After drowndin' a tumble-bug neat.


Then he looks at me square. 'There's a guy waitin' there


Thet the sheep-men have hired to git me.


Are you game to come down to thet jerk-water town


Jest to see what in Hell you will see?'"






One of the group rose and stretched, yawning. He was a tall,

dark man. Perhaps in his expression there was something a bit

sinister. He seldom smiled and, when not in liquor, rarely

spoke.




He was foreman—had been foreman for over a year, and,

except for a couple of sprees, during which he had playfully and

harmlessly shot up the adjoining town, he had been a good foreman,

for he was a thorough horseman, knew the range, understood cattle,

was a hard worker and knew how to get work out of others.




It had been six months since he had been drunk, though he had

taken a drink now and then if one of the boys chanced to bring a

flask back from town. His abstinence might have been accounted for

by the fact that Elias Henders, his boss, had threatened to break

him the next time he fell from grace.




"You see, Bull," the old man had said, "we're the biggest outfit

in this part of the country an' it don't look good to see the

foreman of the Bar Y shootin' up the town like some kid tender-foot

that's been slapped in the face with a bar-rag. You gotta quit it,

Bull; I ain't a-goin' to tell you again."




And Bull knew the old man wouldn't tell him again, so he had

stayed good for six long months. Perhaps it was not entirely a

desire to cling to the foreman's job that kept him in the straight

and narrow path. Perhaps Diana Henders' opinion had had more weight

with him than that of her father.




"I'm ashamed of you, Bull," she had said, and she refused to

ride with him for more than a week. That had been bad enough, but

as if to make it worse she had ridden several times with a new hand

who had drifted in from the north a short time before and been

taken on by Bull to fill a vacancy.




At first Bull had not liked the new man. "He's too damned pretty

to be a puncher," one of the older hands had remarked, and it is

possible that the newcomer's rather extreme good looks had

antagonized them all a little at first, but he had proven a good

man and so the others had come to accept Hal Colby in spite of his

wealth of waving black hair, his perfect profile, gleaming teeth

and laughing eyes.






"So I told him I'd go, fer I liked thet there

bo,


And I'd see thet the shootin' was fair;


But says he: 'It is just to see who starts it fust


Thet I wants anyone to be there.'"






"I'm going to turn in," remarked Bull.




Hal Colby rose. "Same here," he said, and followed the foreman

into the bunk-house. A moment later he turned where he stood beside

his bunk and looked at Bull who was sitting on the edge of his,

removing his spurs. The handsome lips were curved in a pleasant

smile. "Lookee here, Bull!" he whispered, and as the other turned

toward him he reached a hand beneath the bag of clothes that

constituted his pillow and drew forth a pint flask. "Wet your

whistle?" he inquired.




"Don't care if I do," replied the foreman, crossing the room to

Colby's bunk.




Through the open window floated the drawling notes of Texas

Pete's perennial rhapsody.






"When the jedge says: 'Who drew his gun fust, him

or you?'


Then I wants a straight guy on my side,


Fer thet poor puddin' head, why, he's already dead


With a forty-five hole in his hide."






"Here's lookin' at you!" said Bull.




"Drink hearty," replied Colby.




"'Taint so bad at that," remarked the foreman, wiping his lips

on the cuff of his shirt and handing the flask back to the

other.




"Not so worse for rot-gut," agreed Colby. "Have another!"




The foreman shook his head.




"'T won't hurt you any," Colby assured him. "It's pretty good

stuff."




Sang Texas Pete:






"And thet wasn't jest jaw—when it come to a

draw


This here guy was like lightnin' turned loose.


Then we rolls us a smoke an' not neither one spoke


'Til he said: 'Climb aboard your cayuse.'


Then we reined down the hill each a-puffin' his pill


To the town 'neath its shimmer o' heat


An' heads up to the shack that's a-leanin' its back


'Gainst the side o' The Cowboys' Retreat."






Bull took another drink—a longer one this time, and,

rolling a cigarette, sat down on the edge of Colby's bunk and

commenced to talk—whiskey always broke the bonds of his

taciturnity. His voice was low and not unpleasant.




He spoke of the day's work and the plans for tomorrow and Hal

Colby encouraged him. Perhaps he liked him; perhaps, like others,

he felt that it paid to be on friendly terms with the foreman.




While from outside:






"It is Slewfoot's Good Luck where they hand you

out chuck


Thet is mostly sow-belly an' beans.


Says he: 'Bub, let's us feed—I'm a-feelin' the need


O' more substance than air in my jeans.'


So ol' Slewfoot was there, all red freckles an' hair,


An' we lined our insides with his grub.


Says Bill, then: 'Show your gait—let's be pullin' our

freight,


Fer I'm rarin' to go,' says he, 'Bub.'"






Inside the bunk-house Bull rose to his feet. "That's damn good

stuff, Hal," he said. The two had emptied the flask.




"Wait a minute," said the other, "I got another flask," and

reached again beneath his bag.




"No," demurred the foreman, "I guess I got enough."




"Oh, hell, you ain't had none yet," insisted Colby.




The song of Texas Pete suffered many interruptions due to

various arguments in which he felt compelled to take sides, but

whenever there was a lull in the conversation he resumed his

efforts to which no one paid any attention further than as they

elicited an occasional word of banter.




The sweet singer never stopped except at the end of a stanza,

and no matter how long the interruption, even though days might

elapse, he always began again with the succeeding stanza, without

the slightest hesitation or repetition. And so now, as Bull and

Colby drank, he sang on.






"'Now we'll sashay next door to thet hard-licker

store


Where his nibs is most likely to be


An' then you goes in first an' starts drowdin' your thirst;


But a-keepin' your eyes peeled fer me.'"






Bull, the foreman, rose to his feet. He stood as steady as a

rock, but Colby saw that he was drunk. After six months' of almost

total abstinence he had just consumed considerably more than a pint

of cheap and fiery whiskey in less than a half hour.




"Goin' to bed?" asked Colby.




"Bed, hell," replied the other. "I'm goin' to town—it's my

night to howl. Comin'?"




"No," said Colby. "I think I'll turn in. Have a good time."




"I sure will." The foreman walked to his bunk and strapped his

guns about his hips, resumed the single spur he had removed, tied a

fresh black silk handkerchief about his neck, clapped his sombrero

over his shock of straight black hair and strode out of the

bunk-house.






"'Fer I wants you to see thet it's him draws on

me


So the jedge he cain't make me the goat.'


So I heads fer that dump an' a queer little lump


Starts a-wrigglin' aroun' in my throat."






"Say, where in hell's Bull goin' this time o' night?" Pete

interrupted himself.




"He's headin' fer the horse c'rel," stated another.




"Acts like he was full," said a third. "Didje hear him hummin' a

tune as he went out? That's always a sign with him. The stuff sort

o' addles up his brains, like Pete's always is, an' makes him

sing."






"Fer I wants you to know thet I likes thet there

bo


An' I'd seen more than one good one kilt,


Fer you cain't never tell, leastways this side o' Hell,


When there's shootin' whose blood will be spilt."






"There he goes now," said one of the men as the figure of a

rider shown dimly in the starlight loping easily away toward the

south, "an' he's goin' toward town."




"I wonder," said Texas Pete, "if he knows the old man is in town

tonight."






"Jest inside o' the door with one foot on the

floor


An' the other hist up on the rail


Stands a big, raw-boned guy with the orn'riest eye


Thet I ever seen outen a jail."






"By gollies, I'm goin' after Bull. I doan b'lieve he-all knows

thet the ol' man's in town," and leaping to his feet he walked off

toward the horse corral, still singing:






"An' beside him a girl, thet sure looked like a

pearl


Thet the Bible guy cast before swine,


Was a-pleadin' with him, her eyes teary an' dim,


As I high-sign the bar-keep fer mine."






He caught up one of the loose horses in the corral, rammed a

great, silver-mounted spade bit between its jaws, threw a heavy,

carved saddle upon the animal's back, stepped one foot into a

trailing, tapaderaed stirrup and was off in a swirl of dust. Texas

Pete never rode other than in a swirl of dust, unless it happened

to be raining, then he rode in a shower of mud.




His speed tonight was, therefore, not necessarily an indication

of haste. He would have ridden at the same pace to either a funeral

or a wedding, or home from either.




But any who knew Texas Pete could have guessed that he was in

considerable haste, for he rode without his woolly, sheepskin

chaps—one of the prides of his existence. If he had been in

too much of a hurry to don them he must have been in a great hurry,

indeed.




Texas Pete might be without a job, with not more than two-bits

between himself and starvation, but he was never without a fine

pair of sheepskin chaps, a silver encrusted bit, a heavy bridle

garnished with the same precious metal, an ornate saddle of hand

carved leather and silver conchas, a Stetson, two good six-guns

with their belt and holsters and a vivid silk neckerchief.




Possibly his pony cost no more than ten dollars, his boots were

worn and his trousers blue denim overalls, greasy and frayed, yet

Texas Pete otherwise was a thing of beauty and a joy forever. The

rowels of his silver-inlaid Mexican spurs dragged the ground when

he walked and the dumb-bells depending from their hubs tinkled

merrily a gay accompaniment to his boyish heart beating beneath

ragged underclothing.




Texas Pete galloped along the dusty road toward the small

cattle-town that served the simple needs of that frontier community

with its general store, its restaurant, its Chinese laundry,

blacksmith shop, hotel, newspaper office and five saloons, and as

he galloped he sang:






"Then the door swings agin an' my pal he steps

in


An' the light in his eye it was bad,


An' the raw-boned guy wheels an' the girl there she squeals:


'O, fer gawd's sake don't shoot, Bill, it's dad!'"






A mile ahead of Pete another pony tore through the dust toward

town—a blazed face chestnut with two white hind

feet—Blazes, the pride of the foreman's heart.




In the deep saddle, centaurlike, sat the horseman.




Hendersville tinkled softly in the quiet of early evening.

Later, gaining momentum, it would speed up a bit under his own

power. At present it reposed in the partial lethargy of digestive

functionings—it was barely first drink time after supper. Its

tinkling was the tinkling of spurs, chips and only very occasional

glassware.




Suddenly its repose was shattered by a wild whoop from without,

the clatter of swift hoofs and the rapid crack, crack, crack of a

six-gun. Gum Smith, sheriff, rose from behind the faro layout and

cocked an attentive ear.




Gum guided the destinies of the most lucrative thirst emporium

in Hendersville. Being sheriff flattered his vanity and attracted

business, but it had its drawbacks; the noises from without sounded

like one of them and Gum was pained.




It was at times such as this that he almost wished that someone

else was sheriff, but a quick glance at the shiny badge pinned to

the left hand pocket of his vest reassured him quickly on that

point and he glanced swiftly about the room at its other occupants

and sighed in relief—there were at least a dozen husky young

punchers there.




Across the street, in the office of the Hendersville

Tribune, Elias Henders sat visiting with the Editor. As the

shouting and the shots broke the quiet of the evening the two men

looked up and outward toward the street.




"Boys will be boys," remarked the editor.




A bullet crashed through the glass at the top of the window.

With a single movement the editor extinguished the lamp that burned

on the desk before them, and both men, with a celerity that spoke

habit, crouched quickly behind that piece of furniture.




"Sometimes they're damn careless, though," replied Elias

Henders.




Down the road Texas Pete galloped and sang:






"For the thing she had saw was Bill reach for to

draw


When the guy she called dad drawed on Bill.


In the door was my pal with his eyes on the gal


An' his hand on his gun—standin' still."






From the distance ahead came, thinly, the sound of shots.




"By gollies!" exclaimed Texas Pete, "the darned

son-of-a-gun!"




The men lolling about the barroom of Gum's

Place—Liquors and Cigars—looked up at the sound of

the shots and grinned. An instant later a horse's unshod hoofs

pounded on the rough boards of the covered "porch" in front of

Gum's Place, the swinging doors burst in and Blazes was brought to

his haunches in the center of the floor with a wild whoop from his

rider, who waved a smoking gun above his head.




Bull, the Bar Y foreman, let his gaze run quickly about the

room. When his steel grey eyes alighted upon the sheriff they

remained there. Gum Smith appeared to wilt behind the faro table.

He shook a wavering finger at the Bar Y foreman.




"Yo'-all's undah arrest," he piped in a high, thin voice, and

turning toward the men seated about the neighboring tables he

pointed first at one and then at another. "Ah depatize yo! Ah

depatize yo! Ah depatize yo!" he announced to each as he covered

them in turn with his swiftly moving index finger. "Seize him,

men!" No one moved. Gum Smith waxed excited. "Seize him, yo'-all!

Ah'm sheriff o' this yere county. Ef Ah depatize yo'-all yo'-all's

got to be depatized."






"My mother was a wild cat,


My father was a bear,"






announced Bull,






"I picks my teeth with barb-wire


With cactus combs my hair."






"and I craves drink—pronto!"




"Yo'-all's undah arrest! Seize him, men!" shrilled Gum.




Bull fired into the floor at the foot of the faro table and Gum

Smith disappeared behind it. The men all laughed. Bull turned his

attention toward the bar-keep and fired into the back bar. The

bar-keep grinned.




"Be keerful, Bull," he admonished, "I got a bad heart. My doctor

tells me as how I should avoid excitement."




The front doors swung in again and Bull wheeled with ready

six-gun to cover the newcomer, but at sight of the man who entered

the room the muzzle of his gun dropped and he was sobered in the

instant.




"Oh!" said Elias Henders, "so it's you agin, Bull, eh?"




The two men stood looking at one another in silence for a

moment. What was passing in their minds no one might have guessed.

It was the older man who spoke again first.




"I reckon I'll not be needin' you any more, Bull," he said, and

then, after a moment's reflection, "unless you want a job as a

hand—after you sober up."




He turned and left the building and as he stepped down into the

dust of the road Texas Pete swung from his pony and brushed past

him.




Inside, Bull sat his horse at one side of the large room, near

the bar. Behind him Gum Smith was slowly emerging from the

concealment of the faro table. When he saw the man he feared

sitting with his back toward him, a crafty look came into the eyes

of the sheriff. He glanced quickly about the room. The men were all

looking at Bull. No one seemed to be noticing Gum.




He drew his gun and levelled it at the back of the ex-foreman of

the Bar Y. Instantly there was a flash from the doorway, the crack

of a shot, and the sheriff's gun dropped from his hand. All eyes

turned in the direction of the entrance. There stood Texas Pete,

his shooting iron smoking in his hand.




"You damn pole-cat!" he exclaimed, his eyes on Gum. "Come on,

Bull; this ain't no place for quiet young fellers like us."




Bull wheeled Blazes and rode slowly through the doorway, with

never a glance toward the sheriff; nor could he better have shown

his utter contempt for the man. There had always been bad blood

between them. Smith had been elected by the lawless element of the

community and at the time of the campaign Bull had worked

diligently for the opposing candidate who had been backed by the

better element, consisting largely of the cattle owners, headed by

Elias Henders.




What Bull's position would have been had he not been foreman for

Henders at the time was rather an open question among the voters of

Hendersville, but the fact remained that he had been foreman and

that he had worked to such good purpose for the candidate of the

reform element that he had not only almost succeeded in electing

him, but had so exposed the rottenness of the gang back of Smith's

candidacy that their power was generally considered to be on the

wane.




"It'll be Bull for sheriff next election," was considered a safe

prophecy and even a foregone conclusion, by some.




Gum Smith picked up his gun and examined it. Texas Pete's shot

had struck the barrel just in front of the cylinder. The man looked

angrily around at the other occupants of the room.




"Ah wants yo'-all to remember that Ah'm sheriff here," he cried,

"an' when Ah depatizes yo'-all it's plum legal, an' yo'-all gotta

do what Ah tell yo' to."




"Oh, shut up, Gum," admonished one of the men.




Outside, Texas Pete had mounted his pony and was moving along

slowly stirrup to stirrup with Bull, who was now apparently as

sober as though he had never had a drink in his life.




"It's a good thing fer us he didn't have his gang there

tonight," remarked Pete.




Bull shrugged, but said nothing in reply. Texas Pete resigned

himself to song.






"Then thet damned raw-boned guy with the ornery

eye


Up an' shoots my pal dead in the door;


But I'm here to opine with this bazoo o' mine


Thet he won't shoot no hombres no more."






"What was you doin' up to town, Texas?" inquired Bull.




"O, I jest thought as how I'd ride up an' see what was

doin'—thought maybe you didn't know the old man was there

tonight—reckon I was a bit late, eh?"




"Yes. Thanks, just the same—I won't ferget it."




"Tough luck."




"How'd you know the old man was goin' to be in town

tonight?"




"Why, I reckon as how everybody exceptin' you knew it,

Bull."




"Did Colby know it?"




"Why, I recken as how he must of."




They rode on for some time in silence, which Texas finally

broke.






"Jest a moment, an' where they'd been five o' us

there,


We hed suddenly dwindled to three.


The bar-keep, he was one—the darned son-of-a-gun—


An' the others, a orphan an' me."






When Bull and Texas entered the bunk-house most of the men were

asleep, but Hal Colby rolled over on his bunk and smiled at Bull as

the latter lighted a lamp.




"Have a good time, Bull?" he inquired.




"The old man was there," said Bull, "an' I ain't foreman no

more."




"Tough luck," sympathized Colby.




II. — THE HOLDUP
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AFTER breakfast the following morning the men were

saddling-up listlessly for the day's work. There was no foreman now

and they were hanging about waiting for the boss. Bull sat on the

top rail of the corral, idle. He was out of a job. His fellows paid

little or no attention to him, but whether from motives of

consideration for his feelings, or because they were not interested

in him or his troubles a casual observer could not have deduced

from their manner.




Unquestionably he had friends among them, but he was a taciturn

man and, like all such, did not make friends quickly.

Undemonstrative himself, he aroused no show of demonstration in

others. His straight black hair, and rather high cheek bones,

coupled with a tanned skin, gave him something the appearance of an

Indian, a similarity that was further heightened by his natural

reserve, while a long, red scar across his jaw accentuated a

suggestion of grimness that his countenance possessed in

repose.




Texas Pete, saddling his pony directly below him in the corral,

was starting the day with a new song.






"I stood at the bar, at The Spread Eagle Bar,


A-drinkin' a drink whilst I smoked a seegar___






"Quittin', Bull?" he inquired, looking up at the ex-foreman.




"Reckon so," came the reply.






"When in walks a gent thet I ain't never see


An' he lets out a beller an' then says, says he:___"






Texas Pete swung easily into his saddle.




"Reckon as how I'll be pullin' my freight, too," he announced.

"I been aimin' to do thet for quite a spell. Where'll we head

fer?"




Bull's eyes wandered to the front of the ranch house, and as

they did so they beheld "the old man" emerging from the office.

Behind him came his daughter Diana and Hal Colby. The latter were

laughing and talking gaily. Bull could not but notice how close the

man leaned toward the girl's face. What an easy way Colby had with

people—especially women.




"Well," demanded Texas Pete, "if you're comin' why don't you

saddle up?"




"Reckon I've changed my mind."




Texas Pete glanced toward the ranch house, following the

direction of the other's eyes, and shrugged his shoulders.




"O, well," he said, "this ain't a bad place. Reckon as how I'll

stay on, too, fer a spell."




Elias Henders and Hal Colby were walking slowly in the direction

of the horse corral. The girl had turned and re-entered the house.

The two men entered the corral and as they did so Bull descended

from the fence and approached Henders.




"You don't happen to need no hands, do you?" he asked the older

man.




"I can use you, Bull," replied Henders with a faint smile.

"Thirty-five a month and found."




The former foreman nodded in acceptance of the terms and,

walking toward the bunch of horses huddled at one side of the

corral, whistled. Instantly Blazes' head came up above those of the

other animals. With up-pricked ears he regarded his owner for a

moment, and then, shouldering his way through the bunch, he walked

directly to him.




Elias Henders stopped in the center of the corral and attracted

the attention of the men. "Colby here," he announced, "is the new

foreman."




That was all. There was a moment's embarrassed silence and then

the men resumed their preparations for the work of the day, or, if

they were ready, lolled in their saddles rolling cigarettes. Colby

went among them assigning the various duties for the

day—pretty much routine work with which all were

familiar.




"And you, Bull," he said when he reached the ex-foreman, "I wish

you'd ride up to the head of Cottonwood Canyon and see if you can

see anything of that bunch of Crazy J cows—I ain't seen

nothin' of 'em for a week or more."




It was the longest, hardest assignment of the day, but if Bull

was dissatisfied with it he gave no indication. As a matter of fact

he probably was content, for he was a hard rider and he liked to be

off alone. A trait that had always been a matter for comment and

some conjecture.




More than one had asked himself or a neighbor what Bull found to

do that took him off by himself so often. There are those who

cannot conceive that a man can find pleasure in his own company, or

in that of a good horse and the open.




* * *




The mouth of Cottonwood Canyon lay a good twenty miles from the

ranch and the head of it five miles of rough going farther. It was

ten o'clock when Bull suddenly drew rein beside the lone cottonwood

that marked the entrance to the canyon and gave it its name.




He sat motionless, listening intently. Faintly, from far up the

canyon, came the staccato of rifle shots. How far it was difficult

to judge, for the walls of a winding canyon quickly absorb sound.

Once convinced of the direction of their origin, however, the man

urged his pony into a gallop, turning his head up the canyon.




* * *




As the last of the cow hands loped away from the ranch upon the

business of the day Elias Henders turned back toward the office,

while Hal Colby caught up two ponies which he saddled and bridled,

humming meanwhile a gay little tune. Mounting one, he rode toward

the ranch house, leading the other, just as Diana Henders emerged

from the interior, making it apparent for whom the led horse was

intended.




Taking the reins from Colby, the girl swung into the saddle like

a man, and she sat her horse like a man, too, and yet, though she

could ride with the best of them, and shoot with the best of them,

there was nothing coarse or common about her. Some of the older

hands had known her since childhood, yet even that fact, coupled

with the proverbial freedom of the eighties in Arizona, never

permitted them the same freedom with Diana Henders that most of the

few girls in that wild country either overlooked or accepted as a

matter of course.




Men did not curse in Diana's presence, nor did they throw an arm

across her slim shoulders, or slap her upon the back in good

fellowship, and yet they all worshipped her, and most of them had

been violently in love with her. Something within her, inherently

fine and noble, kept them at a distance, or rather in their places,

for only those men who were hopelessly bashful ever remained at a

distance from Diana where there was the slightest chance to be near

her.




The men often spoke of her as a thoroughbred, sensing, perhaps,

the fine breeding that made her what she was. Elias Henders was one

of the Henders of Kentucky, and, like all the males of his line for

generations, held a degree from Oxford, which he had entered after

graduation from the beloved alma mater of his native state, for the

very excellent reason that old Sir John Henders, who had

established the American branch of the family, had been an Oxford

man and had seen his son and his grandson follow his footsteps.




Twenty-five years before Elias Henders had come west with John

Manill, a class-mate and neighbor of Kentucky, and the two young

men had entered the cattle business. Their combined capital managed

to keep them from the embarrassments and annoyances of a sheriff's

sale for some three years, but what with raiding Apaches, poor rail

facilities and a distant market, coupled with inexperience, they

were at last upon the very brink of bankruptcy when Henders

discovered gold on their property. Two years later they were rich

men.




Henders returned to Kentucky and married Manill's sister, and

shortly afterwards moved to New York, as it was decided that the

best interests of the partnership required an eastern

representative. Manill remained in Arizona.




Diana Henders was born in New York City, and when she was about

five years old her mother contracted tuberculosis of the lungs.

Physicians advising a dry climate, Henders and Manill changed

places, Henders taking his family to Arizona and Manill removing to

New York with his wife and little daughter. He had married beneath

him and unhappily with the result that being both a proud and

rather reserved man he had confided nothing to his sister, the wife

of his partner and best friend.




When Diana was fifteen her mother had died, and the girl,

refusing to leave her father, had abandoned the idea of finishing

her education in an eastern college, and Elias Henders, loath to

give her up, had acquiesced in her decision. Qualified by education

as he was to instruct her, Diana's training had been carried on

under the tutorage of her father, so that at nineteen, though

essentially a frontier girl unversed in many of the finer

artificialities of social usage, she was yet a young woman of

culture and refinement. Her music, which was the delight of her

father, she owed to the careful training of her mother as well as

to the possession of a grand piano that had come over Raton Pass

behind an ox team in the seventies.




Her father, her books, her music and her horses constituted the

life of this young girl; her social companions the young vaqueros

who rode for her father, and without at least one of whom she was

not permitted to ride abroad, since the Apaches were still a menace

in the Arizona of that day.




And so it was that this morning she rode out with the new

foreman. They walked their horses in silence for a few minutes, the

man's stirrup just behind that of the girl, where he might let his

eyes rest upon her profile without detection. The heavy lashed eye,

the short, straight nose, the patrician mouth and chin held the

adoring gaze of the young foreman in mute worship; but it was he

who, at length, broke the silence.




"You ain't congratulated me yet, Di," he said, "or maybe you

didn't know?"




"Yes, I knew," she replied, "and I do congratulate you; but I

cannot forget that your fortune means another man's sorrow."




"It's his own fault. A man that can't keep sober can't be

trusted with a job like this."




"He was a good foreman."




"Maybe so—I ain't sayin' nothin' about a man that's down.

It seems to me you set a lot of store by him, though; and what do

you know about him? You can't be too careful, Di. There's lots of

bad 'uns in these parts and when a feller never talks none, like

him, its probably because he's got something on his mind he don't

want to talk about."




"I thought he was your friend," said the girl.




Colby flushed. "He is my friend. I set a lot of store by Bull;

but it's you I'm thinkin' of—not him or me. I wouldn't want

nothin' to happen that you'd have to be sorry about."




"I don't understand you, Hal."




He flecked the leg of his chaps with the lash of his quirt. "Oh,

pshaw, Di," he parried, "I don't want to say nothin' about a

friend. I only want to put you on your guard, that's all. You know

there ain't nothin' I wouldn't do for you—no, not even if it

cost me all the friends I got."




He passed his reins to his right hand and reaching across laid

his left across one of hers, which she quickly withdrew.




"Please don't," she begged.




"I love you, Di," he blurted suddenly.




The girl laughed gaily, though not in derision. "All the men

think they do. It's because I'm the only girl within miles and

miles."




"You're the only girl in the world—for me."




She turned and looked at him quizzically. He was very handsome.

That and his boyish, laughing manner had attracted her to him from

the first. There had seemed a frankness and openness about him that

appealed to her, and of all the men she knew, only excepting her

father, he alone possessed anything approximating poise and

self-confidence in his intercourse with women. The others were

either shy and blundering, or loud and coarse, or taciturn sticks

like Bull, who seemed to be the only man on the ranch who was not

desperately in love with her.




"We'll talk about something else," she announced.




"Isn't there any hope for me?" he asked.




"Why yes," she assured him. "I hope you will keep on loving me.

I love to have people love me."




"But I don't want to do all the loving," he insisted.




"Don't worry—you're not. Even the cook is writing poems

about me. Of all the foolish men I ever heard of Dad has certainly

succeeded in corraling the prize bunch."




"I don't care a hang about that red-headed old fool of a cook,"

he snapped. "What I want is for you to love me."




"Oh, well, that's a horse of another color. Now we will

have to change the subject."




"Please, Di, I'm in earnest," he pleaded; "won't you give me a

little to hope for?"




"You never can tell about a girl, Hal," she said.




Her voice was tender and her eyes suddenly soft, and that was as

near a promise as he could get.




* * *




As Bull urged Blazes up the rough trail of Cottonwood Canyon the

continued crack of rifles kept the man apprised of the direction of

the origin of the sounds and approximately of their ever lessening

distance ahead. Presently he drew rein and, pulling his rifle from

its boot, dismounted, dropping the reins upon the ground.




"Stand!" he whispered to Blazes and crept forward

stealthily.




The shooting was close ahead now—just around the brush

covered shoulder of a rocky hill. The detonations were less

frequent. Bull guessed that by now both hunters and hunted were

under cover and thus able to take only occasional pot shots at one

another's refuge.




To come upon them directly up the trail in the bottom of the

canyon would have been to expose himself to the fire of one side,

and possibly of both, for in this untamed country it was easily

conceivable that both sides of the controversy might represent

interests inimical to those of his employer. With this idea in mind

the ex-foreman of the Bar Y Ranch clambered cautiously up the steep

side of the hill that hid from his view that part of the canyon

lying just beyond.




From the varying qualities of the detonations the man had

deduced that five and possibly six rifles were participating in the

affair. How they were divided he could not even guess. He would

have a look over the crest of the hog-back and if the affair was

none of his business he would let the participants fight it out by

themselves. Bull, sober, was not a man to seek trouble.




Climbing as noiselessly as possible and keeping the muzzle of

his rifle ahead of him he came presently to the crest of the narrow

ridge where he pushed his way cautiously through the brush toward

the opposite side, passing around an occasional huge outcropping of

rock that barred his progress. Presently the brush grew thinner. He

could see the opposite wall of the canyon.




A sharp report sounded close below him, just over the brow of

the ridge. In front of him a huge outcropping reared its

weather-worn surface twenty feet above the brush.




Toward this he crept until he lay concealed behind it. Then,

warily, he peered around the up-canyon edge discovering that his

hiding place rested upon the very edge of a steep declivity that

dropped perpendicularly into the bottom of the canyon. Almost below

him five Apaches were hiding among the rocks and boulders that

filled the bottom of the canyon. Upon the opposite side a single

man lay sprawled upon his belly behind another.




Bull could not see his face, hidden as it was beneath a huge

sombrero, but he saw that he was garbed after the fashion of a

vaquero—he might be either an American or a Mexican. That

made no difference now, however, for there were five against him,

and the five were Indians. Bull watched for a moment. He saw that

the Indians were doing all the firing, and he wondered if the man

lying across the canyon was already dead. He did not move.




Cautiously one of the Indians crept from cover as the other four

fired rapidly at their victim's position, then another followed him

and the three remaining continued firing, covering the advance of

their fellows.




Bull smiled, that grim, saturnine smile of his. There were some

red-skins in the vicinity that were due for the surprise of their

lives.




The two were working their way across the canyon, taking

advantage of every particle of cover. They were quite close to the

hiding place of the prone man now—in another moment the three

upon Bull's side of the canyon would cease firing and the two would

rush their unconscious quarry and finish him.




Bull raised his rifle to his shoulder. There followed two

reports, so close together that it was almost inconceivable that

they had come from the same weapon, and the two, who had already

risen for the final attack, crumpled among the rocks beneath the

blazing sun.




Instantly apprehending their danger, the other three Apaches

leaped to their feet and scurried up the canyon, searching new

cover as they ran; but it was difficult to find cover from a rifle

holding the commanding position that Bull's held.




It spoke again, and the foremost Indian threw his hands above

his head, spun completely around and lunged forward upon his face.

The other two dropped behind large boulders.




Bull glanced across the canyon. He saw that the man had raised

his head and was attempting to look around the edge of his cover,

having evidently become aware that a new voice had entered the grim

chorus of the rifles.




"Hit?" shouted Bull.




The man looked in the direction of the voice. "No," he

replied.




"Then why in hell don't you shoot? There's only two of them

left—they're up canyon on this side."




"Out of ammunition," replied the other.




"Well, you were in a hell of a fix," mused Bull as he watched

the concealment of the two Indians.




"Any more of 'em than this bunch?" he called across to the

man.




"No."




For a long time there was silence—the quiet and peace that

had lain upon this age-old canyon since the Creation—and that

would lie upon it forever except as man, the disturber, came

occasionally to shatter it.




"I can't lie here all day," mused Bull. He crawled forward and

looked over the edge of the cliff. There was a sheer drop of forty

feet. He shook his head. There was a sharp report and a bullet tore

up the dirt beneath him. It was followed instantly by another

report from across the canyon.




Bull kept his eyes on the cover of the Indians. Not a sign of

them showed. One of them had caught him napping—that was

all—and ducked back out of sight after firing, but how was

the man across the canyon firing without ammunition?




"I got one then," came the man's voice, as though in answer,

"but you better lie low—he come near getting you."




"Thought you didn't have no ammunition," Bull called across.




"I crawled out and got the rifle of one of these you

potted."




Bull had worked his way back to his cover and to the brush

behind it and now he started up along the ridge in an attempt to

get behind the remaining Indian.




A minute or two later he crawled again to the edge of the ridge

and there below him and in plain sight the last of the red-skins

crouched behind a great boulder. Bull fired and missed, and then

the Apache was up and gone, racing for his pony tethered further up

the canyon. The white man shrugged, rose to his feet and sought an

easy way down into the bed of the canyon.




The other man had seen his action, which betokened that the

fight was over, and as Bull reached the bottom of the cliff he was

walking forward to meet him. A peculiar light entered the eyes of

each as they came face to face.




"Ah!" exclaimed the one, "it is Señor Bull." He spoke now

in Spanish.




"Gregorio!" said Bull. "How'd they git you in this fix?"




"I camped just above here last night," replied the other, "and

this morning I walked down with my rifle on the chance of getting

an antelope for breakfast. They come on me from above and there you

are. They been shootin' at me since early this morning." He spoke

English with scarce the slightest accent. "You have saved my life,

Señor Bull, and Gregorio will not forget that."




"You haven't happened to see a bunch of Crazy J cows hereabouts,

have you?" inquired Bull, ignoring the other's expression of

gratitude.




"No, Señor, I have not," replied Gregorio.




"Well, I'll go get my horse and have a look up toward the head

of the canyon, anyway," and Bull turned and walked down to get

Blazes.




Fifteen minutes later, riding up again, he passed Gregorio

coming down, the latter having found his pony and his belongings

intact at his camp.




"A Dios, Señor," called Gregorio in passing.




"So long," returned the American.




At the head of the canyon, where it narrowed to the proportions

of a gorge, Bull examined the ground carefully and saw that no

cattle had passed that way in many days; then he turned back and

rode down the canyon.




Meanwhile, entering Cottonwood from below, Jim Weller, looking

for lost horses, passed Gregorio coming out and, recognizing him,

loosened his gun in its holster and kept one eye on the Mexican

until he had passed out of sight around the shoulder of the hill

that flanked the east side of the entrance to the canyon, for

Gregorio bore an unsavory reputation in that part of the country.

He was an outlaw with a price upon his head.




"Howsumever," mused Weller, "I ain't lost no outlaws—it's

hosses I'm lookin' for," and he rode on with a sigh of relief that

there was a solid hill between him and Gregorio's deadly aim. Ten

minutes later he met Bull coming down from the head of Cottonwood.

The two men drew rein with a nod.




Weller asked about horses, learning from Bull that there was no

stock above them in Cottonwood, but he did not mention having met

Gregorio. It was obvious to him that the two men could not have

been in Cottonwood together without having met and if Bull did not

want to mention it it was evident that he had some good reason for

not doing so. It was not the custom of the country to pry into the

affairs of others. Bull did not mention Gregorio nor did he speak

of their brush with the Apaches; but that was because he was an

uncommunicative man.




"I think I'll have a look up Sinkhole Canyon for them hosses,"

remarked Weller. Sinkhole was the next canyon west.




"Keep your eyes peeled for them Crazy J cows," said Bull, "and

I'll ride up Belter's and if I see your horses I'll run 'em down

onto the flat."




They separated at the mouth of Cottonwood, Weller riding toward

the west, while Bull made his way eastwardly toward Belter's Canyon

which lay in the direction of the home ranch.




* * *




Three hours later the semiweekly stage, careening down the North

Pass trail, drew up in a cloud of dust at the junction of the

Henders' Mine road at a signal from one of two men sitting in a

buckboard. As the stage slowed down one of the men leaped to the

ground, and as it came to a stop clambered to the top and took a

seat beside the driver who had greeted him with a gruff jest.




The new passenger carried a heavy sack which he deposited

between his feet. He also carried a sawed-off shotgun across his

knees.




"The Saints be praised!" exclaimed a fat lady with a rich

brogue, who occupied a seat inside the coach. "Sure an' I thought

we were after bein' held up."




An old gentleman with white whiskers down which a trickle of

tobacco juice had cascaded its sienna-hued way reassured her.




"No mum," he said, "thet's the messinger from the mine with a

bag o' bullion. This here stage ain't been held up fer three weeks.

No mum, times ain't what they uset to be with all these here

newfangled ideas about reform what are spilin' the country."




The fat lady looked at him sideways, disdainfully, and gathered

her skirts closer about her. The stage lurched on, the horses at a

brisk gallop, and as it swung around the next curve the fat lady

skidded into the old gentleman's lap, her bonnet tilting over one

eye, rakishly.




"Be off wid ye!" she exclaimed, glaring at the little old

gentleman, as though the fault were all his. She had scarcely

regained her own side of the seat when another, and opposite, turn

in the road precipitated the old gentleman into her lap.




"Ye spalpeen!" she shrilled, as, placing two fat hands against

him, she thrust him violently from her. "Sure, an' it's a disgrace,

it is, that a poor widdy lady can't travel in pace without the

loikes o' ye takin' advantage o' her weak an' unprotected

state."




The little old gentleman, though he had two huge guns strapped

at his hips, appeared thoroughly cowed and terrified—so much

so, in fact, that he dared not venture even a word of protest at

the injustice of her insinuations. From the corners of his weak and

watery blue eyes he surveyed her surreptitiously, wiped the back of

his perspiring neck with a flamboyant bandana, and shrank farther

into the corner of his seat.




A half hour later the stage swung through the gap at the foot of

the pass. Before it lay the rolling uplands through which the road

wound down past the Bar Y ranch house and the town of Hendersville

on the flat below. The gap was narrow and winding and the road

excruciatingly vile, necessitating a much slower pace than the

driver had been maintaining since passing the summit.




The horses were walking, the coach lurching from one chuck-hole

to another, while clouds of acrid dust arose in almost vapor

lightness, enveloping beasts, vehicle and passengers. Through the

nebulous curtain rising above the leaders the driver saw suddenly

materialize the figures of two men.




"Halt! Stick 'em up!"




The words snapped grimly from the taller of the two. The

messenger on the seat beside the driver made a single move to raise

his sawed-off shot gun. A six-gun barked and the messenger toppled

forward, falling upon the rump of the near wheel-horse. The horse,

startled, leaped forward into his collar. The driver attempted to

quiet him. The two men moved up beside the stage, one covering the

driver and a passenger on top, the other threatening the two

inside. The fat lady sat with her arms folded glaring at the

bandit. The little old gentleman's hands touched the top of the

stage.




"Stick 'em up!" said the bandit to the fat lady.




She did not move.




"Sure an' I'll not stick 'em up an inch fer the loikes o' yese,"

she shrilled; "an' lucky it is for ye, ye dhirty spalpeen, that

Mary Donovan hasn't the bit ov a gun with her—or that there

ain't a man along to protect a poor, helpless widdy lady,"

and she cast a withering glance of scorn in the direction of the

little old gentleman, who grew visibly red through the tan of his

weather-worn countenance.




The other bandit stepped to the hub of the front wheel, seized

the messenger's bag and stepped down again.




"Don't move, or look back, for five minutes," he admonished

them, "then pull yer freight."




The two then backed away up the road behind the stage, keeping

it covered with their guns. The messenger lay in the road

moaning.




The fat lady unfolded her arms, opened the door and stepped out.

"Get back there, you!" called one of the bandits.




"Go to the divil!" retorted Mary Donovan, as she stooped beside

the wounded messenger.




The man opened his eyes and looked about, then he essayed to

rise and with Mary Donovan's help came to his feet. "Jest a

scratch, me b'y," she said in a motherly tone as she helped him to

the stage. "Ye'll be all right the mornin'. Git a move on ye inside

there, ye ould woman with the artillery," she yelled at the little

old gentleman, "an' give this b'y a hand in."




Together they helped the wounded man to a seat. The bandits were

still in sight, but they had not molested her—doubtless

because she was a woman and unarmed; but no more had she deposited

the messenger upon the seat than she turned upon the old man and

wrenched one of his guns from its holster.




"Drive like the divil, Bill," she cried to the driver, sticking

her head out of the window, and as he whipped up his team she

turned back toward the two bandits and opened fire on them. They

returned the fire, and the fusillade continued until the stage

disappeared in a cloud of dust around a curve below the gap, the

old gentleman and the passenger on top now taking part in the

shooting.




III. — SUSPICIONS
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AS the stage swirled through the dusty street of

Hendersville an hour later and drew up before The Donovan House the

loiterers about the hotel and the saloons gathered about it for the

news and the gossip from the outer world. Gum Smith, sheriff, was

among them.




"Stuck up again, Gum, at the gap," the driver called to him.

"They bored Mack."




Mary Donovan and the little old gentleman were assisting the

messenger from the stage, though he protested that he was all right

and required no assistance. As the woman's eyes alighted upon the

sheriff, she turned upon him, her arms akimbo.




"Sure, yese a fine spicimin uv a sheriff, Gum Smith, that ye

are—not!" she yelled in a voice that could be heard the

length of the single street. "Three holdups in the two months right

under yer nose, and all ye do is 'depatize' an' 'depatize' an'

'depatize.' Why don't ye git out an' git 'em—ye ould woman,"

she concluded scornfully, and then turning to the wounded man, her

voice instantly as soft as a lullaby.




"Get inside wid ye, ye poor b'y, an' Mary Donovan'll be after

makin' ye comfortable 'til we get hould uv the ould saw-bones, if

he's sober, which he ain't, or I'm no lady, which I am. Come on

now, aisy like, there's a good b'y," and she put a motherly arm

about the lad and helped him to the porch of the hotel, just as

Diana Henders appeared from the interior, attracted by the sounds

from without.




"Oh, Mrs. Donovan!" she exclaimed. "What has happened? Why, it's

Mack! The Black Coyote again?" she guessed quickly.




"Shure an' it was none other. I seen him wid me own

eyes—the black silk handkerchief about the neck uv him an'

another over his ugly face. An' his pardner—sure now I

couldn't be mishtaken wid the rollin' walk uv him—if it

wasn't that dhirty greaser, Gregorio, me name's not Mary Donovan,

which it is."




Together the two women helped the messenger into a bedroom where

Mary Donovan, despite the embarrassed protests of her patient,

undressed him and put him to bed while Diana Henders went to the

kitchen for hot water and cloths.




Mack had an ugly flesh wound in his side, and this they had

cleansed as best they could by the time the doctor arrived—a

drink-broken old man who had drifted in from the East. His

knowledge and skill were of the first rank and Hendersville boasted

that it owned the best doctor in the Territory—when he was

sober.




In Gum's Place—Liquors and Cigars—the

male population was listening to the account of the holdup as

expounded by the little old gentleman and the other passenger, the

latter being a stranger in the community.




It was he who had the floor at the moment.




"I never laughed so much in my life," he averred, "as when the

old woman calls the old man here the 'ould woman with the

artillery.'"




The little old gentleman was standing at the bar with a glass of

whiskey in his hand. Apparently with a single movement, so swift

was he, he dashed the glass and its contents in the face of the

stranger, whipped out both guns and commenced shooting.




A stream of lurid profanity accompanied his act, yet through the

flood of incoherent obscenity the nub of an idea occasionally

appeared, which was to the effect that "no blankety, blank tin-horn

could git gay with Wildcat Bob." Almost instantly, as if a magician

had waved his wand, the room, that had been comfortably filled with

men, became deserted, as far as human eye could discern, except for

the little old gentleman with the tobacco-dewed whiskers.




The front door had accommodated some, while heavy pieces of

furniture and the bar accounted for the rest—all but the

stranger with the ill-directed sense of humor. He had gone through

the back window and taken the sash with him.




The shooting over, the company reappeared, grinning. Most of

them knew Wildcat Bob. It had been the stranger's misfortune that

he had not.




"I'd orter 'a' bored him, the dinged pole-cat," growled the

little old gentleman, filling a fresh glass; "but I guess I larnt

him his lesson. The idear of him a-speakin' of Mrs. Donovan

disrespectful-like like that—callin' her the 'old woman'!

Why, she's the finest lady ever drew breath.




"An' says she to me, says she, 'Mister Bob,' says she, 'It's

such a relief to have a man like you along when there's danger,'

says she, but she can't stand bloodshed, bein' that timid and

shrinkin' and she begged me not to start shootin' at the varmints,

otherwise than which I shore would of messed them up somethin'

awful," interspersed with which were quite two oaths or obscenities

to each word.




The shooting over and quiet restored, Gum Smith made his belated

appearance. At sight of the little old gentleman he smiled

affably.




"Dog-gone my hide if it ain't Bob," he exclaimed, crossing the

room with extended hand. "Have a drink on the house, Bob."




Wildcat Bob ignored the proffered hand. "I got the dust to cover

my own drinks, Mister Sheriff," he replied, "an' instid of

loafin' around here buyin' drinks why ain't you-all out scoutin'

after that there Black Coyote hombre? You're shore a hell of a

sheriff, you are, Gum Smith."




"Don't git excited, Bob," urged the sheriff, flushing. "Give a

man time. Ah got to git me a posse, ain't Ah? Thet's jest what Ah

was allowin' to do right now, an' Ah'll start by depatizin'

yo."




"You'll deputize me—hell, you will, Gum Smith," returned

the old man with a snort of disgust. "I ben out with you-all

before. When you thinks danger's north you heads south. I had all

the travelin' I wants today."




The sheriff mumbled something beneath his breath and turned

away. Some half-hour later he rode out of town with a posse

consisting of half a dozen of his cronies and leisurely took his

way toward the gap.




* * *




In Mrs. Donovan's sitting room Mary Donovan sat rocking

comfortably and chatting with Diana Henders. Mack had been made as

comfortable as circumstances permitted. The doctor had assured them

that he was in no danger and had gone his way—back to

Gum's Place—Liquors and Cigars.




"And what are you doin' in town this day, Diana?" inquired Mrs.

Donovan.




"I rode in with Hal Colby, he's foreman now," replied the girl.

"I wanted to buy a few things while Hal rode on over to the West

Ranch. We have some horses over there. He ought to be back any

minute now."




"So Colby's foreman. What's become of Bull—quit?"




"He got drunk again and Dad broke him. I'm so sorry for

him."




"Don't be after wastin' your pity on the loikes ov him," advised

Mary Donovan. "There's not the wan ov thim's fit to black your

boots, darlin'."




"I don't understand Bull," continued the girl, ignoring the

interruption. "Sometimes I think he's all right and then again I'm

afraid of him. He's so quiet and reserved that I feel as though no

one could ever know him, and when a man's like that, as Hal says,

you can't help but think that maybe he's done something that makes

him afraid to talk, for fear he'll give himself away."




"So Hal Colby was after sayin' that? Well, maybe he's right an'

maybe he's wrong. It's not Mary Donovan that'll be sayin' as don't

know. But this I do be after knowin'—they're both ov thim in

love with ye, and___"




"Hush, Mrs. Donovan! The boys all think they're in love with me,

but I hate to hear anyone else say it seriously. It's perfectly

silly. They'd be just as much in love with any other girl, if she

chanced to be the only girl on the ranch, as I am, and pretty

nearly the only girl in the county, too. There's Hal now. I must be

going. Good-bye, Mrs. Donovan."




"Good-bye, darlin', an' be after comin' over again soon. It's

that lonesome here, you never could imagine! An' what wid that ould

scoundrel back in town again, to say nothin' ov Gum Smith!"




"What old scoundrel?" inquired the girl.




"Sure, no one else but Wildcat Bob, the spalpeen!"




Diana Henders laughed. "He's a very persistent suitor, isn't he,

Mrs. Donovan?"




"Sure he's a very pestiferous shooter, that's what he

is—the ould fool. Actin' like a wild broth ov a b'y, an' him

sivinty if he's a day. He ought to be ashamed of himself, I'm

sayin'; but at that he's better than Gum Smith—say, that

man's so crooked ye could pull corks wid him."




The girl was still laughing as she emerged from the hotel and

mounted her pony. Hal Colby sat his horse a few yards away, talking

with half a dozen men. At sight of Diana Henders he reined about

and joined her.




"The boys were just telling me about the latest holdup in Hell's

Bend," he said, as they cantered, stirrup to stirrup, out of town.

"How's Mack?"




"The doctor says he'll be all right," replied Diana. "Just a bad

flesh wound. I don't see why something isn't done to put a stop to

these holdups. Gum Smith doesn't seem to care whether he gets The

Black Coyote or not."




"Oh, Gum's doin' the best he can," Colby assured her

good-naturedly.




"You're too easy, Hal. You never like to say anything against a

man, and of course that is right, too; but the lives and property

of all of us are under Gum Smith's protection, to a greater or less

extent, and if he was the right sort he'd realize his

responsibility and make a determined effort to run down this

fellow."




"He went out after him with a posse—the boys just told me

so. What more can he do?"




"It was half an hour or more after the stage pulled in before

Gum started," she retorted. "Does he or anyone else imagine that

those two scoundrels are going to wait around the gap until Gum

gets there? And he'll be back with his posse right after dark.

He'll say he lost the trail, and that'll be the end of it until

next time."




The man made no reply and the two rode on in silence for a few

minutes.




It was the girl who spoke again first.




"I wonder," she said, "who this Black Coyote really is."




"Everybody seems pretty sure it was The Black Coyote," remarked

Colby. "How did they know?"




"The black silk handkerchief he uses for a mask, and the other

one about his neck," she explained. "It must be the same man.

Everyone has noticed these handkerchiefs on one of the men in every

holdup in Hell's Bend Pass during the last six months. There is

scarce any one that isn't positive that the second man is the

Mexican, Gregorio; but no one seems to have recognized the

principal."




"I got my own opinion," said Colby.




"What do you mean? Do you know who The Black Coyote really

is?"




"I wouldn't want to say that I know, exactly; but I got my own

opinion."




"Well!" she urged.




"I wouldn't want to mention no names—until I was shore.

But," after a pause, "I'd like to see his cayuse. No one ever sees

either his or his pardner's. They keep 'em hid out in the brush

alongside the trail; but I got a guess that if anyone ever seed The

Black Coyote's pony we'd all know for shore who The Black Coyote

is."




She did not insist further when she saw that he was apparently

shielding the name of some man whom they both knew, and whom he

suspicioned. It was only right that he should do this, she thought,

and she admired him the more for it. So they talked of other things

as they jogged along the dusty road toward home, the man riding a

stirrup's width behind that he might feast his eyes upon the

profile of his companion. As they neared the ranch they saw the

figure of a solitary horseman approaching from the north.




"Looks like Blazes," remarked the girl.




"It is," said the man. "I sent Bull up to Cottonwood this

morning. I don't see what he's doin' comin' in from the north. The

Cottonwood trail's almost due west."




"He might have come back along the foot hill trail," suggested

Diana.




"He might, but it's farther, an' I never seed a puncher yet

that'd ride any farther than you told him to."




"Bull's different," she replied, simply. "If you sent him out

for any purpose he'd accomplish it no matter how far he had to

ride. He's always been a good hand."




A moment later the ex-foreman joined them where the two trails

met. He accorded the girl the customary, "Howdy, Miss," of the

times, and nodded to Colby. His mount was streaked with sweat and

dust. It was evident that he had been ridden hard.




"Did you find them cows?" asked the foreman.




Bull nodded.




"In Cottonwood?"




"No, Belter's."




Diana Henders glanced at the foreman as much as to say, "I told

you so!" Then, glancing back at Bull, she noticed a reddish brown

stain on the side of his shirt, and gave a little exclamation of

concern.




"Oh, Bull!" she cried, "you've been hurt—that's blood,

isn't it? How did it happen?"




"Oh, that ain't nothin', Miss, just a little scratch," and he

closed up, like a clam, spurring ahead of them.




Neither Colby nor the girl spoke, but both were thinking of the

same things—that Bull wore a black silk handkerchief about

his neck and that Mary Donovan had fired back upon The Black Coyote

and his confederate following the holdup in Hell's Bend earlier in

the afternoon.




* * *




Mrs. Donovan, her hands on her hips, stood just inside the

dining room door as her guests filed in for supper that evening and

seated themselves at the long deal table covered with its clean red

and white cloth. She had a good-natured word for each of them,

until her eyes alighted upon Wildcat Bob, attempting to sneak in

unnoticed behind the broad figure of Jim Weller.




"So-o!" she exclaimed scornfully. "Ye ould fool—yer drunk

again. Ta-ake off thim guns an' give thim to me."




"I haven't had a drink, Mary," expostulated the old man.




"Don't 'Mary' me, ye ould reprobate, an' be after givin' me thim

guns, quick!"




Meekly he unbuckled his belt and passed it over to her. "I was

just bringin' 'em in to you, Ma—Mrs. Donovan," he assured

her.




"Yed better be. Now go an' sit down. I'll feed you this night,

but don't you iver step foot into Mary Donovan's dining room again

in liquor."




"I tell you I ain't had a drink," he insisted.




"Pha-at?" The word reeked with disbelief.




"Only just a drop to settle the dust after we pulled in," he

qualified his original statement.




"Ye must uv been that dusty then!" she exclaimed scornfully.




"I was."




"Don't talk back. And did ye find yer horses, Jim Weller?" she

inquired of the big man behind whom Wildcat Bob had made his

unimpressive entrance.




Weller shook his head, negatively, his mouth being full of baked

beans.




"Patches probably run 'em off," suggested Bill Gatlin, the stage

driver.




"What with renegades and holdups this country ain't safe to live

in no more," remarked Mrs. Donovan. "If some of these here would-be

bad-men would git out an' shoot up the bandits and the Injuns

instid of shootin' up saloons," she stated meaningly, casting a

baneful look at Wildcat Bob.




"Hadn't orter be hard to find 'em, least wise one of 'em,"

stated Weller, "when every son-of-a-gun in the county knows who he

is."




"Meanin'?" inquired the stage driver.




"Gregorio, of course," said Weller. "I seen him comin' out o'

Cottonwood not three hours before the stage was stuck up, an' he

was headin' towards Hell's Bend—him an' that Bar Y Bull

feller."




"You mean them two was together?" asked Gatlin.




"Well, they warn't exactly together. Gregorio comes out fust an'

about five minutes later I meets Bull acomin' down the canyon; but

they couldn't have both been up there without t'other knowin'

it."




"I don't believe Bull would be doin' it," said Mary Donovan.




"You can't never tell nothin' about them quiet fellers,"

remarked Gatlin, sententiously.




There was a pounding of hoofs without, the creaking of leather

as men dismounted and a moment later the sheriff and some of his

posse entered the dining room.




"I suppose ye got 'em, Gum Smith," said Mrs. Donovan, with

sarcasm, "or ye wouldn't be back this soon."




"Ah ain't no cat, Mrs. Donovan," said the sheriff, on the

defensive, "to see in the dark."




"Yese ain't no sheriff nayther," she shot back.




Wildcat Bob succeeded in calling attention to derisive laughter

by pretending to hide it. Gum Smith looked at his rival angrily,

immediately discovering that he was unarmed.




"What's the matter with the old woman with the

artillery—is she chokin'?" he inquired sweetly.




Wildcat Bob went red to the verge of apoplexy, seized a heavy

cup half-filled with coffee and started to rise.




"Sit down wid ye!" roared the stentorian voice of Mary

Donovan.




"I—" started Wildcat Bob.




"Shut up an' sit down!"




The Wildcat did both, simultaneously.




"It's a sha-ame, that it is, that a respictable widdy lady

should be redjuced to fadin' the likes o' yese fer a livin',"

wailed Mrs. Donovan, sniffing, as she dabbed at her eyes with the

corner of her apron, "all alone and unproticted as I am. Sure an'

if poor Tim was here he'd wipe the ground wid the both ov

yese."




Wildcat Bob, very red and uncomfortable, ate diligently, his

eyes glued to his plate. Well did Mary Donovan know how to handle

this terror of an earlier day, whose short temper and quick guns

still held the respect and admiration of the roughest characters of

the great empire of the southwest, but whose heart could be

dissolved by a single tear.




As for Gum Smith, he was only too glad to be relieved of the

embarrassment of the Wildcat's further attentions and he too gave

himself willingly over to peace and supper. For the balance of the

meal, however, conversation languished.




* * *




At the Bar Y Ranch the men sat smoking after the evening meal.

Bull was silently puffing upon a cigarette. Hal Colby, always

good-natured and laughing, told stories. During the silences Texas

Pete strove diligently to recall the half-forgotten verses of

The Bad Hombre.




But over all there hovered an atmosphere of restraint. No one

could have put his finger upon the cause, yet all sensed it. Things

were not as they had been yesterday, or for many days before.

Perhaps there was a feeling that an older man should have been

chosen to replace Bull, for Colby was one of the newer hands.

Without volition and unconsciously the men were taking sides. Some,

mostly the men who had worked longest for Henders, drew

imperceptibly nearer Bull. Texas Pete was one of them. The others

laughed a little louder, now, at Colby's stories.




"By gollies!" exclaimed Pete, "I remember some more of it:






"'I am the original bad un, I am;


I eats 'em alive an' I don't give a damn


Fer how fast they come er how many they be—


Of all the bad hombres the wust one is me.'"






sang Texas Pete. "Good night, fellers, I'm goin'

to turn in."




IV. — "I LOVE YOU"
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DIANA HENDERS was troubled. Ever since the holdup

several days before she had not been able to expunge from her

thoughts a recollection of the sinister circumstances that pointed

an accusing finger at Bull. There had always been a deep seated

loyalty existing between the Henders and their employees and this

alone would have been sufficient to have brought the girl to arms

in the defense of the reputation of any of her father's "boys". In

the case of Bull there were added reasons why she could not bear to

foster a suspicion of his guilt.




Not only had he been a trusted foreman, but there was something

in the man himself, or rather in his influence upon the imagination

of the girl, that made it almost impossible for her to believe that

he had shot Mack Harber, another employee, and stolen the bullion

from her father's mine. He had always been reticent and almost shy

in her presence. He had never presumed to even the slight

familiarity of addressing her by her given name—a customary

procedure among the other men, many of whom had seen her grow so

gradually from a little girl to a young lady that they scarce yet

discerned the change.




Yet she knew that he liked to be with her, though she was far

from being sure that she cared for his company. He was quiet to

taciturnity and far from being the pleasant companion that she

found in Hal Colby. There was something, however, that she felt

when in his company to a much greater degree than when she was with

other men—absolute confidence in his integrity and his

ability to protect her.




Now she was sorry for him since his reduction from a post of

responsibility and her loyalty aroused by the inward suspicions she

had permitted herself to entertain, to the end that she was moved

by something akin to remorse to make some sort of overtures of

friendship that he might know that the daughter of his employer

still had confidence in him.




It was a quiet Sunday morning. The men were lazily occupying

themselves with the overhauling of their outfits, replacing worn

latigo and stirrup leather lacings, repairing hackamores and

bridles, polishing silver and guns, cleaning boots with bacon

grease and lamp black, shaving, or hair-cutting.




Down past the bunk-house, toward the corrals, came Diana

Henders. Presently she would pause near the men and ask one of them

to catch up a horse for her. The lucky fellow whom she asked would

ride with her.




It was a custom of long standing; but she was earlier than usual

this Sunday morning and several of the men worked frantically to

complete the jobs they were engaged upon before she should arrive

within speaking distance. Two or three affected attitudes of

careless idleness indicative of perfect readiness to meet any call

upon their time or services.




Texas Pete was cutting the hair of another puncher. He had

reached a point where his victim was entirely shorn upon one side,

the other displaying a crop of thick, brown hair four or five

inches long, when he looked up and saw Diana approaching. Pete

tossed the shears and comb into the lap of the victim.




"You-all don't need a hair-cut nohow," he announced, strolling

away with what he believed to be a remarkable display of

nonchalance, along a line that would, quite by accident of course,

intercept Diana's course to the corrals.




The deserted and disfigured puncher wheeled upon him with a loud

yell.




"Come back here, you knock-kneed, bowlegged, son-of-a—,"

then his eyes, too, alighted upon Diana. His fountain of speech

dried at the source, his tanned face assumed a purple cast, and in

two jumps he had reached the seclusion of the bunkhouse.




Hal Colby walked deliberately forward to meet the girl, a

pleasant smile of greeting upon his handsome face as he raised his

wide sombrero in salutation. Had he been on trial for his life at

that moment the entire outfit would have voted unanimously to hang

him on the spot; but, gosh, how they envied him!




Bull sat, apparently unmoved, with his back against a cottonwood

tree, running a wiping rag through the barrel of a revolver. He did

not even look up, though he had seen Diana Henders from the moment

that she left the house. Bull realized that after the affair in

town that had caused his downfall there was no chance for him to

ride with her again for many long days—possibly forever.




"Going for a ride, Di?" asked Colby, confidently, as the girl

came abreast of the men.




"Why, yes, I was thinking of it," she replied sweetly. "I was

just going to ask Bull if he wouldn't catch up Captain for

me—the rest of you all seem so busy."




Colby appeared abashed but not defeated. "I haven't a thing to

do," he assured her.




"But I've made you ride with me so much lately, Hal," she

insisted.




"I'd rather ride with you than eat," he whispered.




Texas Pete had made a feeble pretense of searching for something

on the ground, apparently given it up in despair, and was passing

them on his way back to the bunk-house.




"I don't think you oughter ride with—with him, nohow,"

continued Colby.




The girl drew herself up, slightly. "Don't be nasty, Hal," she

said.




"You know I hate to say that," he assured her. "I set a heap of

store by Bull. He's one of my best friends, but after what's

happened—you can't blame me, Di. I think your dad would say

the same thing if he knew."




Bull was halfway to the corrals.




"I'll have the hosses up in a jiffy, Miss," he called back over

his shoulder.




"Good-bye, Hal," laughed the girl, teasingly. "You'll have

plenty of time to lay out the work for tomorrow—a foreman's

always busy, you know," and she walked away briskly after

Bull.




As Colby turned back toward the men he saw broad grins adorning

the faces of most of them. Texas Pete, just approaching the

bunk-house door, halted, removed his hat with a flourish, bowing

low.




"Goin' to git your hair cut, Jim?" he inquired sweetly. "You

know I'd rather cut your hair than eat."




A loud roar of laughter acknowledged this sally.




Colby, flushing crimson, beat a hasty retreat toward the

office.




"Which way?" asked Bull, when the two had mounted.




"I'm going to town to see how Mack is getting along," replied

the girl, watching his face.




"I seen Wildcat Bob yesterday. He said he was getting along

fine. Nothing but a flesh wound."




Neither his voice nor his expression betrayed more than ordinary

concern.




"Have you seen Mack since he was shot?" she inquired.




"Ain't had time. Colby keeps me pretty busy. Mack was a dinged

fool fer gettin' creased anyhow," he observed. "When a feller's got

the drop on you, stick 'em up. They ain't nothin' else to do. Mack

orter known better than to make any funny gun-play with them two

hombres coverin' him."




"It was mighty brave of him," said Diana. "He's no

coward—and he was loyal to Dad."




"I don't see nothin' brave about it," he replied. "It was just

plumb foolishness. Why he didn't have a chanct on earth."




"That's what made his act so courageous," she insisted.




"Then the feller what commits suicide must be a regular hero,"

he rejoined, smiling. "I never looked at it that way. I reckon Mack

must have been aimin' to commit suicide."




"You're horrid, Bull. I believe you haven't any heart at

all."




"I shore have. Leastways I did have one until—" He

hesitated, looked at her in a peculiar way, then let his eyes drop

to his saddle horn. "Oh, shucks! what's the use?" he exclaimed.




There was silence for a brief interval. The spirit of coquetry,

that is strong in every normal girl, prompted her to urge him on;

but a natural kindliness coupled with the knowledge that it would

be unfair to him kept her silent. It was the man who spoke again

first.




"I was sorry Mack got hurt," he said, defensively; "but he was

lucky he wasn't killed. That Black Coyote feller must have been a

friend of his'n."




"The brute!" she exclaimed. "He ought to be strung up to the

highest tree in the county."




"Yes," he agreed, and then, with another of his rare smiles,

"let's speak to Gum Smith about it when we get to town."




"Gum Smith!" Were it possible to snort Gum Smith she had

accomplished it. "If an honest vote had been taken for the

worst man for sheriff Gum Smith would have been elected

unanimously."




"Why Gum's a good sheriff," he teased, "—fer tin horns and

bandits."




She did not reply. Her thoughts were upon the man at her side.

Nothing that he had said had exactly tended to weaken her faith in

him, yet it had not materially strengthened it, either.




His apparent callous indifference to Mack's suffering might have

been attributed with equal fairness to the bravado of the guilty

desperado, or to the conditions and the times in which they lived

which placed shootings and sudden death in the category of the

commonplace. His suggestion that The Black Coyote must have been a

friend of Mack, as an explanation of a flesh wound rather than a

mortal one, appeared a trifle sinister, though it was amenable to

other interpretations. On the whole, however, Diana Henders was not

wholly pleased with the result of her probing.




At The Donovan House they found Mack sufficiently recovered to

be able to sit upon the veranda, where there were gathered a number

of Mrs. Donovan's other guests, including Wildcat Bob and the

sheriff. Mary Donovan stood in the doorway, one hand on a hip and

the other, the fist doubled, emphasizing some forceful statement

she was delivering.




As Diana Henders and Bull appeared suddenly before them, the

argument, which had been progressing merrily, lapsed into an

embarrassed silence. It would have been evident to the most obtuse

that one or the other of the newcomers had been the subject of the

conversation, and neither Bull nor Diana was obtuse, the result

being that they shared the embarrassment of the others.




The silence, which really lasted but a brief moment, was broken

by Mary Donovan's hearty greeting to Diana, followed by a cordial

word to Bull, which was seconded by Wildcat Bob. The others,

however, spoke only to Diana Henders, appearing not to be aware of

the presence of her escort.




"Come now," cried Mary Donovan, "into the house wid ye an' have

a bit o' cake an' a cup o' tay." But Diana Henders did not

dismount.




"No, thank you, Mrs. Donovan," she replied. "We just rode down

to see how Mack was getting along and to ask if there was anything

we could do for him." She turned her glance toward the wounded

man.




"I'm all right, Miss," he replied. "'T wasn't nothin' but a

scratch. I'll be back at the mine in a couple o' days—an'

guardin' the bullion shipments, too, same as usual." He looked

straight at Bull as he made this final statement.




"Well," exclaimed Diana, hastily, "I'm glad you're so much

better, Mack, and if there isn't anything we can do for you we'll

start back for the ranch." She sensed the sullen attitude of most

of the men there, the scowls they cast at Bull, and she knew that

it would require little to precipitate a direct accusation, which

would have been almost certain to have been followed by gunplay.

"Come, Bull," she said, and reined her pony about.




They had ridden well out of town when she looked casually into

the man's face. It bore a troubled expression and he must have

guessed that she noted it.




"I wonder what was eatin' them fellers," he remarked. "No one

only Wildcat Bob even spoke to me, an' Mack seemed gosh-almighty

sore about somethin'. Well, they ain't none of 'em got their brand

on me. If I did shoot up Gum Smith's joint it ain't no hair offen

none of them."




The girl wondered if he really was ignorant of the suspicions

directed against him, or if he took this means to make her believe

that the cause of the altered attitude toward him was his drunken

gunplay in the sheriff's saloon.




"I was right sorry about that, Miss," he blurted suddenly. "I

never aimed for to do it. I wasn't goin' to drink too much no more

after what I'd promised you. I'm right sorry. Do you think that,

maybe, you—you might forgive me—and give me another

chance?"




His voice was pleading and he was very much in earnest. The girl

knew how difficult it was for a rough man like Bull to say what he

had just said and she felt a sudden compassion for him.




"It made me sorry, too, Bull," she said. "I trusted you and I

hated to be so disappointed in you."




"Please don't say you don't trust me, Miss," he begged. "I want

you to trust me, more'n anything else."




"I want to trust you, Bull," and then, impulsively: "I do trust

you!"




He reached across the interval between them and laid his rough

hand upon her soft one.




"I love you, Diana," he said, very simply and with a quiet

dignity that was unmarred by any hesitancy or embarrassment.




She started to speak, but he silenced her with a gesture.




"Don't say anything about it, please," he urged. "I don't expect

you to love me; but there's nothing wrong about my loving you. I

just wanted you to know it so that you'd always know where I stood

and that you could always call on me for anything. With yer dad an'

all the other men around that loves you there isn't much likelihood

that you'll ever need me more'n another, but it makes me feel

better to know that you know now. We won't talk about it no more,

Miss. We both understand. It's the reason I didn't quit when yer

dad busted me."




"I'm glad you told me, Bull," she said. "It's the greatest honor

that any man can bestow upon a girl. I don't love any man, Bull,

that way; but if ever I do he'll know it without my telling him.

I'll do something that will prove it—a girl always does.

Sometimes, though, the men are awfully blind, they say."




"I wouldn't be blind," said Bull. "I'd know it, I think, if a

girl loved me."




"The right one will, some day," she assured him.




He shook his head. "I hope so, Miss."




She flushed, sensing the unintentional double entendre he

had caught in her words. She wondered why she flushed.




They rode on in silence. She was sorry that Bull loved her, but

she was glad that, loving her, he had told her of his love. He was

just a common cow-hand, unlettered, rough, and occasionally

uncouth, but of these things she did not think, for she had known

no other sort, except her father and an occasional visitor from the

East, since childhood. Had she cared for him she would not have

been ashamed. She looked up at him with a smile.




"Don't call me 'Miss,' Bull, please—I hate it."




"You want me to call you by your first name?" he inquired.




"The other men do," she said, "and you did—a moment

ago."




"It slipped out that time." He grinned sheepishly.




"I like it."




"All right, Miss," he said.




The girl laughed aloud, joyously.




"All right, Diana, I mean," he corrected himself.




"That's better."




So Diana Henders, who was really a very sensible girl, instead

of merely playing with fire, made a big one of a little one, all

very unintentionally, for how was she to know that to Bull the

calling of her Diana instead of Miss was almost as provocative to

his love as would have been the personal contact of a kiss to an

ordinary man?




As they approached the ranch house at the end of their ride they

saw a buckboard to which two bronchos were harnessed hitched to the

tie rail beneath the cottonwoods outside the office door.




"Whose outfit is that?" asked Diana. "I never saw it

before."




"The Wainrights from the north side o' the hills. I seen 'em in

town about a week ago."




"Oh, yes, I've heard of them. They're from the East. Mr.

Wainright don't like the country north of the mountains."




"He's lookin' fer range on this side," said Bull. "Like as not

that's what he's here fer now. They ain't enough water fer no more

outfits though, nor enough feed neither."




They drew rein at the corral and dismounted. "Thanks, Bull,"

said the girl, as she passed him her bridle reins. "We've had a

lovely ride."




"Thanks—Diana."




That was all he said, but the way he spoke her name was

different from the way any other man had ever spoken it. She was

sorry now that she had asked him to call her Diana.




As she was passing the office to go to her room her father

called to her.




"Come in, Di; I want you to meet some new neighbors," and when

she had entered, "My daughter, Mr. Wainright."




Diana extended her hand to a fat man with close-set eyes, and

then her father presented the younger Wainright.




"Mr. Jefferson Wainright, Jr., Diana," he said.




The son was a well-groomed appearing, nice-looking young fellow

of twenty-one or twenty-two. Perhaps his costume was a trifle too

exaggerated to be in good taste, but he had only fallen into the

same mistake that many another wealthy young Easterner has done

before and since upon his advent to the cow-country. From silver

banded sombrero to silver encrusted spurs there was no detail

lacking.




"By gollies, he looks like a Christmas tree," had been Texas

Pete's observation the first time that he had seen him. "All they

forgot was the candles."




"You live north of the mountains?" inquired Diana, politely.




"Yep," replied the elder Wainright; "but we don't calc'late to

stay there. We're from

Mass'chusetts—Worcester—blankets—made a fortune

in 'em—made 'em for the gover'ment mostly. Jeff got it in his

head he wanted to go into the cattle business—come by it

natch'ral I allow. I used to be in the livery stable business

before I bought the mills—so when he graduates from Harvard a

year ago we come out here—don't like it tother side the

mountains—so I calc'lates to come over here."




"I was just explaining to Mr. Wainright that there is scarcely

enough feed or water for another big outfit on this side,"

interjected Mr. Henders.




"Don't make any difference—set your price—but set it

right. I'll buy you out. I c'd buy half this territory I

calc'late—if I had a mind to—but the price's got to be

right. Ol' Jeff Wainright's got a name for bein' a pretty shrewd

trader—fair'n honest, though—fair'n honest. Just name

your price—how much for the whole shebang—buildin's,

land, cattle—everything?"




Elias Henders laughed good naturedly. "I'm afraid they're not

for sale, Mr. Wainright."




"Tut, tut! I'll get 'em—you'll sell—ol' Jeff

Wainright's always got everything he went after. Well, son, I

calc'late we'd better be goin'."




"You'll have dinner with us first, of course," insisted Diana;

"it must be almost ready now."




"Well, I don't mind if we do," returned the elder Wainright, and

so they stayed for the noon day meal.




Diana found the younger Wainright a pleasant, affable companion.

He was the first educated man near her own age that she had ever

met and his conversation and his ways, so different from those of

the rough vaqueros of her little world, made a profound impression

upon her. He could talk interestingly from the standpoint of

personal experience of countless things of which she had only

secondhand knowledge acquired from books and newspapers. Those

first two hours with him thrilled her with excitement—they

opened a new world of wondrous realities that she had hitherto

thought of more as unattainable dreams than things which she

herself might some day experience.




If he had inherited something of his father's egotism she forgot

it in the contemplation of his finer qualities and in the pleasure

she derived from association with one somewhere near her own social

status in life. That the elder Wainright was impossible she had

sensed from the first, but the son seemed of different fiber and no

matter what his antecedents, he must have acquired something of

permanent polish through his college associations.




* * *




The disquieting effect of the Wainrights' visit was apparent

elsewhere than at the ranch house. There was gloom at the

bunk-house.




"Dog-gone his hide!" exclaimed Texas Pete.




"Whose?" inquired Shorty.




"My ol' man's. If he hadn't gone an' got hung he might 'a' sent

me to Havaad. What chanct has a feller got agin one o' them

paper-collared, cracker-fed dudes anyway!"




V. — THE ROUND-UP
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"I HAD a letter from Wainright in the mail today,

Di," said Elias Henders to his daughter about a week later. "He is

after me again to put a price on the whole 'shebang'."




"We could go East and live then, couldn't we?" asked the

girl.




Henders looked at her keenly. There had been just the tiniest

trace of wistfulness in her tone. He crossed the room and put an

arm about her.




"You'd like to go East and live?" he asked.




"I love it here, Dad; but there is so much there that we can

never have here. I should like to see how other people live. I

should like to go to a big hotel, and to the theaters and opera,

and meet educated people of my own age. I should like to go to

parties where no one got drunk and shot the lights out," she

concluded with a laugh.




"We don't have to sell out to go back," he told her. "I am

afraid I have been selfish. Because I never wanted to go back after

your mamma left us, I forgot that you had a right to the same

advantages that she and I enjoyed. The ranch seemed

enough—the ranch and you."




"But there'd be no one to manage things if you went away," she

insisted.




"Oh, that could be arranged. I thought you felt that we couldn't

afford to go unless we sold."




"It would be nice if you were relieved of all responsibility,"

she said. "If you sold the ranch and the brand you wouldn't have to

worry about how things were going here."




"Old Wainright wouldn't pay what they are worth, even if I was

ready to sell," he explained. "I'll tell you what I'll

do—I'll make him a price. If he takes it I'll sell out, and

anyway, whether he does or not, we'll go East to stay, if you like

it."




"What price are you going to ask?"




"Seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars for the ranch and the

brand. They might bring more if I wanted to make an effort to get

more, but that will show a fair profit for us and I know will be

satisfactory to John. He has asked me a dozen times in his letters

why I didn't sell the cattle end of the business and come

East."




"Yes, I know Uncle John has always wanted us to come back," she

said.




"But old Wainright really doesn't want the ranch and cattle at

all," said her father. "What he wants is the mine. He has offered

me a million dollars for all our holdings in the county, including

the mine. He mentions the fact that the workings have pretty nearly

petered out, and he's right, and he thinks I'll grab at it to

unload.




"I suspect he's had a man up there for the past six

months—the new bookkeeper that Corson sent out while your

Uncle John Manill was in Europe—and he thinks he's discovered

something that I don't know—but I do. For years, Di, we've

been paralleling a much richer vein than the one we've been

working. I've known it for the past two years, but John and I

figured we'd work out the old one first—we've all the money

we need anyway. The mine alone is worth ten or twenty

millions."




"Uncle John knows it? There wouldn't be any danger that someone

might trick him into a deal?"




"Not a chance, and of course, as you know, he wouldn't do

anything without consulting me. Ours is rather a peculiar

partnership, Di, but it's a very safe one for both of us. There

isn't the scratch of a pen between us as far as any written

agreement is concerned, but he trusts me and I trust him. Why

before either of us married the only precautions we took to

safeguard our interests was to make our wills—I left

everything to him and he left everything to me. After we married we

made new wills, that was all.




"If I die first everything goes to him, and when he dies it is

all divided equally between our surviving heirs; or just the other

way around if he dies first. Each of us felt that we could thus

best safeguard the interests of our respective families, since we

both had implicit confidence in the other's honesty and

integrity."




"Oh, let's not talk about it," exclaimed the girl. "Neither one

of you is ever going to die."




"All right, Di," laughed her father; "just as you

say—you've always had your own way. Now we'll plan that

Eastern trip. Can't very well go until after the spring round-up,

and in the meantime we can be sizing up Colby. If he takes hold all

right we couldn't do better than to leave him in charge. I never

did like the idea of importing a new man as superintendent if you

could possibly use one of your own men. What do you think of him,

Di?"




"I don't know yet Dad," she replied. "I like him immensely, and

I think he's honest and loyal, but he don't know stock, nor the

range, as well as Bull."




"Bull is out of the question," replied her father. "I could

never trust him again."




"I know how you feel. I feel the same way, and yet there is

something about him, Dad—I can't explain it; but when I am

with him I cannot doubt him."




"He's got you hypnotized. I hope he hasn't been making love to

you," he concluded, seriously.




"Oh, they all do," she cried, laughing; "but Bull least of

all."




"I suppose you'll have to be marrying one of these days, and if

you were going to live here I'd rather you married a Western boy;

but if you are going East you mustn't fall in love yet, for you are

sure to find a great difference between the boys you have known and

the boys back there."




"Don't worry, Dad, I haven't fallen in love yet; but if I do

soon I'm afraid it's going to be either Hal Colby or Jefferson

Wainright."




"Senior?" he asked.




"Oh, isn't he funny—and impossible!" she cried.




"He's all of that and more too," replied her father.




"What do you mean?"




"I mean that I wouldn't trust him as far as I could throw a bull

by the tail. He's one of those blue-bellied Yankees who considers

any means as honest that keep him on the right side of a jail door;

but the boy appears to be a much more decent sort."




"He is delightful and wonderful," said Diana.




* * *




The days passed, lovely, sunshiny days during which Diana spent

long hours dreaming of the coming Eastern trip. She rode much, as

usual, sometimes with one man, again with another, but more often

with her father or Hal Colby.




Bull's assignments usually took him too far afield for her to

accompany him. If he thought that Colby had some such purpose in

mind when he laid out the work from day to day he said nothing of

it; but he could not have failed to notice that following each of

the few occasions upon which Diana accompanied him, usually a

Sunday, he was given work the next day that kept him in the saddle

until late at night, and upon several occasions away from the ranch

for two days or more.




At last the time of the spring rodeo arrived. Riders from other

outfits commenced straggling in, some from a hundred miles away,

until the Bar Y Ranch commenced to take on the appearance of an

army camp. The chuck wagon was overhauled and outfitted. The

cavvy was brought over from West Ranch—wild,

half-broken horses, with a sprinkling of colts that had never felt

leather—and assigned to the riders. There were enough to give

each man a string of eight horses.




With the others came Jefferson Wainright, Jr., arrayed like

Solomon. At first the men had a lot of fun with him, but when he

took it good-naturedly they let up a bit, and after a few evenings,

during which he sang and told stories, they accepted him almost as

one of them. He was much with Diana Henders, with the result that

he found himself with four unbroken bronchs in his string. The Bar

Y hands grinned when Colby picked them for him, and everyone was

present when he first essayed to ride one of them.




Diana was there too. She chanced to be standing near Bull when

the first of the four, having been roped, thrown and hogtied, was

finally saddled, bridled and let up. It was a ewe-necked,

wall-eyed, Roman-nosed pinto and its back was humped like a

camel's.




"He shore looks mean," remarked Bull to the girl.




"They ought not to let Mr. Wainright ride him," she replied.

"He's not used to bad horses and he may be killed."




"I reckon that's just about how Hal figgered it," said Bull.




"I didn't think it of him. It's a shame!" she exclaimed. "Some

one ought to top that horse for Mr. Wainright—some one who

can ride—like you, Bull," she added flatteringly.




"You want me to?" he asked.




"I don't want to see the poor man killed."




Bull stepped forward and climbed into the corral. Wainright was

standing several feet from the pinto watching several men who were

trying to readjust the blind over the brute's eyes. Bull saw that

the man was afraid.




"Want me to top him for you, young feller?" he asked.




"Don't you think he's safe?" asked Wainright.




"Oh, yes, he's safe—like a Kansas cyclone."




Wainright grinned a sickly grin. "I'd appreciate it," he said,

"if you'd try him first. I'd be glad to pay you for your

trouble."




Bull approached the men with the horse. "Lead him out," he said.

"When I rides one like that I wants elbow room."




They ran the pony, bucking, out of the corral. Bull stepped to

the animal's side.




"What you doin'?" demanded Colby, who had been standing too far

away to overhear the conversation.




"Toppin' this one for the dude," replied Bull.




"No you're not," snapped Colby. His voice was angry. "You'll

ride the hosses I tells you to and so will he."




"I'm ridin' this one," replied Bull. He had grasped the cheek

strap with his left hand, his right was on the horn of the saddle.

Carefully he placed his left foot in the stirrup. Then he nodded to

a man standing at the horse's head.




The blind was snatched away and the man leaped aside. The horse

reared, wheeled and struck at Bull, but Bull was not there—he

was in the saddle. The animal lunged forward awkwardly once, then

he gathered himself, stuck his nose between his front feet and went

to pitching, scientifically and in earnest, and as he pitched he

lunged first to the right and then to the left, twisting his body,

squealing and kicking. Bull waved his sombrero and slapped the

beast on neck and rump with it and the pinto bucked the harder.




Finding that these tactics failed to unseat the rider he

commenced suddenly to turn end for end in air at each jump, yet

still the man stuck, until the beast, frantic with combined terror

and rage, stopped in his tracks and turned savagely to bite at

Bull's legs. Just a moment of this until he felt the sting of the

quirt and then he reared quickly and threw himself over backward in

an effort to crush his rider, nor did he miss him by a matter of

more than inches.




There are those who will tell you just how you should throw

yourself safely to one side when a horse falls, but any man who has

had a horse fall with him, or deliberately throw himself backward,

knows that it is five parts chance and the rest luck if he isn't

caught, and so it was just luck that Bull fell clear.




Diana Henders felt a sudden lump in her throat and then she saw

the horse scramble to his feet and the rider too, just in time to

throw a leg across the saddle, and come up with a firm seat and

both feet in the stirrups. The quirt fell sharply first on one

flank and then on the other, the pinto took a dozen running jumps

and then settled down to a smooth run across the open.




Five minutes later he came loping back, blowing and sweaty,

still trembling and frightened, but with the hump out of his

back.




"You kin ride him now," said Bull to young Wainright, as he

dismounted carefully and stood stroking the animal's neck.




Hal Colby came forward angrily, but Bull had dismounted close to

where Diana Henders stood, and it was she who spoke to him first,

and Colby, approaching, heard her words.




"Thank you, ever so much, Bull," she said. "I was sorry

afterwards that I asked you to ride him, for I thought you were

going to be hurt when he threw himself—I should never have

forgiven myself."




"Shucks!" said Bull. "It wasn't nothin'."




Colby walked off in another direction. If there had been bad

blood between the two men in the past it had never been given

outward expression, but from that moment Colby made little or no

effort to hide the fact that he had no use for Bull, while the

latter in many little ways showed his contempt for the foreman.




Better friendships than had ever existed between these two have

been shattered because of a woman, but there were other exciting

causes here. That Colby had gotten Bull's job might have been

enough to cause a break, while the foreman's evident suspicion that

Bull knew a great deal too much about the holdups in Hell's Bend

and the shooting of Mack Harber would have turned even more

generous natures than Hal Colby's against the ex-foreman.




In spite of herself Diana Henders could not deny a feeling of

chagrin that Jefferson Wainright had permitted another man to top a

bad horse for him, although it had been she who had arranged it.

Perhaps she was a trifle cool to the young Easterner that evening,

but she thawed gradually beneath the geniality of his affable ways

and entertaining conversation, and in the weeks that followed,

during which she accompanied the outfit throughout the round-up,

she was with him much of the time, to the great discomfiture of Hal

Colby and others.




The Bar Y foreman had, however, after the day that Bull rode the

pinto for Wainright, left the latter severely alone, for the

following morning Elias Henders had come to the corral and selected

a new string of horses for the "dude" and spoken a few words into

the ear of his foreman.




The long, hard days in the saddle left them all ready to turn in

to their blankets soon after supper. A smoke, a little gossip and

rough banter and the men jingled away through the darkness in

search of their bed-rolls to the accompaniment of their tinkling

spurs.




"I seen Injun signs today," remarked a tall, thin Texan one

evening. "'Bout a dozen of 'em been campin' over yender a piece in

them hills. Signs warn't over four hour old."




"They mought be peaceable Injuns on pass from the reservation,"

suggested another.




"More likely they're renegades," said Shorty. "Anyhow I ain't

a-takin' no chances on no Injuns—I shoots fust an' axes for

their pass later."




"You ain't never seed a hos-tyle Injun, Shorty," said Texas

Pete.




"A lot you know about it, you sawed-off, hammered-down,

squint-eyed horse thief," retorted Shorty courteously; "I'm a bad

man with Injuns."




"By gollies!" exclaimed Pete, "thet reminds me of another

verse:






"'So bring on yore bad men, yore killers an'

sich


An' send out some Greasers to dig me a ditch,


Fer when I gits through, ef I takes any pains,


You'll need a big hole fer to plant the remains.'"






On the opposite side of the chuck wagon, where a tent had been

pitched for Diana Henders, a little group surrounded her fire.

Beside the girl there were her father, Hal Colby and Jefferson

Wainright, Jr. The two young men always gravitated in Diana's

direction when off duty. Colby had been quick to realize the

advantage that the other's education gave him and bright enough to

remain a silent observer of his manners and conversation. Inwardly

he held the Easterner in vast contempt, yet he cultivated him and

often rode with him that he might learn from him something of those

refinements which he guessed constituted the basis of Diana's

evident liking for Wainright. He asked him many questions, got him

to talk about books, and made mental note of various titles with

the determination to procure and read the books that he had heard

the man discuss with Diana.




Bull, on his part, kept away from the Henders' fire in the

evening and in the day time Colby saw to it that his assignments

sent him far afield from where there was much likelihood of Diana

being, with the result that he saw less of her than was usual at

home.




The ex-foreman's natural reserve had degenerated almost to

sullenness. He spoke seldom and never smiled, but he rode hard and

did his work well, until he came to be acknowledged as the best

all-round man in the outfit. There was no horse that he wouldn't

ride, no risk that he wouldn't take, no work that he would ever

refuse, no matter how unfair the assignment, with the result that

the men respected him though there was none who seemed to like his

company, with the exception of Texas Pete.




"Well, boys," said Elias Henders, rising, "I guess we'd better

be turning in. Tomorrow's going to be a hard day."




The two younger men rose, Colby stretching and yawning. "I

reckon you're right, Mr. Henders," he agreed, but waiting for

Wainright to make the first move to leave. The latter paused to

roll a cigarette—an accomplishment that he had only recently

brought to a state even approximating perfection. He used both

hands and was rather slow. Colby eyed him, guessing that he was

merely fighting for time in order to force the foreman to go first.

Slowly the latter withdrew his own pouch of tobacco from his shirt

pocket.




"Reckon I'll roll a smoke by the light of your fire, Di, before

I go," he remarked.




He creased the paper, poured in a little tobacco, and, as he

drew the pouch closed with his teeth and left hand, deftly rolled

the cigarette with his right, bending it slightly in the center to

keep it from opening up. Wainright realized that if he had a

conversational advantage over Colby there were other activities in

which the foreman greatly outshone him. Rolling a smoke was one of

them and that was doubtless why Colby had chosen to roll one at a

moment that odious comparison might be made.




Wainright lighted his and shifted to the other foot. Would Colby

never leave! Colby permitted three matches to burn out before he

finally succeeded in getting a light, thus gaining a considerable

advantage in time over Wainright. Elias Henders had repaired to his

blankets, just beyond Diana's tent and out of sight.




The girl realized the game that the two men were playing and

could scarce repress an inclination to laughter. She wondered which

would win, or if she would have to call it a draw and send them

both about their business. Wainright decided the matter.




"Come on, Colby," he said, throwing an arm about the other's

shoulders, "we're keeping Miss Henders up. Good night, Miss

Henders," and raising his hat he moved off, taking Colby with him.

They had taken about twenty steps when Wainright halted and wheeled

about.




"Oh, I say, Miss Henders," he called, "there's something I

wanted to ask you," and he started back. "Don't wait for me,

Colby," he threw over his shoulder; "I'll be along in a

moment."




Colby glared at the other's retreating back through the

darkness, hurled his cigarette to the ground and stamped away, out

generaled. "I'll get him yet," he mumbled. "He may be pretty slick

at them parlor tricks, but they ain't many parlors in Arizona. The

damn dude!"




Wainright rejoined Diana by the fire. "It's too beautiful an

evening to go to bed," he said, "and I haven't had half a chance to

talk with you. Colby hangs around as though he had a mortgage on

your time and was going to foreclose. He sort of puts a damper on

conversation unless it revolves about cows—that's all he can

talk about."




"It's a subject that is always of interest to us out here,"

replied the girl loyally. "Cows are really our lives, you

know."




"Oh, that's all right for men; but there are other things in

life for a girl like you, Miss Henders. You deserve something

better than cows—and cowboys. You love music and books, and

you can't deny that you like to talk about them. You belong

East—you belong back in Boston."




"We're going back, not to Boston, but to New York, after the

round-up—Dad and I," she told him.




"No! really? How funny! I've got to go back too. Maybe we could

all go together."




"That would be fine," she agreed.




"Wouldn't you like to stay back there?" he asked, almost

excitedly, and then quite unexpectedly he took her hand. "Miss

Henders!" he exclaimed. "Diana! Wouldn't you like to stay there

always? I'd make a home for you there—I'd make you

happy—I love you, Diana. We could be married before we left.

Wouldn't it be wonderful, going back there together on our

honeymoon! And then to Europe! We could travel everywhere. Money

would mean nothing. I don't have to tell you how rich we are."




"No," she replied, "I have heard your father mention it," and

withdrew her hand from his.




He did not seem to notice the allusion to his father's

boastfulness.




"Tell me that you love me," he insisted. "Tell me that you will

marry me."




"But I don't know that I do love you," she replied. "Why, I

scarcely know you, and you certainly don't know me well enough to

know that you would want to live with me all the rest of your

life."




"Oh, yes, I do!" he exclaimed. "If there was only some way to

prove it. Words are so futile—they cannot express my love,

Diana. Why, I worship you. There is no sacrifice that I would not

willingly and gladly make for you or yours. I would die for you,

dear girl, and thank God for the chance!"




"But I don't want you to die for me. I want you to go to bed and

give me a chance to think. I have never been in love. Possibly I

love you and do not know it. There is no need for haste anyway. I

will give you my answer before I go East. Now run along, like a

good boy."




"But tell me, darling, that I may hope," he begged.




"You will do that anyway, if you love me," she told him,

laughingly, as she turned and entered her tent. "Good night!"




VI. — THE RENEGADES
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THE next morning Colby took Wainright with him.

Deep in the foreman's heart was a determination to ride hard over

the roughest country he could find and if the "dude" got killed it

wouldn't be Colby's fault—nor would it be Colby's fault if he

didn't. But the foreman's plans were upset at the last moment by

Elias Henders and Diana, who elected to accompany him.




"You and Wainright ride ahead, Hal," directed Henders, "and Di

and I will trail along behind."




The foreman nodded silently and put spurs to his pony, and in

silence Wainright loped at his side. The arrangement suited neither

and each was busy concocting schemes whereby the other might be

paired off with Elias Henders, though under ordinary circumstances

either would have been highly elated at the prospect of spending a

whole day in company with "the old man."




"Glorious morning!" ejaculated Henders to his daughter. "God may

have forgotten Arizona in some respects, but he certainly

remembered to give her the most wonderful mornings in the

world."




"Don't they fill one with the most exquisite sensations!" she

exclaimed.




"Almost as intoxicating as wine," he agreed, and then: "By the

way, Bull's been doing fine, hasn't he? I don't believe he's

touched a drop since that night at Gum's."




"He's working hard, too," said the girl.




"He always did that—he's the best cow-hand I ever saw and

a hog for work. There isn't a man in seven counties that can

commence to touch him when it comes to riding, roping, parting,

calling brands, judging ages or weights, or handling cattle with

judgment under any conditions, nor one that knows the range within

a hundred miles like he does. Why, day before yesterday he had to

give a fellow from the Red Butte country some pointers about the

fellow's own range—Bull knew it better than he did."




"He's wonderful," said Diana. "I love to see him in the saddle,

and anywhere in the cow-country he fits into the picture. I'm

always proud that Bull is one of our men. Oh, I hope he don't ever

drink again."




Elias Henders shook his head. "I'm afraid he'll never quit," he

said. "A man's got to have something to quit for, and Bull has no

incentive to stop—only just his job, and when did a little

thing like a job keep a man from drinking, especially the best

cow-hand in the territory? There isn't an outfit anywhere that

wouldn't hire him, drunk or sober. He don't seem to be hanging

around you much lately, Di, and I'm glad of that. I'd hate to see

you interested in a man like Bull. I don't take much to garrulous

people, but neither do I want 'em as tightmouthed as Bull. I'm

afraid he's got something to hide that makes him afraid to talk for

fear he'll let it out."




"What do you suppose happened last night, Dad?" asked Diana,

suddenly.




"I don't know, I'm sure—what?" he asked.




"Jefferson Wainright proposed to me."




"No! What did you tell him?"




"What should I have told him?"




"That depends upon how much or little you think of him," replied

her father.




"Would you like him for a son-in-law?"




"If you choose him, I shall like him—I should like the

Devil if you chose to marry him."




"Well, he isn't quite as bad as all that, is he?" she cried,

laughing.




"I didn't mean it that way. He seems to be a nice boy. He could

give you everything and he could take you among the sort of people

that you belong among, and you wouldn't have to be ashamed of him;

but I don't like his father."




"His father is something of an embarrassment," she assented.




"Do you love the boy, Di?" he asked.




"I don't know, and I told him so. He wants me to marry him

before we go East, and all go together."




"What a lovely idea—taking your fathers on a honeymoon!

You can count me out, and anyway if some other man is going to take

you East I won't have to go at all."




"Well, I haven't gone with him, yet. I told him I'd give him his

answer before we left."




"That would be a good idea—if he is going—he might

want a few minutes' notice," he bantered, "but how about Hal? I

thought you leaned a little in that direction."




"I do," laughed the girl. "When I'm with one I like that one

best, and when I'm with the other I like him."




"And when they are both with you at the same time—possibly

you can find your answer there."




"I have thought of that, because then I always compare the

two—and Hal always suffers by the comparison. That is when we

are sitting talking—but when they are in the saddle it is the

other way round."




"People can't spend their married lives in the saddle," he

reminded her.




She sighed. "I am terribly perplexed. Of only one thing am I

sure and that is that I shall marry either Hal Colby or Jefferson

Wainright."




"Or some one else," he suggested.




"No! no one else," she stated emphatically.




* * *




It was past noon and they had turned back, gathering up the

little bunches of cattle that they had driven down out of canyon

and coulee onto the flat below. Elias Henders and Diana were riding

quite apart from the foreman and Wainright when Henders turned back

to ride to the summit of a low elevation for a final survey of the

country for any straggling bunch that might have escaped their

notice. Diana was a few yards in rear of him as he drew rein on top

of the hillock. It was very quiet. The cattle were at a distance

from them, moving slowly off down the valley. There was only the

sound of her horse's unshod hoofs in the soft dirt and the subdued

noise of a well-worn saddle as she urged her mount toward the side

of her father.




Suddenly there was the crack of a rifle and Elias Henders' horse

dropped in its tracks. Henders fell clear and whipped out his

revolver.




"Get out of here, Di!" he called to the girl. "It's Indians.

You've got time if you keep behind this butte and ride like

Hell."




She turned and looked toward the two men a quarter of a mile

away—Colby and Wainright. She saw them wheel their horses and

look toward the point from which the shot had come and from their

position she guessed that they could see the Indians, though she

could not.




Then she saw Hal Colby put spurs and quirt to his mount until

the wiry beast fairly flew over the ground toward her. Wainright

hesitated, looked toward the Indians and then back down the valley

in the direction of the camp fifteen miles away. Suddenly he

wheeled his horse and dashed off.




To her mind flashed the impassioned words that he had poured

into her ears only the night before: "I worship you. There is no

sacrifice that I would not willingly and gladly make for you or

yours. I would die for you, dear girl, and thank God for the

chance!"




Her lip curled and her eyes shot a single scornful glance in the

direction of the retreating figure of Jefferson Wainright before

she turned them back toward Colby. How magnificent he was! He had

drawn one of his six-guns and was riding, not for the hill, but

straight for the Indians, and just as he passed out of her sight

behind the hillock he opened fire. She could hear the crack of his

gun mingling with those of the Indians, and then her father,

pausing in his fire, turned to her again.




"My God, Di, haven't you gone?" he cried. "Hurry! There is time

yet. Hal has got 'em on the run now, but they'll be back again.

There must be a dozen of them. Ride back to camp for help."




"Mr. Wainright has already gone, Dad," she told him. "We have

always been together, all my life, Dad, and it don't take two to

get help. We need all the guns here we can get until the boys

come," and she dismounted and crawled to his side, despite his

protests.




Over the crest of the hill she could see Colby galloping toward

them, while the Indians, a quarter of a mile beyond him, were just

circling back in pursuit. In the foreground a dead Indian lay

sprawled in the open. To the right a riderless pony was loping away

to join its fellows.




Diana lay a few feet from her father, both in readiness to cover

Colby's retreat when the Indians came within revolver range.




"Wish we had a couple of rifles," remarked Elias Henders. "If I

had a thirty-thirty I could hold 'em off alone until the boys get

here."




"We ought to be able to hold out for an hour, Dad. The boys

should be here in that time."




"We'll do the best we can, but, Di—" he paused, a little

catch in his voice—"don't let them get you, dear. The boys

might not get here in time.




"Wainright is not much of a rider—he won't make the time

that one of our boys would. They'd kill the horse, but they'd get

there. And then there may not be anyone in camp but the cook that

time of day—that's what I'm really most afraid of.




"We'll do the best we can. Likely as not we'll pull through; but

if we don't, why, remember what I said, don't let 'em get

you—save one shot. You understand?"




"I understand, Dad."




Colby, his horse stretched to quirt and spur, swung around to

their side of the hill, threw his horse to its haunches as he

reined in close to them and leaped from the saddle. Without a word

he dragged the blowing, half-winded animal directly in front of

them, raised his six-shooter to its forehead and shot it between

the eyes.




Diana Henders voiced a little gasp of dismay, and then she saw

the man turn toward her own pony; but she only covered her eyes

with her palms and bit her lip to stifle a sob. A moment later

there was a shot and the sound of a falling body.




"Crawl behind that cayuse of mine, Di," said Colby. He was

tugging at the body of the girl's pony to drag it closer to the

others, in order to form a rude triangle with the two other dead

horses. Henders rose to his knees and gave Colby a hand, while Di

opened fire upon the approaching braves.




"Reckon we orter hold out here till the boys come," remarked the

foreman.




He was cool and self-possessed—just as cool and

self-possessed as Jefferson Wainright would have been in a Boston

drawing-room. Even as she took careful aim at a half-naked, yelling

buck, and missed him, Diana Henders' mind was considering this

fact. She fired again and this time the buck ceased to yell,

grasped his stomach with both hands and toppled headlong to the

ground. Hal Colby might learn to be cool and self-possessed in a

Boston drawing-room, but could Jefferson Wainright ever learn to be

cool and self-possessed inside a yelling circle of painted savages

thirsting for his life's blood?




The Indians were now riding a wide circle entirely about the

hillock, firing as they rode. Naturally their aim was execrable,

and the three were in danger only of a chance hit. After the

warrior fell to Diana's bullet the circle widened to still greater

proportions and a few minutes later the Indians withdrew out of

effective revolver range and gathered in a compact group where the

three on the hillock could see them gesticulating and talking

excitedly.




"They're up to some new devilment," said Henders.




"I hope they don't charge from different directions before the

boys git here," remarked Colby. "If they do we might as well kiss

ourselves goodbye. I wish you wasn't here, Di.




"Damn that white-livered dude's hide. Ef he hadn't turned tail

you could have gone. You could ride rings around that slab-sided

maverick, an' besides you'd have been safe. Look! They're

separatin' now."




"Yes, they're riding to surround us again," said Diana.




"If they charge, Hal," said Henders, "wait until they get close

and then stand up and let them have it. Di, you lie as close to the

ground as you can. Don't move. Just watch us, and when you see

we're both down you'll know it's all up and—you must do what

I told you to."




Hal Colby looked at the beautiful girl at his side, and scowled,

for he guessed without being told, what her father meant. "Damn

that dude!" he muttered.




"Mebby I hadn't orter shot all the hosses," he said presently.

"Mebby Di could have got away."




"No," Henders assured him. "You did just right, Hal. Di wouldn't

go. I told her to, but she wouldn't. It was too late then

anyway."




"I figgered it was too late," said Colby; "but mebby it wasn't.

I wish I had thet damn dude here."




"They're coming!" cried Diana.




From four sides the Indians were racing toward them, their

savage cries breaking hideously the silence of the sun-parched

valley. The three crouched, waiting. No word was spoken until the

nearest of the red-skins was no more than twenty-five yards

away.




Then: "Now!" said Henders, leaping to his feet. Colby was up

simultaneously, firing as he rose. Diana Henders, far from lying

close to the ground as she had been directed, was on her feet

almost as quickly as the men.




"Get down, Di!" commanded her father, but her only reply was a

shot that brought down a warrior's pony twenty paces from them.




Colby and Henders had each shot an Indian and there was another

pony down in front of Colby. The renegades were close now and

presented splendid targets for the three whites, all of whom were

excellent revolver shots. At each report of their weapons a hit was

scored.




Now a pony screamed and wheeled away, bearing its rider in

headlong flight down the gentle declivity of the hillside; another

stumbled and crumpled to the ground, sprawling its painted master

in the dust; a warrior, wounded, veered to one side and raced off

to safety; or, again, one slumped silently to earth, never to

charge again.




Two of the unhorsed warriors sprang into close quarters,

clubbing their empty rifles. One was leaping toward Diana, the

other for Colby. At the same instant Elias Henders lifted both

hands above his head, his gun slipped from nerveless fingers, and

he lunged forward across the body of his dead horse.




Colby put a shot through the stomach of the buck leaping upon

him, then turned toward Diana. He saw the painted face of a tall

chief just beyond Diana's; he saw the rifle swinging to brain her

as she pulled the trigger of her Colt with the muzzle almost

against the sweat streaked body; there was no answering report, and

then Colby, leaping between them, seized the upraised rifle and

tore it from the hand of the red man.




The two clinched, the Indian reaching for his knife, while the

white, who had emptied both guns and had no time to reload, strove

to brain his antagonist with one of them. Struggling, they

fell.




Diana Henders, reloading her own weapon, looked hurriedly about.

The other warriors, momentarily dispersed, had rallied and were

returning with wild, triumphant yells, for they saw that the battle

was already theirs.




Elias Henders raised himself weakly on one elbow and looked

about. Instantly his gaze took in the situation.




"Di!" he cried, "my little girl. Quick! Don't wait! Shoot

yourself before they get you."




"Not yet!" she cried, and turned toward the two men, the red and

the white, battling at her feet. Stooping, she held the muzzle of

her weapon close to the rolling, tossing men, waiting an

opportunity to put a bullet in the chief when she could do so

without endangering Colby.




From behind her the returning braves were approaching rapidly,

the racing hoofs of their ponies pounding a dull tattoo on the

powdery earth. They were almost upon her when Colby's fingers found

the chief's throat and the latter's head was pushed momentarily

away from that of the white man. It was the instant that Diana had

awaited. She stepped in closer, there was the sound of a shot, and

the renegade collapsed limply in Colby's grasp.




Simultaneously a wild yell arose from below them in the valley.

The remaining Indians, almost upon them, were riding in a close

mass from the opposite side. What could it be—more

Indians?




Colby had hurled the dead chief aside and was on his feet beside

the girl. They both looked in the direction of the new sound to see

two horsemen racing madly toward them.




"It's Bull! It's Bull!" cried Diana Henders. "Bull and Texas

Pete."




The ponies of the oncoming men were racing neck and neck. The

riders were howling like demons. The Indians heard, paused in their

charge and wheeled to one side—there were five of them left.

The reinforcements were too much for them, and with a parting

volley they galloped off.




But Bull and Texas Pete were of no mind to let them go so

easily. For a mile or more they pursued them, until they realized

that their already almost spent horses could not outdistance the

mounts of the Indians. Then they turned and loped slowly back

toward the three upon the hillock.




Instantly the immediate necessity of defense had passed Diana

Henders kneeled beside her father and lifted his head in her arms.

Colby stepped to the opposite side of the prostrate man to help

her. Suddenly she looked up into his eyes, an expression of horror

in her's.




"Oh, Hal! Hal! he's gone!" she cried, and burying her face in

her arms, burst into tears.




The man, unaccustomed to a woman's tears, or a sorrow such as

this, was at a loss for words, yet almost mechanically his arms

went about her and drew her close to him, so that she stood with

her face buried in the hollow of his shoulder as Bull and Texas

Pete rode up the hill and dismounted beside them. They took in the

pitiful scene at a glance, but they saw more in it than the death

of "the old man", whom they both loved—at least Bull did.




In the attitude of Diana and Colby he read the death knell of

whatever faint hope he might have entertained of ultimate

happiness. It was a hurt and bitter man that lifted the dead body

of his employer in strong arms and laid it across the saddle of his

horse.




"You ride Pete's hoss, Miss," he said gently. "Colby, you walk

ahead with her. Pete an' I'll come along with the old man".




They all did as he bid without question. There was something

about the man that demanded obedience even if he was no longer

foreman. It was always that way with Bull. Wherever he was he was

the leader. Even though men mistrusted, or disliked him, and many

did, they involuntarily obeyed him. Possibly because he was a

strong man who thought quickly and accurately and was almost

invariably right in his decision—it was certainly not because

a large proportion of them loved him, for they did not. There was

that something lacking in Bull—that quality which attracted

the love of his fellows.




After Diana and Colby had gone ahead Bull and Pete roped the

body of Elias Henders securely to the saddle and presently the

sorrowful little cortege took its slow way back toward camp.




VII. — EXIT WAINRIGHT
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A WEEK or ten days after Elias Henders' funeral

the Wainright buckboard drew into the Bar Y ranch yard and the

Wainrights, senior and junior, alighted and approached the house.

They found Diana in the office working on the books, which she had

kept for her father when they were without a bookkeeper, which was

the case at present.




She greeted them politely, but without marked cordiality. It was

the first time that she had encountered either of them since her

father's death, having refused to see the younger man on her return

to the camp with Elias Henders' body.




"We been calc'latin' to drive over for several days past, Miss

Henders," said the elder man. "Thought mebby you might want some

advice or suthin'. Anything we can do, we're both at your

service."




"That's very kind of you, indeed, I'm sure," replied the girl;

"but really I have so many good friends here that I couldn't think

of inconveniencing you. Everyone has been so kind and

considerate."




"Well, they ain't no harm in offerin'," he continued. "Anything

we can do, you know. If it's a little matter of money to tide you

over till the estate's settled, why, just call on Jefferson

Wainright—he's got a lot and he ain't stingy either."




"There is nothing, thank you," she said, with just the faintest

tinge of asperity.




He rose slowly from his chair and shoved his fat hands into his

pockets.




"I reckon I'll walk around a bit," he said. "I calc'late that

you young folks got suthin' to say to one another," and he winked

ponderously at them as he waddled through the doorway.




There was a strained silence for several minutes after he left.

Jefferson Wainright, Jr., finally, after clearing his throat two or

three times, broke it.




"The governor means all right," he said. "We'd really like to be

of service to you, and after the—the talk we had that last

night before—before your father was killed—you

know—why, I hoped I might have the right to help you,

Diana."




She drew herself up very straight and stiff. "I think we had

better forget that, Mr. Wainright," she said.




"But you promised me an answer," he insisted.




"After what happened I should think you would know what the

answer must be without being subjected to the humiliation of being

told in words."




"Do you mean that you are blaming me, too, like the men did, for

going for help. You would all have been killed if I hadn't. I think

I did just the sensible thing," he concluded, half defiantly.




"Yes, I suppose so," she replied icily, "and Hal Colby did a

very silly thing staying and risking his life for Dad and me."




"I think you're mighty unfair, Diana," he insisted, "and the way

it turned out only goes to prove that I was right. I met Bull and

that Texas person less than half way to camp and got them there in

time."




"If they had been as sensible as you they would have gone on to

camp for more reinforcements, as you did, but like most of our boys

out here, Mr. Wainright, they haven't much sense and so they nearly

rode their horses down to get to us—only two of them,

remember, after you had told them that we were surrounded by a

hundred Indians."




"Oh, pshaw, I think you might be reasonable and make some

allowance for a fellow," he begged. "I'll admit I was a little

excited and maybe I did do the wrong thing, but it's all new to me

out here. I'd never seen a wild Indian before and I thought I was

doing right to go for help.




"Can't you forgive me, Diana, and give me another chance? If

you'll marry me I'll take you away from this God-forsaken country

back where there are no Indians."




"Mr. Wainright, I have no wish to offend you, but you might as

well know once for all that if you were the last man on earth I

would never marry you—I could not marry a coward, and you are

a coward. You would be just as much of a coward back East if danger

threatened. Some of our boys are from the East—Hal Colby was

born in Vermont—and the day that you ran away was his first

experience, too, with hostile Indians, and if you want another

reason why I couldn't marry you—the first and biggest

reason—I'll give it to you."




Her voice was low and level, like her father's had been on the

rare occasions that he had been moved by anger, but the tone was

keen edged and cutting. "I feel now, and I shall always feel as

long as I live, that had you remained instead of running away we

might have held them off and Dad would not have been uselessly

sacrificed."




She had risen while she spoke, and he rose too, standing

silently for a moment after she had concluded. Then he turned and

walked toward the door. At the threshold he paused and turned

toward her.




"I hope you will never regret your decision," he said. The tone

seemed to carry a threat.




"I assure you that I shall never. Good day, Mr. Wainright."




After he had gone the girl shuddered and sank down into a chair.

She wished Hal Colby was there. She wanted someone to comfort her

and to give her that sense of safety under masculine protection

that her father's presence had always afforded.




Why couldn't all men be like Hal and Bull? When she thought of

brave men she always thought of Bull, too. How wonderful they had

all been that day—Hal and Bull and Pete. Rough, uncouth they

often were; worn and soiled and careless their apparel; afraid of

nothing, man, beast or the devil; risking their lives joyously;

joking with death; and yet they had been as gentle as women when

they took her back to camp and all during the long, terrible

journey home, when one of the three had always been within call

every minute of the days and nights.




Of the three Bull had surprised her most, for previously he had

always seemed the hardest and most calloused, and possessing fewer

of the finer sensibilities of sympathy and tenderness; but of them

all he had been the most thoughtful and considerate. It had been he

who had sent her ahead with Colby that she might not see them lash

her father's body to the horse; it had been he who had covered all

that remained of Elias Henders with the slickers from his saddle

and Pete's that she might not be shocked by the sight of her

father's body rocking from side to side with the swaying motion of

the horse; and it was Bull who had ridden all night to far-away

ranches and brought back two buckboards early the next morning to

carry her Dad and her more comfortably on the homeward journey. He

had spoken kindly to her in an altered, softened voice, and he had

insisted that she eat and keep her strength when she had wanted to

forget food.




But the funeral over she had seen nothing more of him, for he

had been sent back to the round-up to ride with it for the last few

remaining days, while Hal Colby remained at the ranch to help her

to plan for the future and gather together the stray ends that are

left flying when even the most methodical of masters releases his

grip for the last time.




She sat musing after Wainright left the room, the clock upon the

wall above her father's desk ticking as it had for years—just

as though this terrible thing had not happened—just as though

her father were still sitting in his accustomed chair, instead of

lying out there in the sandy, desolate little graveyard above

Hendersville, where the rocks that protected the scattered sleepers

from the coyotes offered sanctuary to the lizard and the

rattlesnake.




Her revery was disturbed by the fall of heavy feet upon the

veranda and she raised her eyes just as the elder Wainright entered

the room. He was not smiling now, nor was his manner so suave as

usual.




"We got to be goin' now, Miss Henders," he said brusquely; "but

I wanted a mite of a word with you before we left. O' course, you

don't know nothin' about it, but afore your father died we was

negotiatin' a deal. He wanted to get out from under, now that the

mine's runnin' out, an' I wanted to git a range on this side o' the

mountains. We'd jest about got it all fixed up when this accident

happened.




"Now here's what I wanted to say to you. Of course, the mine's

no account, and the range's 'bout all fed off, and they ain't

scarce enough water fer the number o' stock I was calc'latin' to

put on, but Jefferson Wainright's a man o' his word an' when I says

to your father that I'd give him two hundred and fifty thousand

dollars fer his holdin's I won't back down now, even if I don't

think they be worth so much as that.




"I'll get all the papers ready so's ye won't have to go to no

expense fer a lawyer, and then ye can have the money an' go back

East to live like ye always wanted to, an' like yer paw was fixin'

fer ye."




The deeper he got into the subject the faster he talked and the

more he relapsed into the vernacular of his earlier days. Finally

he paused. "What do ye say?" he concluded.




"The ranch is not for sale, Mr. Wainright," she replied.




He opened his little eyes and his big mouth simultaneously in

surprise.




"What's thet—not for sale? Why, you must be crazy, child.

You don't know what you're talkin' about."




"I know exactly what I am talking about," she told him. "Father

talked this all over with me and showed me your offer of a million

dollars for our holdings. The ranch is not for sale, for a million

dollars or any other price, to you, Mr. Wainright, and be careful

that you do not stumble over that stool as you go out."




The man's fat face became suddenly empurpled with rage and for a

moment he was inarticulate as, backing toward the doorway, he

sought for words adequately to express his outraged feelings. He

was not humiliated—there are certain types of men whose thick

skin serves them as an invulnerable armor against humiliation.




He was just plain mad—mad all the way through to think

that he had been caught at his trickery, exposed and thwarted by a

chit of a girl, and, like the type he represented naturally would

be, he was mad at her rather than at himself. As he reached the

doorway he found his voice.




"You'll be sorry for this! You'll be sorry for this!" he cried,

shaking a fist at her. "And, mark you, I'll get this property yet.

Jefferson Wainright can buy and sell you twenty times over and he

always gets what he goes after."




The figure of a tall man loomed suddenly behind him. Calloused

and ungentle fingers seized him roughly by the collar of his coat.

A low voice spoke softly in his ear.




"Don't you know better'n to shake your fist in a lady's face,

you pot-bellied buzzard?" it inquired, and the elder Wainright was

jerked unceremoniously through the doorway, whirled about and

projected violently from the veranda, his speed simultaneously

accelerated by the toe of a high-heeled cowboy boot. "I reckon

you'd better make yourself damned scarce around here," continued

the low tones of the speaker.




Wainright scrambled to his feet and turned upon the owner of the

voice. He shook both fists now and fairly danced up and down in his

fury. "I'll get you!" he screamed. "I'll get you! Don't you know

who I am—why, I could buy and sell you a hundred thousand

times over—I'm Jefferson Wainright, I am. I'll get

you—layin' your hands on me—you low down, thirty-five

dollar cow-puncher!"




"Vamoose!" said the man, "and do it pronto." He emphasized his

injunction with a shot, the bullet kicking up a little spurt of

dust between Wainright's feet.




The fat man started on a run for his buckboard which the younger

Wainright had driven down to the corrals. The man on the veranda

fired again, and again the dust rose about the fleeing feet of the

terrified Easterner.




Diana Henders had come to the doorway where she stood leaning

against the frame, smiling.




"Don't hurt him, Bull," she said.




The man cast a quick smile over his shoulder. "I ain't a-aimin'

to hurt him," he said. "I'm just a-aimin' to eddicate him. Them

corn-fed Easterners ain't got no eddication nohow. What they need

is someone to larn 'em manners."




As he spoke he kept on firing at the fleeing Wainright and every

shot kicked up a puff of dust close to the fat man's feet until he

reached the corner of the bunk-house and disappeared behind it.




The shots had called out the cook and the few men who were

about, with the result that a small yet highly appreciative

audience witnessed Wainright's discomfiture. A part of it was Texas

Pete, who rocked to and fro in unholy glee.




"By gollies! did you see him?" he yelled. "He never hit nothin'

but the high spots. I'll bet he busted all the world's records

between the office and the bunk-house. Why, he done it in nothin'

flat, an' you could have played checkers on his coat-tails. He

shore stepped high, wide an' handsome."




On the veranda of the ranch house Bull had shoved his gun back

into its holster. The smile had left his face.




"I thought you were still out with the outfit, Bull," said the

girl.




"We finished up last night," he told her, "and I come in ahead."

He looked down at his feet in evident embarrassment. "I come in

ahead for my time, Miss."




"Your time! Why, Bull, you're not goin' to quit?"




"I reckon I better," he replied. "I been aimin' to move on fer

some spell."




The girl's eyes were wide, and almost noticeably moist, and

there was a surprised, hurt look in them, that he caught as he

chanced to glance up at her.




"You see, Miss," he hastened to explain, "things ain't very

pleasant for me here. I ain't complainin', but there are those that

don't like me, an' I figgered I'd quit before I was let out. As

long as your paw was alive it was different, an' I don't need to

tell you that I'd be powerful proud to work for you always, if

there wasn't no one else; but there is. I reckon you got a good man

an' it will be pleasanter all around if I ain't here no more."




At the mere thought of his going a lump rose in Diana Henders'

throat, and she realized how much she had come to depend on

him—just the mere fact that she had known Bull was around had

given her a feeling of greater security—he had become in the

nature of a habit and it was going to be hard to break the

habit.




"Oh, Bull," she cried, "I can't let you go now—I can't

spare both you and Dad at the same time. You're like a brother,

Bull, and I need a brother mighty badly right now. You don't

have to go, do you? You don't really want to?"




"No, Miss, I don't have to an' I don't want to—if you want

me to stay."




"Then you will stay?"




He nodded. "But I reckon' you'd better tell Colby," he said,

"for I expect he's aimin' to give me my time."




"Oh, no, I'm sure he's not," she cried. "Hal likes you, Bull. He

told me you were one of his best friends, and he was so sorry about

your losing the job as foreman. He said he hated to take it."




Bull made no comment and whatever his thoughts his face did not

betray them. Presently he jerked his head in the general direction

of the corrals where the Wainrights, having hastily clambered into

their buckboard, were preparing to depart.




"Say the word," he told her, "and I'll run them short sports so

far outta the country they won't never find their way back."




"No," she replied, smiling; "let them go. They'll never come

back here, I'm sure."




"I reckon the old gent figgers he ain't very popular round these

diggins," said Bull, with the faintest trace of a smile; "but I

don't know so much about how thet young dude stands." He looked

questioningly at Diana.




"About deuce high, Bull," she replied. "I saw enough of him to

last me a couple of life times the day the renegades jumped

us."




"I reckoned as much, Miss, knowin' you as I do. Scenery an' the

gift o' gab ain't everything, but sometimes they fool wimmen

folks—even the brightest of 'em."




"He was awfully good company," she admitted.




"When they warn't no Injuns around," Bull completed the sentence

for her. "The old feller seemed all het up over somethin' about the

time I happened along. I heered him say he was set on gettin' this

property. Is that what they come over fer?"




"Yes. He offered me a quarter of what he'd offered Dad for it,

and his offer to Dad was only about twenty per cent of what it's

worth. You see, Bull, what they want is the mine. They are just

using the range and the cattle as an excuse to get hold of the mine

because they think we don't know the real value of the diggings;

but Dad did know. There's another vein there that has never been

tapped that is richer than the old one. Dad knew about it, and

somehow Wainright learned of it too."




"The old skunk!" muttered Bull.




The Wainrights were driving out of the ranch yard and heading

toward Hendersville. The older man was still breathing hard and

swearing to himself. The younger was silent and glum. They were

going to town for dinner before starting on the long drive back to

their ranch. Approaching them along the trail at a little distance

ahead was a horseman. Young Wainright recognized the rider

first.




"That's Colby," he said. "He hasn't any use for that fellow

Bull. They are both stuck on the girl. It might not be a bad plan

to cultivate him—if you want to get even with Bull."




As they came nearer it appeared evident that Colby was going by

them with nothing more than a nod. He did not like either of

them—especially the younger; but when they drew rein and the

older man called to him he turned about and rode up to the side of

the vehicle.




"You're still foreman here, ain't ye?" asked Wainright

senior.




Colby nodded. "Why?" he inquired.




"Well, I jest wanted to tell ye that some of your men ain't got

a very pleasant way of treatin' neighbors."




"How's that?"




"Well, I was jest a-leavin' after a social call when one of yer

men starts shootin' at me. Thet ain't no way to treat friends an'

neighbors. Suppose we was to shoot up your men when they came over

our way?"




"Who was it?" demanded Colby.




"Bull," said the younger Wainright. "I suppose he was drunk

again, though. They say he always goes to shooting whenever he gets

drunk. When we left he was up at the house making love to Miss

Henders," he added. "I shouldn't think she'd feel safe with a

fellow like that around."




Colby scowled. "Thanks fer tellin' me," he said. "I reckon I'll

have to fix that feller. He's gettin' too damn fresh."




"Well, I thought ye'd orter know," said Wainright senior. "Well,

so long, an' if ye ever git over our way drop in."




"Giddap!" said Jefferson Wainright, Jr., and the two rolled away

through the deep dust of the parched road.




Colby rode on at a brisk gallop and as he swung from his saddle

cast a glance in the direction of the house where he saw Bull just

descending the steps from the veranda where Diana Henders stood.

Colby bit his lip and the frown on his face became deeper.




Dragging saddle and bridle from his pony he turned the animal

into the corral with a final slap on the rump—a none too

gentle slap which reflected the state of his feelings—then he

headed straight for the bunk-house which he reached just in time to

intercept Bull at the entrance.




"Look here, Bull," said Colby without any preamble, "this

business of drinkin' an' shootin' things up has gone about far

enough. I ain't a-goin' to have it around here no more. I reckon

you'd better ask fer your time."




"All right," said Bull, "you go an' git it fer me while I'm

packin' my war-bag."




Colby, rather surprised and at the same time relieved that Bull

took the matter so philosophically, started for the office, while

the latter entered the bunk-house, where Shorty, Texas Pete and a

couple of others who had overheard the conversation outside the

door looked up questioningly.




"By gollies!" exclaimed Texas Pete, "I'm a-goin' to quit. I'm

a-goin' after my time right now, pronto," and he arose and started

for the doorway.




"Wait a minute, old hoss," advised Bull. "I ain't went yet."




"But didn't Colby jest let you out?" inquired Pete.




"He might change his mind," explained Bull.




Up at the house Colby was entering the office. "Hello, Di!" he

cried. "Got your check-book handy?"




"Yes, why?"




"Bull's quittin'."




"Quitting? Why, he just promised me that he'd stay on. I don't

understand."




"He just promised you that he'd stay on! You mean you asked him

to?"




"Yes," replied Diana. "He came up here to quit. Said he thought

he wasn't wanted any more, and I made him promise he wouldn't

leave. I tell you, Hal, we could never replace him. Are you sure he

was in earnest about quitting? Send him up here and I'll make him

stay."




"Well, like as not I was mistaken," said Colby. "I reckon Bull

was jest a-kiddin'. I'll ask him again and if he is plumb set on

leavin' I'll send him up."




When he entered the bunk-house a few minutes later he nodded at

Bull. "You kin stay on, if you want to," he said; "I've changed my

mind."




Bull winked at Texas Pete who was vainly endeavoring to remember

another verse of the seemingly endless self-glorification of the

bad hombre.




"By gollies!" he exclaimed, "I believe I got another:






"He twirls two big guns an' he shoots out a

light;


The fellows a-drinkin' there ducks out o' sight;


He shoots through a bottle thet stands on the bar;


An' shoots the ol' ashes plumb off my seegar."






"But it seems like I'd left out somethin' thet orter a-gone

before."




"Nobody'd git sore if you left it all out," Shorty assured

him.




"The trouble with you uneddicated cow-punchers," Texas Pete told

him, "is thet you are too all-fired ignorant to appreciate my

efforts to elivate you-all by means of good poetry. It shore is

hell to be the only lit'ry gent in a bunch of rough-necks.






"'Come, set up the bottles, you gol darned

galoot,'


Says he to the boss, ''Fore I opens yore snoot


With one o' these yere little babies o' mine,'


An' shoots out the no in the no credit sign."




VIII. — "YOU DON'T DARE!"
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THE stage lurched down the steep and tortuous

gradient of Hell's Bend Pass, bumped through the rutty gap at the

bottom and swung onto the left fork just beyond. The right fork was

the regular stage route to Hendersville. The left hand road led to

town, too, but over Bar Y property and past the home ranch.




The driver never came this way unless he had passengers, express

or important messages for the ranch, though the distance was no

greater and the road usually in better repair. Today he had a

telegram for Diana Henders.




There was a brief pause as he drew up his sweating team in the

road before the ranch house, yelled to attract the attention of a

ranch-hand working about the corrals, tossed the envelope into the

road and then, with a crack of his long whip, was off again at a

run, leaving billowing clouds of powdery dust in his wake.




The man working in the corrals walked leisurely into the road,

picked up the envelope and, after scrutinizing the superscription

and deciphering it laboriously, carried the message to the office,

where Diana Henders was working over the books.




"Telegram fer ye, Miss," announced the man, crossing the room to

hand it to her.




She thanked him and laid the envelope on the desk beside her as

she completed an interrupted footing. The arrival of telegrams was

no uncommon occurrence even on that far-away ranch, and as they

always pertained to business they caused Diana no flurry of

excitement. Buyers often wired, while Uncle John Manill used the

comparatively new telegraph facilities upon the slightest

pretext.




The footing finally checked to her satisfaction, Diana picked up

the envelope, opened it and drew forth the message. At first she

glanced at it casually, then she read it over again with knit brows

as though unable fully to grasp the purport of its contents.

Finally she sat staring at it with wide, strained eyes, until,

apparently crushed, she lowered her head upon her arms and broke

into sobs, for this is what she had read:






MISS DIANA HENDERS,


BAR Y RANCH, HENDERSVILLE,


VIA ALDEA, ARIZONA.




MR. MANILL DIED SUDDENLY LAST NIGHT. MISS

MANILL AND I LEAVE FOR RANCH SOON AS POSSIBLE AFTER FUNERAL.




MAURICE B. CORSON.







For a long time Diana Henders sat with her face buried in her arms.

Gradually her sobs subsided as she gained control of herself.

Stunning though the effect of this new blow was, yet she grasped

enough of what it meant to her to be almost crushed by it. Though

she had not seen her Uncle John Manill since childhood, he had,

nevertheless, constituted a very real and potent force in her

existence. Her mother had adored him, her only brother, and Elias

Henders had never ceased to proclaim him as the finest type of

honorable gentleman that nature might produce. His Eastern

connections, his reputation for integrity and his fine business

acumen had all been potent factors in the success of the Henders

and Manill partnership.




With the death of her father the girl had felt keenly only her

personal loss—for Uncle John Manill loomed as a Rock of

Gibraltar to protect her in all matters of business; but now she

was absolutely alone.




There was no one to whom she might turn for counsel or advice

now that these two were gone. Hal Colby, she realized keenly, was

at best only a good cowman—in matters requiring executive

ability or large financial experience he was untried.




Of Corson, Manill's attorney, she knew nothing, but she was

reasonably sure that even though he proved honest and possessed of

an excellent understanding of matters pertaining to the Eastern

office, he would not be competent to direct the affairs of ranch

and mine at the sources of production.




That she might have carried on herself under the guidance of

John Manill she had never doubted, since she could always have

turned to him for advice in matters of moment where she was

doubtful of her own judgment; but without him she questioned her

ability to direct the destinies of this great business with all its

numerous ramifications.




Suddenly she arose and replaced the books in the office safe,

dabbed at her tear-dimmed eyes with her handkerchief and, putting

on her sombrero, walked from the office, adjusting her wavy hair

beneath the stiff band of her heavy hat. Straight toward the

corrals she made her way. She would saddle Captain and ride out

into the sunshine and the fresh air where, of all other places, she

knew she might find surcease of sorrow and an opportunity to think

out her problems more clearly. As she entered the corral Hal Colby

came running up from the bunk-house. He had seen her pass and

followed her.




"Ridin', Di?" he asked.




She nodded affirmatively. She was not sure that she wanted

company—not even that of Hal Colby—today when she

desired to be alone with her grief.




"You weren't goin' alone, were you? You know it ain't safe, Di.

Your dad wouldn't have let you an' I certainly won't."




She made no reply. She knew that he was right. It was not safe

for her to ride alone, but today she felt that she did not care

what happened to her. Fate had been cruel—there was little

more that it could do to harm her.




In a way she half resented Hal's new air of proprietorship, and

yet there was something about it that carried a suggestion of

relief from responsibility. Here there was at least someone who

cared—someone upon whose broad shoulders she might shift a

portion of her burden, and so she did not follow her first impulse

to send him back.




Together they rode from the corral, turning down the road toward

town and neither spoke for several minutes, after the manner of

people accustomed to being much together in the saddle. The man, as

was usual with him when they rode, watched her profile as a lover

of art might gloat over a beautiful portrait, and as he looked at

her he realized the change that had come over her face and noted

the reddened lids.




"What's the matter, Di?" he asked presently. "You look like

you'd been cryin'. What's happened?"




"I just got a telegram from New York, Hal," she replied. "Uncle

John is dead—he died night before last. The stage just

brought the message in from Aldea."




"Shucks," he said, at a loss for the proper words, and then,

"that's shore too bad, Di."




"It leaves me all alone, now, Hal," she continued, "and I don't

know what I'm going to do."




"You ain't all alone, Di. There ain't anything I wouldn't do for

you. You know I love you, Di. Won't you marry me? It would make it

easier all around for you if we was married. There's them that's

always tryin' to take advantage of a girl or a woman what's left

alone, but if you got a husband you got someone to look out for you

an' your rights. I got a little money saved up."




"I have plenty of money, Hal."




"I know it. I wish you didn't have none. It makes me feel like

you thought that was what I was after, but it ain't. Won't you, Di?

Together we could run the ranch just like your dad was here."




"I don't know, Hal. I don't know what to do. I think I love you,

but I don't know. I don't even know that I know what love is."




"You'd learn to love me," he told her, "and you wouldn't have to

worry no more. I'd look after everything. Say yes, won't you?"




The temptation was great—greater even than the man himself

realized—to have a place to lay her tired head, to have a

strong man to carry the burden and the responsibilities for her, to

have the arm of love about her as it had been all her life until

her father had been taken away. She looked up at him with a faint

smile.




"I won't say yes—yet," she said. "Wait a while,

Hal—wait until after Mr. Corson and my cousin come and we see

how things are going to turn out, and then—then I think that

I shall say yes."




He leaned toward her impulsively and put an arm about her,

drawing her toward him with the evident intention of kissing her,

but she pushed him away.




"Not yet, Hal," she told him; "wait until I have said yes."




* * *




A week later a group of boarders were lounging on the veranda of

The Donovan House in Hendersville. It was almost supper time of a

stage day and the stage had not yet arrived. Mack Harber, whose

wound had given more trouble than the doctor had expected, was

still there convalescing, and Mary Donovan was, as usual, standing

in the doorway joining in the gossip and the banter.




"Bill ain't niver late 'less somethin's wrong," said Mrs.

Donovan.




"Like as not he's been held up again," suggested Mack.




"I'd like to be sheriff o' this yere county fer 'bout a week,"

stated Wildcat Bob.




"Sure, an' phawt would ye be after doin'?" inquired Mary

Donovan, acidly.




Wildcat Bob subsided, mumbling in his stained beard. For the

moment he had forgotten that Mrs. Donovan was among those

present.




"Here they come!" announced Mack.




With the clank of chain, the creaking of springs, and the rapid

pounding of galloping hoofs the stage swung into the single street

of Hendersville in a cloud of dust and with a final shrieking of

protesting brakes pulled up before The Donovan House.




"Where's Gum Smith?" demanded Bill Gatlin from the driver's

seat.




"Dunno. Held up agin?" asked one of the loungers.




"Yes," snapped Gatlin.




Mack Harber had risen from his chair and advanced to the edge of

the veranda.




"The Black Coyote?" he asked.




Gatlin nodded. "Where's thet damn sheriff?" he demanded

again.




"He ain't here an' he wouldn't be no good if he was," replied

Wildcat Bob.




"We don't need no sheriff fer what we oughter do," announced

Mack Harber, angrily.




"How's thet?" asked Wildcat.




"You don't need no sheriff fer a necktie party," said Mack,

grimly.




"No, but you gotta get yer man fust."




"Thet's plumb easy."




"How come?" inquired Wildcat.




"We all know who The Black Coyote is," stated Mack. "All we

gotta do is get a rope an' go get him."




"Meanin' get who?" insisted the little old man.




"Why, gosh all hemlock! you know as well as I do thet it's

Bull," replied Mack.




"I dunno nothin' o' the kind, young feller," said Wildcat Bob,

"ner neither do you. Ef ye got proof of what ye say I'm with ye. Ef

ye ain't got proof I'm ag'in ye."




"Don't Bull always wear a black silk handkerchief?" demanded

Mack. "Well, so does The Black Coyote, an' they both got scars on

their chins. There ain't no doubt of it."




"So ye want to string up Bull 'cause he wears a black bandanna

and a scar, eh? Well, ye ain't goin' to do nothin' o' the kind

while ol' Wildcat Bob can fan a gun. Git proof on him an' I'll be

the fust to put a rope 'round his neck, but ye got to git more

proof than a black handkerchief."




"Shure an' fer onct yer right, ye ould blatherskite," commended

Mary Donovan. "Be after comin' to yer suppers now the all of yese

an' fergit stringin' up dacent young min like Bull. Shure an' I

don't belave he iver hild up nothin' at all, at all. He's that nice

to me whinever he's here, wid his Mrs. Donovan, mum, this an' his

Mrs. Donovan, mum, that, an' a-fetchin' wood fer me, which the

loikes o' none o' yese iver did. The viry idea ov him bein' The

Black Coyote—go on wid ye!"




"Well, we all know that Gregorio's one of them, anyway—we

might string him up," insisted Mack.




"We don't know that neither," contradicted Wildcat; "but when it

comes to stringin' up Gregorio or any other greaser I'm with ye. Go

out an' git him, Mack, an' I'll help ye string him up."




A general grin ran around the table, for of all the known bad

men in the country the Mexican, Gregorio, was by far the worst. To

have gone out looking for him and to have found him would have been

equivalent to suicide for most men, and though there were many men

in the county who would not have hesitated had necessity demanded,

the fact remained that his hiding place was unknown and that that

fact alone would have rendered an attempt to get him a failure.




"Thar's only one way to git them, sonny," continued Wildcat Bob,

"an' thet is to put a man on the stage with the bullion,

'stid o' a kid."




Mack flushed. "You was there when they got me," he fired back.

"You was there with two big six-guns an' what did you do—eh?

What did you do?"




"I wasn't hired to guard no bullion, an' I wasn't sittin' on the

box with no sawed-off shotgun 'crost my knees, neither. I was

a-ridin' inside with a lady. What could I a-done?" He looked

around at the others at the table for vindication.




"Ye couldn't done nothin', ye," said Mary Donovan, "widout a

quart o' barbed-wire inside ye an' some poor innocent tenderfoot to

shoot the heels offen him."




Wildcat Bob fidgeted uneasily and applied himself to his supper,

pouring his tea into his saucer, blowing noisily upon it to cool

it, and then sucking it through his whiskers with an accompanying

sound not unlike snoring; but later he was both mollified and

surprised by a second, generous helping of dessert.




* * *




When word of the latest holdup reached the Bar Y ranch it caused

the usual flurry of profanity and speculation. It was brought by a

belated puncher who had ridden in from the West ranch by way of

Hendersville. The men were gathered at the evening meal and of a

sudden a silence fell upon them as they realized, apparently

simultaneously and for the first time, that there was a single

absentee. The meal progressed in almost utter silence then until

they had reached the pudding, when Bull walked in, dark and

taciturn, and with the brief nod that was his usual greeting to his

fellows. The meal continued in silence for a few minutes until the

men who had finished began pushing back their plates preparatory to

rising.




"I reckon you know the stage was held up again, Bull, an' the

bullion stolen," remarked Hal Colby, selecting a tooth-pick from

the glassful on the table.




"How should I know it?" asked Bull. "Ain't I ben up Sink Hole

Canyon all day? I ain't seen no one since I left the ranch this

morning."




"Well, it was," said Colby. "The same two slick gents done it,

too."




"Did they git much?" asked Bull.




"It was a big shipment," said Colby. "It always is. They don't

never touch nothin' else an' they seem to know when we're shippin'

more'n ordinary. Looks suspicious."




"Did you just discover that?" inquired Bull.




"No, I discovered it a long time ago, an' it may help me to find

out whose doin' it."




"Well, I wish you luck," and Bull resumed his meal.




Colby, having finished, rose from the table and made his way to

the house. In the cozy sitting-room he found Diana at the piano,

her fingers moving dreamily over the ivory keys.




"Some more bad news, Di," he announced.




She turned wearily toward him. "What now?"




"The Black Coyote again—he got the bullion shipment."




"Was anyone hurt?"




"No," he assured her.




"I am glad of that. The gold is nothing—I would rather

lose it all than have one of the boys killed. I have told them all,

just as Dad did, to take no chances. If they could get him without

danger to themselves I should be glad, but I could not bear to have

one of our boys hurt for all the gold in the mine."




"I think The Black Coyote knows that," he said, "and that's what

makes him so all-fired nervy. He's one of our own men,

Di—can't you see it? He knows when the shipments are big an'

don't never touch a little one, an' he knows your Dad's orders

about not takin' no chances.




"I've hated to think it, but there ain't no other two ways about

it—it's one o' our men—an' I wouldn't have to walk

around the world to put my finger on him, neither."




"I don't believe it!" she cried. "I don't believe that one of my

men would do it."




"You don't want to believe it, that's all. You know just as well

as I do whose doin' it, down in the bottom of your heart. I don't

like to believe it no more'n you do, Di; but I ain't blind an' I

hate to see you bein' made a fool of an' robbed into the bargain. I

don't believe you'd believe it, though, if I caught him in the

act."




"I think I know whom you suspect, Hal," she replied, "but I am

sure you are wrong."




"Will you give me a chance to prove it?"




"How?"




"Send him up to the mine to guard the bullion until Mack gits

well an' then keep Mack off the job fer a month," he explained.

"I'll bet my shirt thet either there ain't no holdups fer a month

or else they's only one man pulls 'em off instead o' two. Will you

do it?"




"It isn't fair. I don't even suspect him."




"Everybody else does an' thet makes it fair fer it gives him a

chance to prove it if he ain't guilty."




"It wouldn't prove anything, except that there were no

holdups while he was on duty."




"It would prove something to my mind if they started up again

pretty soon after he was taken off the job," he retorted.




"Well—it might, but I don't think I'd ever believe it of

him unless I saw him with my own eyes."




"Pshaw! the trouble with you is you're soft on him—you

don't care if your gold is stole if he gits it."




She drew herself to her full height. "I do not care to discuss

the matter further," she said. "Good night!"




He grabbed his hat viciously from the piano and stamped toward

the doorway. There he turned about and confronted her again for a

parting shot before he strode out into the night.




"You don't dare try it!" he flung at her. "You don't dare!"




After he had gone she sat biting her lip half in anger and half

in mortification, but after the brief tempest of emotion had

subsided she commenced to question her own motives impartially. Was

she afraid? Was it true that she did not dare? And long after she

had gone to bed, and sleep would not come, she continued thus to

catechize herself.




* * *




As Hal Colby burst into the bunk-house and slammed the door

behind him the sudden draft thus created nearly extinguished the

single lamp that burned upon an improvised table at which four men

sat at poker. Bull and Shorty, Texas Pete and one called Idaho sat

in the game.




"I raise you ten dollars," remarked Idaho, softly, as the lamp

resumed functioning after emitting a thin, protesting spiral of

black soot.




"I see that an' raise you my pile," said Bull, shoving several

small stacks of silver toward the center of the table.




"How much you got there?" inquired Idaho, the others having

dropped out.




Bull counted. "There's your ten," he said, "an' here's ten,

fifteen, twenty-five—" He continued counting in a monotone.

"Ninety-six," he announced. "I raise you ninety-six dollars,

Idaho."




"I ain't got ninety-six dollars," said Idaho. "I only got

eight."




"You got a saddle, ain't you?" inquired Bull, sweetly.




"An' a shirt," suggested Texas Pete.




"My saddle's worth three hundred an' fifty dollars if it's worth

a cent," proclaimed Idaho.




"No one ain't never said it was worth a cent," Shorty reminded

him.




"I'll cover it an' call you," announced Bull. "I don't want your

shirt, Idaho, it's full o' holes."




"What you coverin' it with?" asked Idaho. "I don't see

nothin'."




Bull rose from the table. "Wait a second," he said, and stepped

to his blankets where he rummaged for a moment in his war-bag. When

he returned to the table he tossed a small buckskin bag among his

silver.




"They's five hundred dollars' worth of dust in that," he said.

"If you win we kin weigh out what's comin' to you over at the

office tomorrow mornin'."




Hal Colby looked on—an interested spectator. The others

fell silent. Texas Pete knit his brows in perplexity.




"Let's see it," demanded Idaho.




Bull picked up the bag, opened it and poured a stream of yellow

particles into his palm. "Satisfied?" he inquired.




Idaho nodded.




"What you got?" demanded Bull.




Idaho laid four kings on the table, smiling broadly.




"Four aces," said Bull, and raked in the pot.




"Why didn't you raise him?" demanded Shorty.




"I just told you I didn't want his shirt," said Bull, "an' I

don't want your saddle, neither, kid. I'll keep the money—it

ain't good fer kids like you to have too much money—but you

keep the saddle."




"I'm goin' to turn in," said Shorty, pushing back and

rising.




"You'd all better turn in an' give someone else a chance to

sleep," said the foreman. "What with your damn game an' Pete's

singin' a feller ain't got no more chance to sleep around here than

a jack-rabbit. Why don't you fellers crawl in?"




"Crawl in! Crawl in!" exclaimed Texas Pete. "Crawl in! Crawl

out! By gollies, I got another verse!






"The boss he crawls out then, all shaky an'

white,


From under the bar where he's ben sittin' tight.


'Now set out the pizen right pronto, you coot,'


The stranger remarks, 'Or I shore starts to shoot,


I only ben practicin' so far,' says he;


'A bar-keep er two don't mean nothin' to me.


Most allus I has one fer breakfast each day___


I don't mean no harm—it's jest only my way.'"




IX. — LILLIAN MANILL
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"YOU sent fer me, Miss?" asked Bull, as he stepped

into the office the following morning, his hat in his hand, his

chaps loose-buckled about his trim hips, his two big six-guns a

trifle forward against the need for quick action, the black silk

handkerchief falling over the blue shirt that stretched to his deep

chest, and his thick, black hair pushed back in an unconscious,

half pompadour.




From silver-mounted spurs to heavy hat band he was typical of

the West of his day. There was no item of his clothing or equipment

the possession of which was not prompted by utilitarian

considerations. There was ornamentation, but it was obviously

secondary to the strict needs of his calling. Nothing that he wore

was shabby, yet it all showed use to an extent that made each

article seem a part of the man, as though he had been molded into

them. Nothing protruded with stiff awkwardness—even the heavy

guns appeared to fit into accustomed hollows and become a part of

the man.




The girl, swinging about in her chair to face him, felt a

suggestion of stricture in her throat, and she felt mean and small

and contemptible as she looked into the eyes of the man she knew

loved her and contemplated the thing she was about to do; yet she

did not hesitate now that she had, after a night of sleepless

deliberation, committed herself to it.




"Yes, I sent for you, Bull," she replied. "The stage was held up

again yesterday as you know. Mack won't be fit for work again for a

long time and I've got to have someone to guard the bullion

shipments—the fellow who came down with it yesterday has

quit. He said he was too young to commit suicide."




"Yes'm," said Bull.




"I don't want you to take any chances, Bull—I would rather

lose the gold than have—you hurt."




"I won't get hurt, Miss."




"You don't mind doing it?" she asked.




"O' course I'm a puncher," he said; "but I don't mind doin'

it—not fer you. I told you once thet I'd do anything fer you,

Miss, an' I wasn't jest talkin' through my hat."




"You don't do everything I ask you to, Bull," she said,

smiling.




"What don't I do?" he demanded.




"You still call me Miss, and I hate it. You're more like a

brother, Bull, and Miss sounds so formal." It must have been a

woman who first discovered the art of making fire.




A shadow of pain crossed his dark countenance. "Don't ask too

much of me, Miss," he said quietly as he turned on his heel and

started for the doorway. "I go up to the mine today, I suppose?" he

threw back over his shoulder.




"Yes, today," she said, and he was gone.




For a long time Diana Henders was troubled. The assignment she

had given Bull troubled her, for it was a tacit admission that she

gave credence to Colby's suspicions. The pain that she had seen

reflected in Bull's face troubled her, as did his parting words and

the quiet refusal to call her Diana. She wondered if these had been

prompted by a feeling of pique that his love was not returned, or

compunction because of a guilty knowledge that he had betrayed her

and her father.




Hal Colby had told her that morning of the bag of gold dust Bull

had displayed in the poker game the night before, and that troubled

her too, for it seemed to bear out more than anything else the

suspicions that were forming around him—suspicions that she

could see, in the light of bits of circumstantial evidence, were

far from groundless.




"I won't believe it!" she said half aloud. "I won't believe it!"

and then she went for a ride.




All the men had left but Hal Colby and Texas Pete when she

reached the corrals; but she did not feel like riding with Hal

Colby that morning and so she rode with Texas Pete, much to that

young man's surprise and rapture.




* * *




The days dragged along and became weeks, the stage made its two

trips a week, the bullion shipments came through regularly and

safely and there were no holdups, and then one day Maurice B.

Corson and Lillian Manill arrived. The stage took the Bar Y road

that day and pulled up before the gate of the ranch house just as

Diana Henders and Hal Colby were returning from a trip to the West

Ranch. Diana saw Lillian Manill for the first time in her life. The

eastern girl was seated between Bill Gatlin, the driver, and Bull.

All three were laughing. Evidently they had been enjoying one

another's company.




Diana could not but notice it because it was rarely that Bull

laughed. It was Bull who stepped to the wheel and helped her to

alight.




Maurice B. Corson emerged from the inside of the coach, through

the windows of which Diana could see three other passengers, two of

whom she recognized as the Wainrights, and then she dismounted and

ran forward to greet her cousin, a handsome, dark haired girl of

about her own age.




Bull, still smiling, raised his hat to Diana. She nodded to him,

briefly. For some reason she was vexed with him, but why she did

not know. Bull and Colby ran to the boot and dragged off the

Corson-Manill baggage, while Lillian presented Corson to Diana.

Corson was a young man—a typical New Yorker—in his

early thirties.




"Git a move on there, Bull," shouted Gatlin, "or they'll think I

ben held up agin."




"I reckon The Black Coyote's gone out o' business, fer a while,"

said Colby, shooting a quick look at Diana.




Instantly the girl's loyalty was in arms, "He's afraid to try it

while Bull's guarding the gold," she said.




"How much longer you goin' to keep me on the job?" asked Bull,

as he clambered to the seat of the already moving coach. "Mack

looks pretty all-fired healthy to me."




"Just another week or two, Bull," Diana shouted after him as the

stage careened away at full gallop.




"Isn't he wonderful!" exclaimed Miss Manill. "A real cowboy and

the first one I ever talked to!"




"Oh, there are lots of them here," said Diana, "just as nice as

Bull."




"So I see," replied Lillian Manill, smiling frankly at Hal

Colby, "but Bull, as you call him, is the only one I've met."




"Pardon me!" exclaimed Diana. "This is Mr. Colby, Miss

Manill."




"Oh, you're the foreman—Mr. Bull told me—how

exciting!"




"I'll bet he didn't tell you nothin' good about me," said

Colby.




"He told me about your heroic defense of Diana and my poor

uncle," explained Lillian.




Colby flushed. "If it hadn't ben fer Bull we'd all 'a' ben

killed," he said, ashamed.




"Why, he didn't tell me that," exclaimed the girl. "He never

said he was in the battle, at all."




"That is just like Bull," said Diana.




They were walking toward the house, Diana and Colby leading

their ponies, and the two Easterners looking interestedly at the

various buildings and corrals over which hung the glamour of that

irresistible romance which the West and a cattle ranch always hold

for the uninitiated—and for the initiated too, if the truth

were but known.




"It is just too wonderful, Mr. Colby," Lillian confided to the

big foreman walking at her side; "but doesn't it get awful

lonesome?"




"We don't notice it," he replied. "You know we keep pretty busy

all day with a big outfit like this and when night comes around

we're ready to turn in—we don't have no time to git

lonesome."




"Is this a very big outfit, as you call it?" she asked.




"I reckon they ain't none much bigger in the territory," he

replied.




"And to think that you are foreman of it! What a wonderful man

you must be!"




"Oh, it ain't nothin'," he assured her, but he was vastly

pleased. Here, indeed, was a young lady of discernment.




"You big men of the great out-doors are always so modest," she

told him, a statement for which he could find no reply. As a matter

of fact, though he had never thought of it before, he realized the

justice of her assertion, and fully agreed with her.




She was looking now at the trim figure of her cousin, walking

ahead of them with Corson. "How becoming that costume is to Diana,"

she remarked; "and I suppose she rides wonderfully."




"She shore does—an' then some," he assured her.




"Oh, how I wish I could ride! Do you suppose I could learn?"




"Easy, Miss. It ain't nothin', oncet you know how."




"Do you suppose someone would teach me?" She looked up at him,

archly.




"I'd be mighty proud to larn you, Miss."




"Oh, would you? How wonderful! Can we start right away,

tomorrow?"




"You bet we can; but you can't ride in them things," he added,

looking ruefully at her New York traveling costume.




She laughed gaily. "Oh, my! I didn't expect to," she cried. "I

am not such a silly as that. I brought my habit with me, of

course."




"Well, I suppose it's all right," he said politely; "but you

don't have to bring no habits to Arizony from nowheres—we

mostly have enough right here, such as they be—good an'

bad."




Again her laugh rang out. "You big, funny man!" she cried. "You

are poking fun at me just because you think I am a

tendershoe—trying to make me believe that you don't know what

a riding habit is. Aren't you ashamed of yourself—teasing

poor little me?"




They were passing the bunk-house at the time, where the boys,

having scrubbed for supper, were squatting about on their heels

watching the newcomers with frank curiosity. After they had passed

Shorty gave Texas Pete a shove that sent him sprawling on the

ground. "Say," he said, "did you see them pants?"




"I shore did," replied Pete, "but you don't have no call to

knock me down an' git my ridin' habit all dusty, you gosh-dinged

tendershoe, jest because a guy blows in with funny pants on."




"Did you see the mug on Colby?" inquired Idaho. "He don't know a

ridin' habit from the cigarette habit."




"I reckon he thought she was confessin' a sin," said Texas

Pete.




"Oh, them pants! Them pants!" moaned Shorty, rocking to and fro

on his heels, his long arms wound around his knees. Shorty was six

feet three and thought that Kansas City was on the Atlantic

seaboard.




Corson's keen, quick eyes were taking in the salient features of

their immediate surroundings as he walked at Diana's side toward

the two-story adobe ranch house, on two sides of which a broad,

covered veranda had been built within recent years. He saw the

orderly, well kept appearance not only of the main buildings, but

of the corrals, fences and outbuildings as well. Everything bespoke

system and excellent management. It was evidently a well-ordered

plant in smooth running condition. He thought of it in terms of

Eastern factories and found it good.




"You keep things up well here," he said to Diana Henders. "I

want to compliment you."




"Thank you," she replied. "It was something that Dad always

insisted upon, and of course I have carried out all his policies

since his death."




"What are these buildings—they look like cement, but of

course you wouldn't have that out here. The freight on it would

make the cost prohibitive."




"They are adobe," she explained, "just big, clay bricks dried in

the sun."




He nodded in understanding. "Nothing much very fancy about the

architecture," he commented, laughing. "The only attempt at

ornamentation is that sort of parapet on the roof of the house,

with the loop-holes in it, and that doesn't add much to the looks

of the place."




Diana thought that his criticisms were in rather poor taste, and

there was something about them that vaguely suggested the air of a

man viewing for the first time a property that he had only recently

acquired—something proprietorial that she inwardly resented.

Outwardly she was polite.




"You would think that it added a lot to the place," she told

him, "if you should ever chance to be here when the Apaches stage a

raid—it was never intended to be ornamental."




He sucked in his breath with a whistling sound. "You don't

mean," he exclaimed, "that they are so bad you have to live in a

fortress?"




"They haven't been on the warpath in any considerable numbers

for a long time," she assured him; "but that parapet has been used

more than once since the house was built, and there is always the

chance that it may come in handy again. It may not be beautiful

from this side, but I can tell you that it looks mighty good from

the other side when there are sneaking Apaches skulking behind

every out-house. I know, because I've viewed it under those

conditions."




"You think there is any great danger?" he asked her, looking

about nervously.




"There is always danger," she replied, for she saw that he was

afraid and a spirit of mischief prompted her to avenge his

indelicate criticisms of the home she loved. "It is only a matter

of weeks, you know," she reminded him, "since Dad was killed by

Apaches."




Corson appeared worried and his further scrutiny of the house as

they approached it was influenced by other than artistic

architectural considerations.




"I see you have heavy shutters at all the windows," he said. "I

suppose you have them closed and fastened every night?"




"Oh, my, no!" she cried, laughing. "We never close them except

for dust storms and Indians."




"But suppose they come unexpectedly?"




"Then we stand a chance of getting dust or Indians in the

house."




"I think you had better have them closed nights while Miss

Manill is here," he said. "I am afraid she will be very

nervous."




"Oh, your rooms are on the second floor," she replied, "and you

can lock them all up tight—possibly you'll get air enough

from the patio. The nights are always cool, you know, but I'd feel

stuffy with all the shutters closed."




"We'll see," was all he said, but there was something about the

way he said it that she did not like. In fact, Diana Henders was

sure that she was not going to like Mr. Maurice B. Corson at

all.




* * *




As they sat down to supper an hour later Lillian Manill looked

inquiringly at her cousin. "Where is Mr. Colby?" she asked.




"Over at the cook-house eating his supper, I suppose," replied

Diana.




"Don't he eat with us? He seems such a nice fellow."




"He is a nice fellow," replied Diana, "but the boys would rather

eat by themselves. Women folks would take away their appetites. You

have no idea how we terrify some of them."




"But Mr. Colby seemed very much at ease," insisted Lillian.




"Hal is different, but the very fact that he is foreman makes it

necessary for him to eat with the other men—it is

customary."




"Mr. Bull seemed at ease too, after I got him started,"

continued Lillian. "He isn't much of a talker, but he didn't seem a

bit afraid of me."




"Bull is not afraid of anything," Diana assured her; "but if you

got him to talk at all you must exercise a wonderful power over

men. I can scarcely ever get a dozen words out of him."




"Well, I guess I've got a way with men," said Lillian,

complacently.




"I'm afraid that you will find that Bull is not very

susceptible," said Diana, with just the vaguest hint of

tartness.




"Oh, I don't know," replied the other; "he has promised to teach

me to ride and shoot."




Diana ate in silence for several minutes. She was wondering

already if she were going to like her cousin. But then, of course

she was—how silly of her to think she was not, she

concluded.




"I met an old friend on the stage today," remarked Corson,

presently.




Diana raised her eyebrows politely. "How nice," she said.




"Yes, it was. Haven't seen him for a couple of years. Nice chap,

Jefferson Wainright. Fraternity brother. Of course I was years

ahead of him, but I used to see him when I'd go down to Cambridge

for the games. His governor's a nice old chap, too, and got a wad

of the long green."




"So he has told us," said Diana.




"Oh, you know them? They didn't mention it."




"I have met them. Mr. Wainright tried to buy the ranch."




"Oh, yes, I believe he did mention something of the kind. Why

didn't you sell it to him?"




"His offer was too low, for one reason, and the other is that I

do not care to sell my interest."




Corson and Miss Manill exchanged a quick glance that escaped

Diana.




"How much did he offer you?" asked Corson.




"Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars."




"Why, that seems a very fair price," said Corson.




"It is ridiculous, Mr. Corson," replied Diana, "and if you are

at all familiar with Mr. Manill's business you know it as well as

I."




"I am very familiar with it," replied the New Yorker. "In fact,

from your remarks I imagine that I am much more familiar with it

than you."




"Then you know that the cattle interests alone are worth three

times that amount, without considering the mine at all."




Corson shook his head. "I am afraid that way out here you are

too far from the financial center of the country to have a very

comprehensive grasp of values. Now, as a matter of fact, the bottom

has dropped out of the live-stock market. We'll be lucky if we make

expenses for the next year or so, and it probably never will come

back to what it was. And as for the mine, that, of course, is about

done. It won't pay to work it a year from now. If we could get two

hundred and fifty thousand dollars for this business we'd be mighty

lucky; but I doubt if old Wainright would renew that

offer—he's too shrewd a business man."




Diana Henders made no reply. She was wondering just how much

Maurice B. Corson did know about the live-stock market and the

mine. She was inclined to believe that he knew a great deal more

than his remarks concerning them would indicate.




* * *




At the same hour Mary Donovan's boarders were gathered about her

table. She had other guests this evening in addition to her regular

clientele. There were the Wainrights, and Bull was there for supper

and breakfast as was usual when the bullion came down from the

mine.




It was not a gay company. Mack Harber and Jim Weller looked with

suspicion on Bull, an attitude that would have blossomed into open

and active hostility could they have gained the support of Gum

Smith; but Gum was not searching for trouble. He glowered at his

plate and hated Bull. Wildcat Bob inhaled soup and hated Gum

Smith.




The Wainrights scarcely raised their eyes from the business of

eating for fear of the embarrassment of meeting those of the man

who had run the elder Wainright off the Bar Y Ranch—an

occurrence which rankled horribly in the breasts of both. Bull,

taciturn as usual, ate in silence with something of the mien of a

lion feeding among jackals. Mary Donovan hovered in the doorway.

Bull laid down his spoon, drank a glass of water and rose from the

table.




"Sure an' won't ye have another helpin' o' puddin' now, Bull?"

urged Mary.




"No, thanks, Mrs. Donovan," he replied, "I'm plumb full." He

walked past her into the kitchen and out the back door. An almost

audible sigh of relief rose from the remaining guests.




"I reckon he thinks he owns the shack," commented Jim Weller

apropos of Bull's exit through the sacred precincts of Mary

Donovan's kitchen.




"Sure, he could have it fer the askin', the fine b'y he is,"

shot back Mary. "Him a-goin' out to fetch in wood fer me while the

loikes o' ye, Jim Weller, what ain't fit to black his boots, sits

here and makes re-marks about him, ye lazy whelp!" Mr. Weller

subsided.




The meal over, the guests departed with the exception of Mack

Harber, Jim Weller, and the Wainrights who had congregated on the

veranda.




"You don't seem to like the fellow they call Bull," remarked the

younger Wainright to Weller.




"I didn't say I didn't like him an' I didn't say I did," replied

Weller, noncommittally.




"Well, I don't like him," said Mack, vehemently. "I wouldn't

like my grandmother if she shot me in the belly."




"You mean that he shot you?" asked Wainright.




"The Black Coyote shot me, an' if Bull ain't The Black Coyote my

name's McGinnis."




"You really think that he has been pulling off these holdups?"

demanded the elder Wainright.




"I ain't the only one what thinks so," replied Mack. "Every one,

'most, thinks so, an' ef we had a decent sheriff that feller'd be

behind the bars where he belongs, er strung up to a cottonwood in

Hell's Bend. 'Pears to me like Gum was either in on the deal er

afeared of Bull."




"Gum's afeared of every one," said Weller.




"Well," remarked Jefferson Wainright, Sr., "when we come over on

this side o' the hills I calc'late as how things air goin' to be a

heap sight different. There won't be no more o' this here funny

gunplay stuff. I'm a-goin' to run all o' these would-be bad men out

o' the country."




"You figgerin' on comin' over here?" asked Mack.




"I certainly am. I'm a-goin' to buy the whole Bar Y

out-fit."




"The Hell you is!" exclaimed Mack. "I heard that Miss Di

wouldn't sell it to you."




"She ain't got nothin' to say about it. I'm a-goin' to buy it

from the man that's runnin' that outfit now, an' he's a mighty good

business man, too."




"Who's that—Colby?"




"No, Colby nothin'—it's Mr. Corson of Noo York. He's

handlin' all o' John Manill's interests an' he just come here today

with Manill's daughter. We come over on the stage with them. I was

tellin' Corson of the fine airs that chit of a Henders girl puts

on, but things is goin' to be different now. Corson's goin' to

close out the estate an' the holdin's here is as good as sold to me

already."




X. — WILDCAT BOB GOES

COURTING
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BULL sat in a corner of The Chicago Saloon

watching the play at the faro table. It was too early to go to bed

and he was not a man who read much, nor cared to read, even had

there been anything to read, which there was not. He had skimmed

the latest Eastern papers that had come in on the stage and his

reading was over until the next shipment of gold from the mine

brought him again into contact with a newspaper. Then he would read

the live-stock market reports, glance over the headlines and throw

the paper aside, satisfied. His literary requirements were few.




A man who had drunk not wisely but too well lurched up to

him.




"Have a drink, stranger!" he commanded. It was not an

invitation.




"Ain't drinkin'," replied Bull, quietly.




"Oh, yes, you be," announced the hospitable one. "When I says

drink, you drinks, see? I'm a bad man, I am. Whoopee!" and drawing

a six-shooter he commenced firing into the floor at Bull's

feet.




Suddenly a large man enveloped him from the rear, held his gun

hand aloft and dragged him away into an opposite corner, where, to

the accompaniment of a deluge of lurid profanity, he counselled him

to greater discretion.




"Why you blankety, blank, blank, blank!" he cried. "You tryin'

to commit sewerside? Don't you know who that is, you blitherin'

idjit?" then he whispered something in the other's ear. The effect

was electrical. The man seemed sobered instantly. With staring eyes

he looked across the room at Bull.




"I'm goin' to git out o' here," he said, "he might change his

mind."




"I cain't see yit why he didn't bore ye," agreed his friend.

"You better go an' apologize."




Slowly the pseudo bad man crossed the room toward Bull, who had

not moved sufficiently to have changed his position since the man

had first accosted him. The man halted in front of Bull, a sickly

grin on his bloated countenance.




"No offense, pardner. Jest had a drop too much. No offense

intended. Jest jokin'—thet was all—jest jokin'."




Bull eyed him intently for a moment. "Oh, yes," he said

presently, "I remember you now—you're the flannel mouth what

got gay with ol' Wildcat a coupla months ago. Did you ever return

that window sash you took with you? I hearn Gum was powerful cut up

about that window sash." Not the shadow of a smile crossed Bull's

face. "I warn't there, but I hearn all about it."




The other flushed, attempted some witty repartee that fell flat,

and finally managed to make his escape amid a roar of laughter from

the nearer card players and spectators who had overheard the brief

dialogue.




Bull rose. "Goin'?" asked an acquaintance.




"I reckon so. Good night."




"Good night, Bull."




The man stepped out into the clear, star-lit night.

Involuntarily he turned and looked toward the northeast in the

direction of the Bar Y ranch. Diana was there. For a long time he

stood motionless gazing out across the arid, moon-bathed level that

stretched away to her loved feet. What emotions played behind the

inscrutable mask of his face? Who may say?




As he stood there silently he heard voices coming from between

The Chicago Saloon and Gum's Place—Liquors and

Cigars.




"He's in there now," said one. "I kin see him. If there weren't

so tarnation many fellers at the bar I c'd git him from here."




"You better come along afore you git in more trouble than you

got the capacity to handle," urged a second voice.




"Thas all right. I know what I'm doin'. There cain't no dried up

ol' buffalo chip like thet run me out o' no man's saloon an' get

away with it, an' thas all they is to thet."




"Well, I'm goin' home," stated the second voice. "I know when

I'm well off."




"You go home. After I shoot the ears offen this Wildcat Bob

party I'm comin' home, too."




"You go to shootin' any ears offen Wildcat Bob an' you won't

need no blankets where you're goin'."




"Thas-so? Well, here goes—you better stay an' see the

fun."




"I'm goin' now while I got the chanct," said the other, and Bull

heard him coming from the side of the building. The former stepped

quickly back into the doorway of The Chicago Saloon and an instant

later he saw the large man who had dragged his friend from him a

few minutes before pass up the street at a rapid walk. Then Bull

looked from his place of concealment, just in time to see another

figure emerge from between the buildings and enter Gum's Place.




Bull was close behind him. The door was open a crack. He saw

that the other had advanced into the room a few feet and was

standing behind one of the rough columns that supported the second

story. Across the room, at the far end, Wildcat Bob had just set

down his whiskey glass upon the bar, wiped his beard on his sleeve,

and turned away toward the tables where the gambling was in

progress. For a moment he would be alone, with only the rough rear

wall behind him.




Bull saw the stranger raise his six-gun to take deliberate aim.

He was too far away to reach him before he pulled the trigger and

it would do no good to warn the Wildcat. There was but a single

alternative to standing supinely by and watching old Wildcat being

shot down in cold blood by a cowardly murderer.




It was this alternative that Bull adopted. As the smoke rose

from the muzzle of his gun the stranger threw his hands above his

head, his weapon clattered to the floor, and he wheeled about. His

eyes alighted upon Bull standing there, grim faced and silent, the

smoking six-gun in his hand.




Suddenly the wounded man gave voice to a shrill scream. "He done

it!" he cried, pointing at Bull. "He done it! The Black Coyote done

it! He's killed me!" and with these last words the body slumped to

the floor.




Bull stood facing them all in silence for just a moment. The

whole room full of men and women were staring at him. Then he

slipped his gun into its holster and advanced into the room, a

faint smile on his lips. He walked toward Wildcat Bob.




"That hombre was after you, Bob," he said. "He was drunk, but I

couldn't stop him no other way. He's the feller you chased through

the window that time."




Gum Smith hurried to the rear of the bar. Then he leaned over it

and pointed a finger at Bull. "Yo'all's undah arrest!" he cried.

"Yo'all's undah arrest fo' murder."




"Go kick yourself through a knot-hole!" advised Bull. "Ef I

hadn't got that hombre he'd a-got Bob. They wasn't nothin' else to

do."




"Yo'all hearn what he called him, didn't yo?" yelled Gum. He

pointed at first one and then another. "Ah depatize yo! Ah depatize

yo!" he cried. "Arrest him, men!"




No one moved, except Wildcat Bob. He came and stood beside Bull,

and he drew both his long, heavy guns with their heavily notched

grips.




"Any one what's aimin' to take this boy, why, let him step up,"

said Wildcat Bob, and his watery blue eye was fixed terribly upon

the sheriff.




"Ah want yo-all to know thet when Ah depatizes yo', yo'-all's

depatized," shrilled Gum. "Yo hearn what the corpse called him.

Ain't that enough? Do yo duty, men!"




One or two of the men, friends of Gum's, moved restlessly. Bull,

sensing trouble, had drawn both his weapons, and now he stood

beside the Wildcat, his steady gray eyes alert for the first

hostile move.




"Don't none o' you gents go fer to start nothin'," he advised.

"You all seen what happened. You know I couldn't a-done nothin'

else, an' as fer what thet drunken bum called me ef Gum thinks I'm

The Coyote why don't he step up an' take me? I ain't a honin' fer

trouble, but I don't aim to be the subject o' no postmortem

neither."




"Do yo-all surrendah, then?" demanded Gum.




"Don't try to be no more of a damn fool than the Lord made yuh,

Gum," advised Wildcat Bob. "You know thet if this here boy ain't

The Black Coyote you don't want him, an' ef he is The Black Coyote

you wouldn't never git outen behind thet bar ef you was to try to

take him. Fer my part I don't believe he is, an' I got two ol'

pea-shooters here what thinks the same as I does. What do you

think, Gum?"




"Well," said the sheriff after a moment's deliberation, "Ah

reckon as mebby the corpse was mistook. Hev a drink on the house,

gents!"




* * *




As Bull and Wildcat Bob entered the office of The Donovan House

Mary Donovan espied them through the open doorway of her sitting

room and called to them.




"Come in an' have a drop o' tay wid me before yese go to bed,"

she invited, and as they entered she scrutinized Wildcat Bob with a

stern eye. Evidently satisfied, her face softened. "I know they

ain't run out o' whiskey in Hendersville," she said, "so I reckon

ye must o' run out o' money, Wildcat."




The little old gentleman reached into his pocket and drew forth

a handful of silver, which he displayed with virtuous

satisfaction.




"The saints be praised!" exclaimed Mary Donovan. "Ye've money in

yer pocket an' yer home airly an' sober! Be ye sick, Wildcat

Bob?"




"I've re-formed, Mary—I ain't never goin' to tech another

drop," he assured her, solemnly.




"Ye've not had a drink the avenin'?" she demanded.




"Well—" he hesitated, "you see___"




"Yis, I see," she snapped, scornfully.




"But, Mary, I only had one little one—you wouldn't

begrudge an old man one little nightcap?"




"Well," she consented, relenting, "wan little one wouldn't do no

harrm. I wouldn't moind one mesilf."




Wildcat Bob reached for his hip pocket. "I was thinking that

same thing, Mary, and that's why I brung one home fer yuh," and he

drew forth a pint flask.




"The divil fly away wid ye, Wildcat Bob!" she cried, but she was

smiling as she reached for the flask.




Bull rose, laughing. "Good night!" he said, "I'm going to turn

in."




"Have a drop wid us before ye go," invited Mary.




"No thanks, I've quit," replied Bull. A moment later they heard

him mounting the stairs to his room.




"He's a good b'y," said Mary, wiping her lips and replacing the

cork in the bottle.




"He is that, Mary," agreed Wildcat, reaching for it.




There was a period of contented silence.




"It's a lonesome life fer a widdy-lady, that it is," remarked

Mary, with a deep sigh.




Wildcat Bob moved his chair closer, flushed at his own boldness,

and fell to examining the toe of his boot. Mary rocked diligently,

her red hands folded in her ample lap, keeping an eye cocked on the

Wildcat. There was another long silence that was broken at last by

Mrs. Donovan.




"Sure," she said, "an' it's funny ye never married, Bob."




Bob essayed reply, but a mouthful of tobacco juice prevented.

Rising, he walked into the office, crossed that room, opened the

front door and spat copiously without. Returning to the room he

hitched his chair closer to Mary's, apparently by accident, as he

resumed his seat.




"I—" he started, but it was evidently a false start, since

he commenced all over again. "I—" again he paused.




"You what?" inquired Mary Donovan with soft encouragement.




"You—" said Wildcat Bob and stuck again. Inward excitement

evidently stimulated his salivary glands, with the result that he

was again forced to cross to the outer door. When he returned he

hunched his chair a bit closer to Mary's.




"As ye was about to remark," prodded Mary.




"I—I___"




"Yes," said Mary, "Go on, Bob!"




"I was just a-goin' to say that I don't think it'll rain

tonight," he ended, lamely.




Mary Donovan placed her hands upon her hips, pressed her lips

tightly together and turned a withering glance of scorn upon

Wildcat Bob—all of which were lost upon him, he having again

returned to whole-souled consideration of the toe of his boot, his

face suffused with purple.




"Rain!" muttered Mary Donovan. "Rain in Arizony this time o'

year? Sure, an' ye mane ye thought it wouldn't shnow, didn't ye?"

she demanded.




Wildcat Bob emitted only a gurgle, and again silence reigned,

unbroken for long minutes, except by the creaking of Mary's rocker.

Suddenly she turned upon him.




"Gimme that flask," she said.




He handed it over and she took a long drink. Wiping the mouth of

the bottle with the palm of her hand she returned it to him. Then

Wildcat Bob took a drink, and the silence continued.




The evening wore on, the flask was emptied and midnight came.

With it came Gum Smith, reeling bedward. They watched him stagger

across the office floor and heard him stumbling up the stairs. Mary

Donovan arose.




"Be off to bed wid ye," she said. "I can't be sittin' here all

night gossipin' wid ye."




He, too, arose. "Good night, Mary," he said, "it's been a

pleasant evenin'."




"Yis," said Mary Donovan.




As Wildcat Bob climbed the stairs toward his room he was

mumbling in his beard. "Doggone my hide!" he said. "Ef I'd jest had

a coupla drinks I mout a-done it."




"Sure," soliloquized Mary Donovan, as she closed the door of her

bedroom, "it's not so dum funny after all that the ould fool nivir

was married."




XI. — "RIDE HIM, COWBOY!"
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LILLIAN MANILL awoke early and viewed the

brilliant light of the new day through the patio windows of her

room—the outer windows were securely shuttered against

Indians. She stretched languorously and turned over for another

nap, but suddenly she changed her mind, threw off the covers and

arose. It was a hideously early hour for Lillian Manill to arise;

but she had recalled that there was to be a riding lesson after

breakfast and Diana had explained to her that the breakfast hour

was an early one. Dressing, she selected a tailored walking

suit—she would change into her riding habit after

breakfast—for she wanted to stroll about the yard a bit

before breakfast, and she knew that this new walking suit was

extremely fetching.




A few minutes later as she stepped into the yard she saw signs

of activity in the direction of the horse corrals and thither she

bent her steps. Texas Pete, who was helping the chore boy with the

morning feeding, saw her coming and looked for an avenue of escape,

being in no sense a lady's man and fully aware of the fact; but he

was too late—there was no avenue left, Lillian Manill being

already between him and the bunk-house. So he applied himself

vigorously to the pitch fork he was wielding and pretended not to

see her, a pretense that made no impression whatever upon Lillian

Manill. She paused outside the bars and looked in.




"Good morning!" she said.




Texas Pete pretended that he had not heard.




"Good morning!" she repeated in a louder voice.




"Mornin'," replied Pete, pulling at the brim of his hat and

immediately resuming the fork. He wished she would move on. The

horses were fed and there was no other excuse for him to remain in

the corral, but in order to reach the bunk-house he must pass

directly by this disconcerting person. Diana he did not

mind—he was used to Diana, and aside from the fact that he

was madly in love with her she caused him little embarrassment or

concern except upon those few occasions when he had attempted to

maintain an extended conversation with her. Dr. Johnson would have

found nothing in Pete's conversational attainments to have aroused

his envy.




Pete continued feeding the horses. He fed them twice as much as

they could eat in a day, notwithstanding the fact that he knew

perfectly well they were to be fed again that evening; but finally

he realized that he could defer the embarrassing moment no longer

and that the girl had not left. He stuck the fork viciously into

the hay stack and crossed the corral. He tried to appear

unconcerned and to pass her by without looking at her, but in both

he failed—first because he was very much concerned and second

because she placed herself directly in his path and smiled sweetly

at him.




"I don't believe I had the pleasure of meeting you last night,"

she said. "I am Miss Manill—Miss Henders' cousin."




"Yes'm," said Pete.




"And I suppose you are one of the cow-gentlemen," she added.




Pete turned suddenly and violently purple. A choking sound

issued from his throat; but quickly he gained control of himself.

Something in that remark of hers removed instantly all of Texas

Pete's embarrassment. He found himself at once upon an even footing

with her.




"No'm," he said, "I hain't one o' the cow-gentlemen—I'm

on'y a tendershoe."




"I'm sure you don't look it," she told him, "with those leather

trousers with the fleece on. But you ride, don't you?" she added

quickly.




"I ain't larned yit," he assured her.




"Oh, isn't that too bad! I thought of course you were a

wonderful equestrian and I was going to ask you to teach me to

ride; but you'd better come along after breakfast and we'll get Mr.

Colby to teach us both."




"I reckon he wouldn't like it," explained Pete. "You see I'm in

his afternoon ridin' class. He don't take nothin' but ladies in the

mornin'."




"Oh, does he teach riding regularly?"




"My, yes, that's what he's here fer. He's larnin' us all to ride

so's we kin go out on hosses an' catch the cows 'stid o' havin' to

hoof-it."




"I thought he was foreman," she said.




"Yes'm, but that's one of his jobs—larnin' cow-gentlemen

to ride."




"How interesting! I've learned so much already and I've only

been in Arizona since day before yesterday. Mr. Bull was so kind

and patient, answering all my silly little questions."




"I reckon Bull could answer most any question," he told her.




"Yes, indeed; but then he's been here in Arizona so long, and

had so much to do with the development of the country. Why, do you

know he planted all the willows along that funny little river we

followed for so long yesterday—miles and miles of them?"




"Did he tell you that?" inquired Texas Pete.




"Yes, isn't it wonderful? I think it shows such an artistic

temperament."




"There's more to Bull than I ever suspected," murmured Texas

Pete, reverently.




A sudden, clamorous, metallic din shattered the quiet of the

cool Arizona morning. The girl gave a little scream and sprang for

Texas Pete, throwing both arms about his neck.




"O-o-h!" she cried; "what is it—Indians?"




"No'm," said Pete, striving to disengage himself, for he saw the

malevolent eyes of several unholy cow-gentlemen gloating upon the

scene from the doorway of the bunk-house. "No'm, that ain't

Injuns—that's the breakfast bell."




"How silly of me!" she explained. "Now I suppose I must be

going. I'm so glad to have met you, Mr.___"




"My name's Texas Pete."




"Mr. Pete, and I do hope you learn to ride quickly. I am sure we

could have some lovely excursions, picnicking among the beautiful

hills. Oh, wouldn't it be divine—just you and I, Mr. Pete?"

and she let her great, lovely eyes hang for a moment on his in a

fashion that had turned more sophisticated heads than Texas

Pete's.




When she had gone and Pete was making his way toward the

cook-house he ran his fingers through his shock of hair. "By

gollies!" he muttered. "The outside o' her head's all right,

anyway."




As he entered the cook-house Shorty seized him and threw both

arms about his neck. "Kiss me darlin'!" he cried. "I ain't had a

single kiss before breakfast."




"Shet up, you long-legged walrus," replied Pete, grinning, as he

shoved the other aside.




He ate in silence despite the gibes of his companions, who

quickly desisted, realizing the futility of attempting to arouse

Texas Pete's ire by raillery. He was quick enough of temper and

quicker still with his guns when occasion warranted; but no one

could arouse his anger so long as their thrusts were shod with

fun.




"Lookee here, cook," he called promptly to that individual;

"you're the best eddicated bloke in this bunch o'

long-horns—what's a questreen?"




"Somethin' you puts soup in," replied the cook.




Texas Pete scratched his head. "I thought all along that I

didn't like her," he muttered, "an' now I knows it."




* * *




Diana Henders greeted her guests with a cheery smile and a word

of welcome as they entered the dining room for breakfast. "I hope

you slept well," she said.




"Oh, I did," exclaimed Lillian Manill. "I never knew a thing

from the time my head touched the pillow until broad daylight this

morning. I had a perfectly wonderful night."




"I didn't," said Corson, and Diana noticed then that he looked

tired and haggard. "What happened last night?" he asked.




"Why, nothing, that I know of," replied Diana. "Why do you

ask?"




"Have you seen any of your men this morning—or any of the

neighbors?" he continued.




"I have seen a couple of the men to talk with—we have no

neighbors."




"How many women are there on the place?" he went on.




"Just Lillian and I."




"Well, something terrible happened last night," said Corson. "I

never spent such a hideous night in my life. It's funny you didn't

hear it."




"Hear what?" asked Diana.




"That woman—my God! I can hear her screams yet."




"Oh, Maurice! what do you mean?" cried Miss Manill.




"It was about midnight," he explained. "I had been rather

restless—just dozing a little—when all of a sudden the

dogs commenced to bark and then a woman screamed—it was the

most awful, long-drawn, agonized wail I ever heard—some one

must have been torturing her. I'll bet the Indians were out last

night and the first thing you know you'll hear about a terrible

massacre. Well, it stopped all of a sudden and pretty soon the dogs

commenced to yap again—there must have been fifty of

'em—and then that woman shrieked again—I'll hear that

to my dying day. I don't think you ought to let any of the men go

away today until you find out just what happened last night. The

Indians may just be waiting for 'em to go and then they'll rush

down on us and kill us all."




A faint smile had slowly curved Diana's lips and brought little

wrinkles to the corners of her eyes.




"What you smiling about, Miss Henders?" demanded Corson. "If

you'd have heard that woman you wouldn't feel like

smiling—not for a long time."




"That wasn't a woman you heard, Mr. Corson—they were

coyotes."




He looked at her blankly. "Are you sure?" he asked,

presently.




"Of course I'm sure," she told him.




Corson breathed a sigh of relief. "I'd like to believe it," he

said. "I'd sleep better tonight."




"Well, you can believe it, for that is what you heard."




"I'd hate to be caught out after dark by 'em," he said. "A pack

of fifty or a hundred such as there was last night would tear a

fellow to pieces in no time."




"They are perfectly harmless," Diana assured him, "and the

chances are that there were no more than two or three of

them—possibly only one."




"I guess I heard 'em," he insisted.




"They have a way of sounding like a whole lot more than they

really are."




He shook his head. "I guess I know what I heard."




"I'll have to show that cook of yours how to make coffee,"

remarked Corson a few minutes later.




Diana flushed. "I suppose we don't get the best coffee out

here," she said, "but we are accustomed to it and learn to like it

first rate. I think Wong does the best he can with what he has to

do with."




"Well, it won't hurt him any to learn how to make coffee," said

Corson.




"He has been with us a great many years and is very faithful. I

think he would be terribly hurt if a stranger criticised his

coffee," said Diana.




"Maurice is very particular about his food," said Miss Manill.

"It is really an education to hear him order a dinner at

Delmonico's, and the way he does flay the waiters if everything

isn't just so. I always get such a thrill—you can see people

at the nearby tables listening to him, and whispering to one

another."




"I can imagine," said Diana, sweetly, but she did not say just

what she could imagine.




Corson swelled visibly. "Call the Chink in, Miss Henders," he

said, "and I'll give him a lesson now—you might learn

something yourself. Way out here, so far from New York, you don't

get much chance, of course. There's really nothing quite like the

refining influences of the East to take the rough edges off of

people."




"I think I prefer to speak to Wong privately and in person, if I

find it necessary," said Diana.




"Well, just so I get some decent coffee hereafter," said Corson,

magnanimously.




Lillian Manill, having finished her breakfast, rose from the

table.




"I'm going to put on my riding habit now, Maurice," she said.

"Go out and tell Mr. Colby to wait for me."




Diana Henders bit her lip, but said nothing as Corson rose and

walked toward the door. He was garbed in a New York tailor's idea

of the latest English riding mode, and again Diana bit her lip, but

not in anger. Corson, setting his hat jauntily over one eye,

stalked into the open and down toward the corrals where the men

were saddling up for the day's work.




He lighted a big, black cigar and puffed contentedly. As he hove

in sight work in the corral ceased spontaneously.




"My Gawd!" moaned Texas Pete.




"Who left the bars down?" inquired Idaho.




"Shut up," cautioned Colby. "That feller's likely to be boss

around here."




"He won't never boss me," said Shorty, "not with thet funny hat

on. I wonder could I crease it?" and he reached for his gun.




"Don't git funny, Shorty. They's friends o' Miss Henders,"

whispered Colby. "It'd only make her feel bad."




He could not have hit upon a stronger appeal to these men.

Shorty lowered his hand from the butt of his gun and almost at once

work was resumed. When Corson joined them he could not have guessed

that he was the object either of ridicule or pity, though he

was—of both.




"Say, Colby," he said. "Saddle up a couple of safe horses for

Miss Manill and me, and wait around until she comes out. I want you

to give her a few lessons in riding."




"Did Miss Henders say that it would be all right?" he asked.

"You know the work is pretty well laid out an' we ain't got none

too many hands."




"Oh, that's all right, my man," Corson assured him. "You'll be

safe to do anything that I say. I'm handling Miss Manill's

interests and looking after everything in general until the estate

is closed. Just trot along and saddle up a couple of horses, and

see to it that they're gentle. I haven't ridden for a number of

years, although I was pretty good at it when I was a boy."




Hal Colby eyed Mr. Maurice B. Corson for a long minute. What was

transpiring in his mind it would have been difficult to guess from

the expression on his face; though what should have been going on

within the convolutions of his brain the other men knew full well,

and so they lolled around, their faces immobile, waiting for the

fun to begin, but they were doomed to disappointment, for there was

no gunplay—Colby, they thought, might have at least "made the

dude dance". Instead he turned away without a word to Corson, gave

some final directions for the day's work, swung into the saddle and

rode toward the office, utterly ignoring the Easterner's

instructions. Corson flushed angrily.




"Here you, one of you men," he snapped, turning toward the

punchers, most of whom had already mounted their ponies, "I want

two horses saddled immediately—one for Miss Manill and one

for me."




Silently, ignoring him as completely as though he had not

existed, the riders filed out of the corral past him. At a little

distance they drew rein, waiting for Colby.




"I've saw gall before," remarked Texas Pete in an undertone,

"but thet there dude tenderfoot's got more'n a brass monkey."




"If he don't c'ral thet jaw o' his pronto," growled Shorty, "I

ain't a-goin' to be responsible fer what happens—I cain't

hold myself much longer."




"I wouldn't a-took what Colby did," said Idaho.




"Some blokes'll take a lot to hold their jobs," said Shorty.




"They c'n hev mine right now," stated Texas Pete, "ef I gotta

take thet dude's lip."




"Here comes the boss now," said Idaho. "She'll settle things,

durn her pretty little hide," he added affectionately.




Diana had stopped just below the house to listen to Colby, whom

the men could see was talking earnestly to her.




"Look here, Di," he was saying, "I want to know ef I gotta take

orders from thet tin-horn lawyer feller. Is he boss round these

diggin's, or is you?"




"Why, I supposed I was, Hal," she replied, "though I must admit

that there appears to be a suspicion of doubt on the subject in Mr.

Corson's mind. What has he said to you?"




Colby told her, repeating Corson's words as nearly as he could,

and the girl could not suppress a laugh.




"Oh, I reckon it's funny, all right," he said, testily, "but I

don't see the joke—hevin' a paper-collared cracker-fed dude

like that-un callin' me 'my man' an' orderin' me to saddle up a

hoss fer him, right in front o' all the boys. 'Trot along,' he

says, 'an' saddle up a couple o' hosses, an' see to it thet they're

plumb gentle.' My Gawd, Di! you don't expect me to take thet sort

o' jaw, do you?"




Diana, by this time, was frankly in tears from laughter, and

finally Colby himself was unable to longer repress a smile.




"Don't mind him, Hal," she said, finally. "He is just one of

those arrogant, conceited, provincial New Yorkers. They are mighty

narrow and disagreeable, but we've got to put up with him for a

short time and we might as well make the best of it. Go and ask

Willie to saddle up two horses for them, and be sure that the one

for Miss Manill is plumb gentle." She accompanied her last

instructions with the faintest trace of a wink.




Colby wheeled his pony and loped off to the corral, where he

imparted the boss's orders to the chore boy, Willie, lank,

raw-boned and pimply. Willie, who always thought of himself as Wild

Bill, swaggered off to catch up the two ponies, grinning inwardly

as he roped Gimlet for Mr. Maurice B. Corson.




Corson, seeing Diana approaching, had gone to meet her. He was

still red and angry.




"Look here, Miss Henders," he exclaimed. "You've got to tell

these fellows who I am. I asked them to saddle up a couple of

horses and they absolutely ignored me. You tell them that when I

give orders they are to be obeyed."




"I think it will be less confusing if the orders come from me,

Mr. Corson," she replied. "It is never well to have too many

bosses, and then, you see, these men are peculiar. They are unlike

the sort of men you have apparently been accustomed to dealing

with. You cannot talk to them as you would to a Delmonico

waiter—unless you are tired of life, Mr. Corson. They are

accustomed to me—we are friends—and they will take

orders from me without question, so I think that it will be better

all around if you will explain your wants to me in the future.

Colby told me what you wanted just now and the horses are being

saddled."




He started to speak and then, evidently reconsidering, caught

himself with a palpable effort. "Very well," he said, presently,

"we'll let it pass this time."




Together they walked toward the corral where Willie was saddling

a quiet, old horse for Miss Manill. Beside him stood Gimlet with

drooping head and dejected mien.




"Which one is for me, sonny?" demanded Corson.




Wild Bill glanced up in sullen scorn, eyed Mr. Corson for a

brief moment and then jerked a soiled thumb in the direction of

Gimlet.




"What! that old crow-bait?" exclaimed the New Yorker.




"You said you wanted a gentle hoss," explained Colby, lolling in

his saddle nearby, "an' Gimlet won't pitch."




"I don't want to ride a skate," growled Corson. "When I'm on a

horse I want to know I'm on something."




"You'll know you're on Gimlet," Colby assured him, sweetly, "he

ain't so dumb as he looks. Jest stick your spurs into him an' he'll

act quite lively."




"All right," said Corson, glumly; "tell him to hurry—I see

Miss Manill coming now."




There were others who saw her coming, too. Texas Pete was only

one of them.




"By gollies!" he exclaimed. "Look what's got loose!"




Lillian Manill was approaching jauntily, clothed in a black

riding habit, with a long, voluminous skirt, a man's collar and tie

and black silk hat, with a flowing veil wound around it. Shorty

eyed her for a long minute, then he let his gaze wander to Mr.

Corson.




"It wouldn't never be safe fer me to go to New York," he

confided to Idaho. "I'd shore laugh myself to death."




By the time Miss Manill joined the group the two horses were

saddled and Willie had led them out of the corral.




"Mercy!" exclaimed Miss Manill. "Haven't you a side-saddle? I

could never ride one of those horrid things."




"I'm sorry," said Diana, "but we haven't one. I doubt if there

is a side-saddle in the county. I think you can work it though, if

you will put your leg around the horn. Next time I'll fix you up

with a skirt like mine and then you can ride astride."




"Are you sure the horse is perfectly safe?" inquired Lillian.

"I'll have to have a few lessons before I can ride one of those

bouncing ones. Oh, Mr. Colby, good morning! Here I am all ready for

my first lesson."




Her eyes took in the punchers grouped a few yards away. "I see

you are going to have quite a class this morning. Mr. Pete told me,

though, that you taught the cow-gentlemen in the afternoon."




Colby shot a quick glance at Pete, who had just been overcome by

a violent fit of coughing, and knowing Texas Pete, as he did,

grasped the situation at once.




"Oh, I had to give up the afternoon class," he told her, "after

I found they was a few like Mr. Pete who wouldn't never larn

to ride."




"Isn't that too bad," she said, politely. Then she turned toward

Corson. "I think you'd better try it first, Maurice. I'll watch how

you do it."




"All right," said he. "It's been a long time since I have

ridden, but I guess it'll come back to me quick enough. I might be

able to give you a few pointers at that."




He walked up to Gimlet's off side and took hold of the

saddlehorn, neglecting the reins, which Willie still held. Gimlet

eyed him sadly. When he essayed to place a foot in the stirrup the

pony side-stepped rapidly in the opposite direction.




"You'd better mount from the other side, Mr. Corson," advised

Diana. "These horses are not broken to work with from the off

side."




"I knew all along he was a damn Injun," remarked Idaho.




"An' you better take the reins, you may need 'em," supplemented

Willie, who, at bottom, had a kind heart and shrank from

bloodshed.




Corson walked to the near side of Gimlet, gathered the reins

loosely in his right hand, stuck a foot into the stirrup, took hold

of the horn with both hands and pulled himself laboriously into the

saddle. Gimlet stood quietly.




"Giddap!" said Mr. Corson, but Gimlet moved not.




"Throw the hooks into him!" shouted Willie, gleefully.




"Why don't the old skate go?" demanded Corson, shaking the

reins.




"Use your spurs!" called one of the cowboys. "That's what you

bought 'em fer, ain't it?"




Mr. Corson used his spurs. The result was electrical,

galvanizing Gimlet into instant and surprising action—action

which glowingly elucidated the derivation of his name. He wheeled

dizzily round and round upon the same spot, and with lightning

rapidity.




Mr. Corson's funny hat flew off. He clawed at the horn in

intervals that he was not clawing at the loose reins in a mad

effort to gather them. Then Gimlet bolted. He ran for some hundred

yards, stopped and commenced wheeling again. Mr. Corson lost a

stirrup. Then he let go both reins and seized the horn with two

hands.




"Stop him!" he yelled. "Stop him! Whoa! Whoa!"




"Rip him open!" shrieked Willie. "Spur him in the eyes!"




"Ride him, cowboy!" yelled Idaho.




Again Gimlet bolted and this time Mr. Corson commenced to slip

dangerously to one side. A hundred-yard sprint back to where he had

started and Gimlet paused to wheel once more. It was the end. Mr.

Corson spun off, alighting on his back. He rolled over with

surprising agility and on hands and knees crawled rapidly away from

this man eater that he was sure was pursuing him. But Gimlet was

only standing dejectedly, with drooping ears.




Corson came to his feet. The men about him—rough fellows

with none of the finer sensibilities of New Yorkers—were

laughing rudely.




"It was a put-up job," he spluttered. "It was a put-up job.

You'll suffer for this, Colby! You told me that animal was

gentle."




"I told you he wouldn't pitch, mister!" snapped Colby. "An' he

didn't pitch."




Miss Manill had started back toward the house. "I think I'll not

ride this morning," she said.
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"'COME here!' he yells then to the rest o' us

boys,


'Step up to the fun'ral an' don't make no noise


The while we inter all the barb-wire what's here,


After which we'll dispose o' the seegars an' beer.'"




sang Texas Pete. "Hello! See whose came!"




Bull entered the bunk-house with a grin and a nod. "Still

singin' I see, Pete," he said. "Ain't you finished thet one

yit?"




Two weeks had slipped by since the arrival of Corson and Miss

Manill. Bull had just been relieved from duty as bullion guard and

was only now returning to the home ranch. In the weeks that he had

brought the gold down from the mine there had been no

holdup—The Black Coyote or Gregorio had not once been

seen.




"How's everything?" asked Bull.




"So-so," replied Texas Pete.




"Where's Colby? I gotta report to him."




"Up at the house—he eats there now."




Bull made no comment. He thought he understood why Hal Colby ate

at the house. One day soon, doubtless, he would sleep there, too,

as master.




"This Manill heifer got stuck on him an' insists on his eatin'

there," explained Pete. "Things ain't ben the same since them two

shorthorns hit the diggin's. The boss she looks tired and worried

all the time an' sadlike. I reckon she ain't got no more use fer

'em then the rest o' us."




"Is Colby gone on this Manill girl?" asked Bull.




"I dunno. Sometimes I reckons he is an' sometimes I reckons he

ain't. Looks like as if he wern't quite sure which side his bread

was buttered on an' he's waitin' to find out."




Bull busied himself arranging his blankets on his old bunk,

working in silence. Texas Pete eyed him surreptitiously. There was

a troubled look in Pete's eyes. Presently he coughed nervously. The

two men were alone in the bunk-house.




"Say, Bull," Pete finally broke the silence, "you an' me's ben

good pals."




Bull looked up from the work of folding his tarpaulin. "Who said

we ain't?" he inquired.




"Nobody ain't said we ain't," Pete assured him.




"Then what's eatin' you?"




"It's only just what everybody's sayin', Bull," said Pete. "I

thort you'd orter know about it."




"What?"




"Thet you an' The Black Coyote air the same feller. Not thet it

makes any difference with me. I ain't askin' whether you air or

whether you ain't. I'm just a-tellin' you fer your own good."




Bull smiled one of his slow smiles. "If I wasn't I'd say so,

wouldn't I?" he asked.




"I reckon you would."




"An' if I was I'd say I wasn't, wouldn't I?"




"I reckon you would," assented Pete.




"Then what the hell's the use o' sayin' anything?" he demanded.

"And 'specially when I don't give a damn what they think."




Pete shook his head. "I dunno," he said.




Bull started for the doorway. "I'm goin' up to the house to

report to Colby," he said.




"Look out thet Manill heifer don't git her grub-hooks on you,"

cautioned Pete.




In the office he found Diana Henders writing a letter. She

looked up with a little start as she heard his voice.




"Oh, Bull!" she cried, "I'm so glad you're back."




"Thanks, Miss. I come up to report to Colby, but I see he ain't

here."




"He's in the living-room with Mr. Corson and Miss Manill," she

told him.




"I reckon I'll see him later then." He started to leave.




"Don't go, Bull," she said. "I want to talk with you. Please sit

down."




He walked toward her and lowered himself into the big easy chair

that had been her father's. His movements were like those of a

lion—silent, powerful and yet without stealth.




For the first time in weeks the sense of loneliness that had

constantly oppressed her vanished. Bull was back! It was as if a

big brother had come home after a long absence—that was why

she was so glad to see him. Her heart forgot the thing that her

reason had been practically convinced of—that Bull was the

bandit of Hell's Bend—that it was Bull who had been robbing

her father and her for months—that it was Bull who had shot

Mack Harber.




She only knew that she felt relief and safety when Bull was

near. Nearly everyone feared him—many hated him. Could they

all be wrong? Could she alone be right in believing in

him?—as her heart did against the wise counseling of

reason.




"Yes, Miss?" he said, interrogatively.




"The Wainrights are trying to buy the ranch again, Bull," she

said, "and Mr. Corson seems to favor the idea."




"Do you want to sell?" he asked.




"No, I do not; but the worst of it is the price they want to

accept—two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for all our

holding—ranch, cattle and mine. They are bringing all kinds

of pressure to bear on me. Mr. Corson says I must either buy them

out or agree to the sale. I haven't the cash to buy them out and

they won't take my notes."




"Don't sell, Miss, at that price, an' don't sell at all if you

don't want to—they can't force you to sell."




"But they make it so unpleasant for me, and Mr. Corson is always

telling me that the bottom has fallen out of the live stock

business and that the new vein in the mine doesn't exist."




"The live stock business is all right, Miss. It wasn't never

better, an' as fer the new vein that's all right too. I was

scratchin' around a little bit myself while I was up there these

past six weeks. The gold's there all right. The trouble is you

ain't got the right man up there—that new superintendent

looks to me like a sharper. Did you know the Wainrights was up

there often?"




"No! really?"




"Yes, an' that superintendent is thick as thieves with 'em."




"He has no business to permit them on the property."




"He does though," said Bull, "but he raised thunder when he

found I'd been snootin' around the workings. I don't like that

hombre, Miss."




"Everybody seems to be against me, Bull, and it's so hard to

know what to do, now that Dad's gone. Mr. Corson and my cousin are

nagging at me all the time to agree to sell. Sometimes I am almost

determined to just to get rid of them."




"If you want to git rid o' them, Miss, that's easy," said Bull.

"All you gotta do is say so an' I'll run 'em off the ranch an'

outta the county. I wouldn't like nothin' better."




"I thought you had taken quite a fancy to my cousin, coming in

on the stage," said Diana.




"The only rope she could ever have on me, Miss, is that she's

your cousin," replied Bull, and she knew that he meant it. "If you

want me to run 'em out of the country, say the word, an' I'll start

'em in ten minutes—an' keep 'em on the jump, too."




"I'm afraid that wouldn't do, Bull," she said, smiling.




"I don't see why not," he replied.




Just then, Hal Colby entered the room. He nodded to Bull.




"You back?"




Bull took no notice of a question so obviously foolish.




"How long you ben back?" continued Colby.




"'Bout half an hour."




"Why didn't you report?" Colby was vexed. The easy familiarity

of Bull's attitude, stretched comfortably as he was in Mr. Henders'

chair, and in pleasant converse with Diana, galled him.




"Ain't you got eyes?" inquired Bull. "Cain't you see me sittin'

here reportin' to my boss?"




"You're supposed to report to me," snapped Colby.




"I'm apt to do lots of things I ain't supposed to do," Bull told

him, softly.




"I reckon most everybody knows that, too," said Colby,

meaningly.




"Come!" cried Diana. "Don't you boys quarrel—I have

troubles enough now. Bull was looking for you, to report, when he

came up here," she told Colby. "He asked for you."




"Why didn't he say so, then? I got some work for him an' I ben

expectin' him all day."




"Well, I'm here," said Bull. "What do you want me to do?" His

voice, unlike Colby's, carried no trace of anger, if he felt

any.




"Cramer wants off a few days an' I want you to go over to the

West Ranch an' look after the hosses 'til he comes back. They's

some colts over there that needs to be rid—Cramer'll tell you

all they is to do."




"When do you want me to go?"




"Tonight—that'll give Cramer a chance to git an early

start in the mornin'."




"All right," said Bull, rising. "Good night, Miss."




"Good night, Bull. I may ride over while you're at the West

Ranch. I've been intending to look the place over for a month or

more. Cramer said we needed some new corrals."




He nodded and left the room.




"I don't see how you kin be decent to a feller what's ben

robbin' you an' your dad fer months," said Colby, after Bull had

left. "'Er mebby you don't believe it even now?"




"I know it looks suspicious, Hal; but it's so hard to believe it

of Bull. I hate to believe it. I almost don't believe it. You are

hard on him because you don't like him."




"Didn't I tell you he was one of my best friends—you know

that—till I got wise to his game. I ain't a-wantin' no

rattlesnake like thet as no friend o' mine."




Diana sighed and rose wearily from her chair. "I'm going up to

wash for supper," she said.




She had been gone but a moment when Corson entered the

office.




"Well," he asked, "has she changed her mind?"




"I didn't say nothing about the matter to her," replied Colby.

"It wouldn't have done no good after what I hearn Bull a-tellin'

her just afore I come in the room."




"What was that?" demanded Corson.




"He was a-tellin' her not to sell, an' furthermore he offers to

run you an' Miss Manill outta the country if she gives the

word."




"What did she say to that?" Corson's voice showed indications of

nervousness.




"Oh, she wouldn't stand fer that, o' course; but he's a

dangerous feller to have around her. He's got too damn much

influence over her."




"I wish we could get rid of him," said Corson. "It seems funny

that he isn't arrested, when everyone knows he's The Black

Coyote."




"He'll run his neck into a noose one o' these days," replied

Colby.




"But in the meantime he may spoil this deal with Wainright,"

said Corson, "and I've got my heart set on that. I want to get out

of this damned country. It gives me the willies. Too many Indians,

and coyotes, and irresponsible kids with fire arms—it isn't

safe."




"I don't see why you are so anxious to sell now," said Colby.

"You can get more if you half try."




"That would mean going back to New York. There isn't any capital

out here. Wainright is a find, pure and simple. I can't chance

taking the time to arrange a deal back East—I don't know what

Miss Henders would be up to out here. What Miss Manill wants to do

is get some ready money out of it quick and get out. I guess

there's only one thing to do and that's to spring my last card on

the girl. I'd rather have done it an easier way, but she's so damn

stubborn she's forcing me to it."




"To what?" asked Colby.




Corson leaned close to him and whispered for several minutes

into his ear.




When he was through Colby leaned back in his chair and whistled.

"You don't mean it!" he exclaimed.




"Wainright is coming over to Hendersville on the stage tomorrow

and I want to get this matter settled with the Henders girl so that

I can have something definite to say to him. I think she's coming

around all right now that she is commencing to realize that the

mine's about played out and that the cattle business isn't much

better. Of course it don't make much difference what she thinks

about it except that she could make it mighty unpleasant around

here if she wanted to."




"She shore could make it unpleasant fer you and Wainright ef she

wanted to," agreed Colby, "an don't fool yourself that she thinks

the business ain't worth nothin'. Ef you had her thinkin' so today,

Bull's give her something new to think about since he was

here."




"Hows that?" demanded Corson.




"I hearn him tellin' her he'd ben diggin' 'round in the mine

while he was up there an' that he knows the new vein's rich as all

get-out, an' he told her the cattle business was all right, too. I

reckon she'll believe him afore she will you."




Corson bit his lip. "That settles it!" he exclaimed. "I've

fooled around long enough. I'm going to tell her tonight."




* * *




Outside the bunk-house some of the men were washing for supper.

Inside, Bull was rolling and roping his bed preparatory to moving

to the West Ranch after the evening meal.




"What yuh doin'?" demanded Texas Pete. "Yuh ain't quit?"




"Goin' over to the West Ranch—Cramer's gettin' off fer a

spell," explained Bull.




"Looks like they weren't crazy fer your company here," remarked

Pete.




Bull shrugged his shoulders and went on with the business of

half-hitches, to the final knot, after which he tossed the bed-roll

onto his bunk.




"I shouldn't think you'd stay on, Bull," said Texas Pete. "Let's

pull our freight. I ain't never ben to Calyforny—hev

you?"




The ex-foreman shook his head. "I got my own reasons fer stayin'

on a spell yet, Pete," he said.




Pete said nothing more on the subject. Bull's answer to his

suggestion that they leave the country troubled him, however. It

was not Diana Henders who was keeping Bull, of that Pete was

certain, because Hal Colby had long since as much as admitted that

he, Colby, was engaged to marry the dainty boss.




It wasn't because of any love he had for the job,

either—Texas Pete knew that—for Colby had never made

Bull's job any too easy since the former had become foreman, and

Bull was not staying because he loved Colby. It was true that he

never spoke a derogatory word concerning him, nor once had he

criticized his methods as foreman, but Texas Pete knew as well as

though Bull had told him that the latter had no use for the

foreman.




What was it, then, that was keeping Bull? Texas Pete's loyalty

to his friend made it difficult for him to harbor the only answer

that his knowledge of events permitted him to entertain; but that

answer to the question persisted in obtruding itself upon his

consciousness.




If Bull was, after all, The Black Coyote he could not

work to better advantage as a bandit than while in the employ of

the Bar Y outfit, where he could easily obtain first-hand knowledge

of every important bullion shipment.




"By gollies!" soliloquized Texas Pete, "I don't give a durn ef

he be, but I'll be durned ef I believe it yit!"




* * *




At the house Hal Colby was talking earnestly to Lillian Manill

in the sitting room. Supper had not yet been served, Corson had

gone to his room to clean up and Diana had not yet come down.




"Look here, Lill," Colby was saying. "I don't like the way

Corson's treatin' Di. I think a heap o' thet little girl an' I

don't want to see her git the worst of it."




Lillian Manill reached up and encircled his neck with her arms.

"I thought you were all over that, Hal," she said. "You've been

telling me how much you love me, but how do you expect me to

believe it if you're always thinking of her and not ever

considering my interests. You want her to have all the property and

you don't want me to have any. You don't love me!"




"Yes, I do, Lill—I'm crazy about you," he insisted.




"Then act like it," she advised him, "and quit siding with her

all the time. I'm going to be a rich girl, Hal, and we can have a

mighty good time after we're married, if you don't go and make a

fool of yourself and try to keep me out of what rightly belongs to

me."




"I ain't always so durned sure you're goin' to marry me," he

said gloomily. "You've ben pretty thick with thet feller Corson,

an' he's sweet on you—enny fool c'd tell thet."




"Oh, pshaw!" exclaimed Lillian Manill, laughing lightly; "why,

old Maurice is only like a big brother to me. Now give me a kiss

and tell me that you won't let Diana or anyone else steal all our

money." She drew his face down to hers and their lips met in a long

kiss.




When they separated Colby was panting heavily. "Gawd!" he

exclaimed huskily. "I'd commit murder fer you."




In the shadows of the hall stood Maurice B. Corson, scowling

darkly upon them through the partially opened door-way. Presently

he coughed discreetly and a moment later entered the room, where he

found Lillian idly turning sheets of music at the piano, while

Colby was industriously studying a picture that hung against the

wall.




Corson accosted them with a pleasant word and a jovial smile,

and a minute later Diana Henders entered the room and the four went

in to supper. The meal, like its predecessors for some weeks, was

marked by noticeable constraint. The bulk of the conversation

revolved about the weather, about the only thing that these four

seemed to have in common that might be openly discussed, and as

Arizona summer weather does not offer a wide field for discussion

the meals were not conspicuous for the conversational heights

attained. Nor was this one any exception to the rule. When it was

nearly over Corson cleared his throat as is the habit of many when

about to open an unpleasant subject after long deliberation.




"Miss Henders," he commenced.




Hal Colby arose. "I gotta see Bull before he leaves," he

announced hastily, and left the room.




Corson started again. "Miss Henders," he repeated, "I have a

painful duty to perform. I have tried to work in harmony with you,

but I have never met with any cooperation on your part, and so I am

forced to reveal a fact that we might successfully have gotten

around had you been willing to abide by my judgment in the matter

of the sale of the property."




"And what fact is that?" asked Diana, politely.




"We will get to it presently," he told her. "Now, my dear young

lady, your father's death has left you in very unfortunate

circumstances, but, of course, as is natural, Miss Manill wants to

do what she can for you."




"I am afraid that I do not understand," said Diana. "Lillian and

I have suffered equally in the loss of our fathers and our uncles,

and together we have inherited the responsibilities of a rather

large and sometimes cumbersome business. I am sure that we wish to

help one another as much as possible—I as much as she."




"I am afraid that you do not understand, Miss Henders," said

Corson, solemnly. "By the terms of your uncle's will everything

would have gone to your father had he survived Mr. Manill, but he

did not. Your father made a similar will, leaving everything to

your uncle. So you see, Miss Henders!" Corson spread his palms and

raised his brows in a gesture of helplessness.




"I must be very dense," said Diana, "for I am sure I do not know

even yet what you are driving at, Mr. Corson."




"It is just this," he explained; "your father left everything to

your uncle—your uncle left everything to his daughter. It is

very sad, Miss Henders—Miss Manill has grieved over it a

great deal; but the law is clear—it leaves you

penniless."




"But it is not what was intended and there must be another

will," exclaimed Diana. "Uncle John and Dad both wished that, when

they were gone, the estate should be divided equally between their

lawful heirs—half and half. Dad left such a will and it was

his understanding that Uncle John had done likewise—and I

know he must have for he was the soul of honor. Their wills were

identical—Dad has told me so more than once. They had such

implicit confidence in one another that each left everything to the

other with the distinct understanding that eventually it all was to

go to the heirs of both, as I have explained."




"I do not doubt that your father left such a will, if you say he

did; but the fact remains that Mr. Manill did not," said Mr.

Corson, emphatically. "But you shall not want, Miss Henders. Your

cousin will see to that. She has already authorized me to arrange

for an annuity that will keep you from want until you are

married—we thought best not to continue it beyond that time

for obvious reasons."




"You mean," asked Diana, dully, "that I have nothing? That I am

a pauper—that even this roof under which I have lived nearly

all my life does not belong, even in part, to me—that I have

no right here?"




"Oh, please, don't say that, dear!" exclaimed Lillian Manill.

"You shall stay here just as long as you wish. You will always be

welcome in my home."




"My home!" Diana suppressed a sob that was partially

grief and partially rage. The injustice of it! To take advantage of

a technicality to rob her of all that rightly belonged to her. She

was glad though that they had come out into the open at

last—why had they not done so before?




"Of course," said Corson, "as Miss Manill says, you are welcome

to remain here as long as the property is in her hands, but, as you

know, we have received an advantageous offer for it and so it is

only fair to tell you that you might as well make your plans

accordingly."




"You are going to sell to Wainright for two hundred and fifty

thousand?" asked Diana.




Corson nodded. Diana rose and walked the length of the room,

then she turned and faced them. "No, you are not going to sell, Mr.

Corson, if there is any way in which I can prevent it. You are not

going to steal my property so easily. Why have you been attempting

all these weeks to persuade me to agree to a sale if you knew all

along that I had no interest whatsoever in the property?" she

demanded suddenly.




"That was solely due to a desire on our part to make it as easy

as possible for you," he explained, suavely. "Your cousin would

have given you half the purchase price rather than have had to tell

you the truth, Miss Henders; but you have forced it upon us. She

desires to sell. It is her property. You alone stood in the way.

You have been your own worst enemy, Miss Henders. You might have

had one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars had you not been

stubborn—now you must be content with whatever Miss Manill

sees fit to allow you in the way of an annuity."




Diana squared her shoulders as she faced them. "Miss Manill

shall give me nothing—I will not accept as a gratuity what

rightfully belongs to me. If you think, Mr. Corson, that you are

going to take my property away from me without a fight, you are

mistaken," and she wheeled about and started for the doorway.




"Wait a moment, Miss Henders!" cried the New Yorker. "I am a

lawyer and I know how expensive litigation is. Such a case as you

contemplate, and I take it for granted that you purpose taking the

matter to court when you say 'fight,' might drag on for years,

wasting the entire property in attorneys' fees and legal expense,

so that neither of you would get anything—I have seen such

things happen scores of times.




"Now, let us rather compromise. We were willing to make you a

gift of half the purchase price immediately on the consummation of

the sale to Mr. Wainright. That offer is still open. It is

extremely fair and generous and if you will take my advice you will

accept it."




"Never!" snapped Diana.




Corson and Lillian sat in silence listening to Diana's

foot-falls as she ascended the stairs. Presently they heard her

door close, then the girl turned upon Corson. "You poor sucker,

you!" she exclaimed. "What do you think you are, offering her a

hundred and twenty-five thousand when we don't have to give her a

cent!"




"Don't be a hog, Lill," advised the man. "We'll get enough, and

if we can save a lot of trouble we'd better let her have the

hundred and twenty-five. You can't tell what these people out

here'll do.




"Take that Bull fellow, for instance—he's already offered

to run us out of the country if she says to. Look what he did to

old man Wainright, for instance. Why, say, there are a lot of her

friends here that would think no more of shooting us full of holes

than they would of eating their Sunday dinners, if she just so much

as hinted that she thought we were trying to do her out of

anything.




"And we'll be getting plenty, anyway—you and I each get a

third and Wainright gets the other third—and that mine alone

is worth millions. Why, we could afford to give her the whole two

hundred and fifty thousand dollars if she'd agree to the sale."




"I'm not so keen as you on giving my money away," replied

Lillian.




"Your money, hell," he replied. "You wouldn't have anything if

it wasn't for me, and as for that measly little hundred and

twenty-five thousand, why, it'll cost us all of that to square

these people around here before we get through with it—I've

promised Colby ten thousand already, and say, speaking of Colby, I

saw you two in the sitting room before supper. You got to lay off

that business—you're getting too thick with that fellow to

suit me. You belong to me," he added suddenly and fiercely.




"Oh, come on, Maurice, don't be silly," replied Lillian. "You

told me to get him on our side. How did you suppose I was going to

do it—by making faces at him?"




"Well, you don't have to go too far. I heard you telling him

what you two would do after you were married. You may be a good

little actress, Lill, but that kiss you gave him looked too damn

realistic to suit me. I'm not going to have you running off with

him after you get your mitts on a little money."




"Say, you don't think I'd marry that rube, do you?" and Lillian

Manill burst into peals of laughter.




* * *




Colby found Bull in the bunk-house.




"Bull," he said, "I wish you'd ride up Belter's tomorrer an' see

how the water's holdin' out."




"Listen, Bull," said Texas Pete, "I got the rest of it:






"An' so we lines up at the bar, twelve or

more;


The boss tries to smile, but he caint, he's so sore.


The stranger says: 'Pronto! you durn little runt.'


Jest then we hears some one come in at the front,




"An' turnin' to look we see there in the door


A thin little woman—my gosh, she was pore!—


Who lets her eyes range til they rest on this bloke


With funny ideas about what was a joke.




"She walks right acrost an' takes holt o' his

ear.


'You orn'ry old buzzard,' she says, 'you come here!'


He give us a smile thet was knock-kneed an' lame,


An', 'Yes, dear, I'm comin'!' he says, an' he came."




XIII. — THE NECKTIE PARTY
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WHEN Diana Henders left the dining room after

hearing Corson's explanation of her status as an heir to the estate

of her father and uncle she definitely severed relations with the

two whom she now firmly believed had entered into a conspiracy to

rob her of her all. The following day she ate her meals in the

kitchen with Wong to whom she confided her troubles. The old

Chinaman listened intently until she was through, then he arose and

crossed the kitchen to a cupboard, a crafty smile playing over his

wrinkled, yellow countenance.




"Me fixee—me no likum," he said, as he returned with a

phial of white powder in his hand.




"O, Wong! No! No!" cried the girl, grasping instantly the

faithful servitor's intent. "You mustn't do anything so horrible as

that. Promise me that you won't."




"All lightee—jest samee you say," he replied with a shrug,

and returned the phial to the cupboard.




"I'm going away tonight, Wong," she told him, "and I want you to

promise me that nothing like that will happen while I am away and

that you will stay until I return. There is no one else I could

trust to look after the house."




"You clomee backee?"




"Yes, Wong, I'm going to Hendersville tonight so that I can

catch the stage for Aldea in the morning. I am going to take the

train for Kansas City and consult some of Dad's friends and get

them to recommend a good lawyer. You'll take care of things for me,

Wong?"




"You bletee blootee!"




* * *




That afternoon she sent for Hal Colby and told him what Corson

had said to her. Colby seemed ill at ease and embarrassed.




"I'm mighty sorry, Di," he said, "but I don't see what you kin

do about it. If I was you I'd accept half the purchase price. They

got you dead-to-rights an' you won't make no money fightin'

'em."




"Well, I won't accept it, and I'm surprised that you'd advise me

to."




"It's only fer your own good, Di," he assured her. "It ain't

Lillian's fault that your uncle done your dad outen the property.

You cain't blame her fer wantin' what was left to her an' I think

it was mighty pretty of her to offer to split with you."




"I don't," she replied, "and I think there is something behind

that offer that is not apparent on the face of it. I am going to

find out, too. I'm going to Kansas City to hire a lawyer and I'll

want the buckboard and one of the men to drive me to town after

supper tonight."




"I'm plumb sorry, Di, but Corson an' Lillian have took the

buckboard to town already."




"Then I'll go on Captain," she said. "Please have him saddled

for me right after supper."




She packed her traveling dress and other necessary articles in a

small bag that could be tied to a saddle, leaving on her buckskin

skirt and blouse for the ride to town, and after supper made her

way to the corral after waiting a few minutes for Captain to be

brought to the house and rather wondering why Hal had neglected to

do so.




To her surprise she discovered that Captain had not even been

saddled, and was, as a matter of fact, still running in the pasture

a mile from the house. She went to the bunk-house to get one of the

men to catch him up, but found it deserted. From there she walked

to the cook-house, where she found only the cook setting bread for

the morrow.




"Where are all the men?" she asked.




"They's a dance to Johnson's tonight an' some of 'em went

there," he told her. "The rest went to town. Idaho, Shorty an' Pete

went to the dance."




"Where's Hal?"




"I reckon he went to town—I ain't seen him since this

arternoon some time."




"Did Willie go too?"




"No'm, he's here sommers—hey, Willie! You Willie!"




Willie appeared from the outer dusk. "Oh, Willie," said Diana,

"won't you please catch Captain up for me and saddle him?"




"You ain't goin' to ride tonight all alone, be you?" he

asked.




"I've got to get to town, Willie, and Hal forgot to tell anyone

to ride with me," she explained.




"Well, I'll go along with you," said Willie. "I'll have the

hosses saddled pronto," and off he ran.




Ten minutes later they were in the saddle and loping away

through the rapidly falling night toward town.




"I can't understand how Hal happened to let all the boys go at

the same time," she said, half musingly. "It was never done before

and it isn't safe."




"Bull wouldn't never have done it," said Willie. "Bull was a

top-notch foreman."




"You like Bull?" she asked.




"You bet I do," declared Willie, emphatically; "don't you?"




"I like all the boys," she replied.




"Bull wouldn't never have left you here alone at night. He set a

heap o' store by you, Miss." Willie was emboldened to speak freely

because of the darkness that would cover any sudden embarrassment

he might feel if he went too far. The same darkness covered Diana's

flush—a flush of contrition that she harbored a belief in

Bull's villainy.




Before they entered Hendersville they became aware that

something unusual was going on in town. They could hear the hum of

excited voices above which rose an occasional shout, and as they

rode into the single street they saw a hundred figures surging to

and fro before Gum's Place. A man stood on the veranda of the

saloon haranguing the crowd.




"This business has gone fer enough," he was saying as Diana and

Willie paused at the outskirts of the crowd. "It's high time we put

a end to it. You all knows whose 'a' doin' it as well as I do. What

we orter do is ride out'n git him tonight—they's a bunch o'

cottonwoods where he is right handy an' we got plenty o' ropes in

the cow-country. Whose with me?"




Two score voices yelled in savage assurance of their owners'

hearty cooperation.




"Then git your bronchs," cried the speaker, "an' we'll go after

him an' git him!"




Diana saw that the orator was Hal Colby. She turned to one of

the men who was remaining as the majority of the others hastened

after their ponies.




"What is it all about?" she asked. "What has happened?"




The man looked up at her, and as he recognized her, pulled off

his hat awkwardly. "Oh, it's you, Miss Henders! Well, you see, the

stage was held up ag'in today an' Mack Harber was kilt—it was

his first trip since he was wounded that time. It was the first

trip, too, since Bull quit guardin' the gold, an' a lot o' the

fellers has got it in their heads thet it's Bull as done it."




"'Tain't no sech thing!" cried a little old man, near-by,

"'tain't Bull."




The speaker was Wildcat Bob. "I don't like to think so neither,"

said the first man; "but it shore looks bad fer him—the

fellers is all het up. There ain't one in thet crowd but what would

lynch his gran-maw ef he had another drink, an' they sure hev had

plenty—Gum's ben settin' 'em up in there fer a coupla hours

on the house. Never did see Gum so plumb liberal."




"He's aimin' to get someone else to go after The Black Coyote,"

said Wildcat Bob, "or he wouldn't be so doggone liberal with his

rot-gut—he couldn't git up enough nerve ef he drunk a whole

distillery."




"You think they really intend to lynch Bull?" asked the

girl.




"They ain't no two ways about it, Miss," said the man she had

first accosted. "They're aimin' to do it an' I reckon they will.

You see they're pretty sore. Mack tried to put up a little fight

an' this Black Coyote feller bored him plumb between the eyes. Then

he takes the gold, cuts all the hosses loose from the stage an'

vamooses. Thet's why we didn't hear of it 'til just a bit ago,

cause they didn't have no way to git to town only hoofin' it."




Already the avenging mob was gathering. They came whooping,

reeling in their saddles. Not one of them, sober, would have gone

out after the ex-foreman of the Bar Y, but, drunk, they forgot

their fear of him, and Diana knew that they would carry out their

purpose.




They were going to lynch Bull! It seemed incredible, and yet,

could she blame them? Knowing him as she did she had herself half

admitted the truth of the rumor of his guilt before this, the

latest outrage, that seemed to fix the responsibility beyond

peradventure of a doubt. For the six weeks that Bull had guarded

the bullion there had been no holdup, and now on the very first

stage day after he had been relieved the depredations had been

renewed.




She recalled the fact that he had been seen with Gregorio on the

very afternoon of a previous holdup; she recalled the blood upon

his shirt that same day—the day that Mary Donovan had fired

upon the bandits; she thought of the bag of gold dust that he had

displayed at the bunk-house. There seemed no possible avenue of

escape from a belief in his guilt.




The yelling avengers were milling around in a circle in front of

Gum's Place, firing off their guns, cursing, shouting. The sheriff

appeared on the veranda and raised his hand for silence.




"Ah'm sheriff yere," he said, "an as an ahm of the law Ah cain't

permit yo-all to go fer to lynch nobody, but Ah can an' do invite

yo-all in to hev a drink on the house befo' yo go."




There was a wild shout of approval and a scramble for room at

the tie rail. Those who lost out rode their ponies into the saloon,

and as the last of them disappeared, Diana, who had lost sight of

Willie in the jostle and excitement of the past few minutes, turned

her pony about and rode back in the direction from which she had

come.




Just beyond the last house she turned abruptly to the

left—the Bar Y ranch lay to the right—urged Captain

into a lope and started off through the darkness toward the west.

Presently she struck a well-defined trail and then with a word and

a touch of her spurs she sent Captain into a run. Swiftly the wiry

animal sprang through the night while the beating of his mistress'

heart kept time to the rapid fall of his unshod hoofs.




What was she doing? Was she mad? A dozen times Diana Henders

repeated those questions to herself, but the only answer was a

monotonous cadence that beat upon her brain, reasonless, to the

accompaniment of Captain's flying hoofs:




They shall not kill him! They shall not kill him! They shall

not kill him!






Constantly she listened for sounds of the coming of the lynching

party, though she knew that she had sufficient start to outdistance

them completely, even had Captain not been the fleet and powerful

runner that he was. It was ten miles to the West Ranch from

Hendersville and the Captain made it in thirty minutes that

night.




Diana threw herself from the saddle at the gate and crawled

through the bars, leaving Captain on wide stretched feet and with

nose to ground blowing after his hard run, knowing that he would

not move from the spot for some time. She hastened to the darkened

cabin and pounded on the door.




"Bull!" she cried. "Bull!" but there was no answer. Then she

opened the door and entered, fumbling around for a table she found

it and matches, striking one. The cabin, a one room affair, was

empty. Her ride for nothing! Bull was away, but they would hide in

the brush and wait for him to come back and then they would shoot

him down in cold blood, and he would never have a chance for his

life. If she only knew where he had gone, she might ride out and

meet him; but she did not know.




Wait! There was one chance! If he was The Black Coyote he would

doubtless come in from the north or the northeast, for in the

latter direction lay Hell's Bend, the scene of his many

holdups.




But it wasn't Bull—it couldn't be Bull—Bull, of all

the men in the world, could never have robbed her, or killed her

messenger.




Slowly she returned to Captain, standing with heaving sides and

dilated nostrils. The animal staggered a bit as she mounted, but at

a touch of the rein he turned and walked out into the sage brush

toward the north. She rode for a quarter of a mile and then she

reined in her mount and called the man's name aloud.




There was no reply and she turned to the east and rode in that

direction for a while, now and then calling "Bull!" her voice

sounding strange and uncanny in her own ears. In the distance a

coyote yapped and wailed.




She turned and rode west to a point beyond the cabin and then

back again, establishing a beat where she might hope to intercept

the returning Bull before he reached the danger of the ambush. At

intervals she called his name aloud, and presently she halted

frequently to listen for the coming of the lynchers.




It was a matchless Arizona night. The myriad stars blazing in

the blue-black vault of infinite space cast their radiance softly

upon vale and height, relieving the darkness with a gentle

luminosity that rendered distant objects discernible in mass, if

not in form, and because of it Diana saw the black bulk of the

approaching horsemen while they were yet a considerable distance

away, and, seeing them, dared not call Bull's name aloud again.




The mob rode silently now—a grim and terrible shadow

creeping through the darkness to lay bloody hands upon its prey. A

quarter of a mile from the cabin it halted while its members

dismounted and, leaving a few to hold the horses, the balance crept

stealthily forward on foot.




Diana, too, had dismounted, knowing that she would be less

conspicuous thus, and was leading Captain over a circuitous trail

toward the north and east. The girl knelt and placed an ear to the

ground.




Faintly, as though at a great distance, she heard the rhythmic

pounding of a horse's hoofs. He was coming—loping through the

night, Bull was coming—all unconscious of what awaited him

there in the darkness. He was riding to his death. She hastened

forward a short distance and listened again. If the sounds should

be plainer now she would be sure that he was coming from the

northeast.




The self-appointed posse crept toward the cabin and according to

a general plan imparted to them by Colby, separated into two

sections and surrounded it, finally worming their way close in on

hands and knees, taking advantage of the cover of the sage to

shield them from the sight of the man they believed to be there,

then Colby arose and walked boldly to the door. Knocking, he called

Bull's name aloud. There was no response.




"Hey, Bull!" cried Colby again, in a friendly voice, "it's Hal."

Still no reply. Colby pushed the door open and entered. Of all the

motley crew that followed him he alone had the courage to do the

thing he was doing now. He struck a match and lighted a candle that

stood on the rude table, embedded in its own grease in the cover of

a baking powder can.




A brief survey of the interior showed him that it was

untenanted. He extinguished the light and returned to his party

where word was passed around that they were to remain quietly in

hiding where they were until the quarry came.




* * *




In the meantime a lone horseman had thrown himself from a

half-spent pony in the Bar Y ranch yard and seeing a light in the

cook-house had burst in upon the astonished cook. "What in all

tarnation's the matter of ye, Wildcat Bob?" he demanded.




"Where's Bull?" asked the little old man.




"Reckon he's over at the West Ranch—leastways there's were

he's supposed to be, why?"




"Warn't they a gang o' the boys jest here lookin' for him?"




"No."




A burst of lurid profanity filled the room as Wildcat Bob

explained just how he felt and what he thought of himself.




"They set out to lynch Bull," he explained finally, "an' I

supposin' o' course thet he was here got away ahead o' 'em, an'

now, ding-bust my ornery ol' carcass, like as not they already got

him over at the West Ranch. Where's the rest o' the boys? Where's

Texas Pete? You don't reckon thet critter's with Colby, do

you?"




"Not by a long shot," replied the cook. "He'd stick up fer Bull

ef he massacreed the whole durn county. So'd Shorty an' Idaho, but

they ain't none o' 'em here—they's all down to Johnson's to a

dance."




"Well," said Wildcat Bob, "I done my best, which same ain't no

good. Ef I hed a hoss instead o' a hunk o' coyote fodder I'd try to

git to the West Ranch in time, but I reckon they ain't no chanct

now. Howsumever I'll do the best I kin. So-long!" and he was

gone.




A half hour later his horse fell dead a mile north of

Hendersville while his rider was taking a short cut straight across

country for the West Ranch. It was a warm and lurid Wildcat Bob who

plodded through the dust of Hendersville's lone thoroughfare and

stopped at the veranda of The Donovan House some time later to be

accosted by one of a group gathered there in semi-silent

expectancy.




"The saints be praised!" exclaimed Mary Donovan. "Is it a

banchee or is it not?"




"It's worse," said Bill Gatlin, the stage driver; "it's Wildcat

Bob—walkin'."




"Did they git the poor b'y?" demanded Mary, whereat the little

old gentleman burst forth anew with such a weird variety of oaths

that Mr. Jefferson Wainright, Jr., could feel the hot flush that

mounted to his ears fairly scorching his skin.




"Ef I ever gits a-hold o' the blankety, blank, blank thet loaned

me that blankety, blank, blank ewe-necked, ring-boned, spavined

excuse fer a cayuse I'll cut his heart out," announced Wildcat Bob

in a high falsetto.




Finally Mary Donovan inveigled the facts from him. "Ye done

well, Bob, thet ye did," she assured him. "Shure an' how was yese

to know thet he wasn't at the home ranch."




"I shouldn't think you'd care if they did hang a bandit and

murderer," declared Mr. Jefferson Wainright, Jr.




"Who in hell told you to think, you durn dude?" screamed Wildcat

Bob, reaching for his gun.




Mr. Wainright sought the greater safety of the office, tipping

over his chair and almost upsetting Mary Donovan in his haste.

"Don't shoot!" he cried. "Don't shoot! I meant no offense."




Wildcat Bob would have followed him within, but Mary Donovan

caught him around the waist and pushed him into a chair. "Be ca'm,

Robert," she soothed him.




* * *




As Diana arose to her feet after listening close to the ground

for the second time she was assured by the increased loudness of

the sounds she had heard that the lone rider was rapidly

approaching from the northeast and in that direction she again led

Captain, intending to mount once more as soon as she had reached

what she considered a safe distance from the cabin and the hidden

watchers encircling it. She had forged ahead for about five minutes

when the way dipped into a shallow swale in which the sage brush

grew to greater size.




Here would be a good place to remount, and with this intention

crystallized she wound downward among the scattered brush toward

the bottom, when, rounding a particularly high bush, she came

suddenly face to face with a man leading a horse.




"Stick 'em up!" whispered the man in a low voice, presenting an

evil looking six-gun at the pit of her stomach.




"Oh, Bull!" she cried in low tones, for she would have known his

voice among thousands.




"You?" he cried. "My gawd, Miss, what are you doin' here?"




"They have come to lynch you, Bull," she told him. "There are

forty or fifty of them lying in the brush around your cabin now.

They say that you held up the stage and killed Mack Harber

today."




"And you came to warn me?" His voice sounded far away, as

though, groping for a truth he could not grasp, he spoke half to

himself.




"You must go away, Bull," she told him. "You must leave the

country."




He paid no attention to her words. "I seen a light flash fer a

minute in the shack," he said, "an' so I reckoned I'd hev a look

around before I come too close. Thet was why I was walkin' when I

hearn you. I was just a-goin' to leave Blazes here an' go ahead an'

scout aroun' a bit. Mount up now an' I'll take you home."




"No," she said, "you get away. I can get home all right—I

only have to go to town. I'm stopping at Mary's tonight."




"I'll ride with you," he insisted.




She knew him well enough to know that he would never let her

ride to town alone through the night and so she mounted as he did

and together they followed the swale which ran in the general

direction of Hendersville.




"You say you're stoppin' at Mary's?" he asked.




"Just for tonight. I'm taking the stage for Aldea in the

morning. I'm going to Kansas City to consult a lawyer. They are

trying to take the property away from me, Bull," and then she told

him all that had transpired since yesterday.




"You don't need a lawyer, Miss," he told her. "What you need is

a two-gun man, only you don't need him, 'cause you got one

already. You go back to the ranch an' come mornin' there won't be

airy dude or dudess to try to put their brand on nothin' thet

belongs to you."




"Oh, Bull, don't you understand that you mustn't do anything

like that?" she cried. "It would only make things worse than they

are now. Wong wanted to poison them."




"Good ol' Wong!" interjected Bull.




"But we can't make murderers of ourselves just because they are

wicked."




"It ain't murder to kill a rattlesnake," he reminded her.




"But promise me that you won't," she urged.




"I wouldn't do nothin' you didn't want done, Miss," he said.




They were nearing town now and could see the lights plainly,

shining through the windows and doorways. "You'd better go now,

Bull," she said.




"Not 'til I get you in town safe," he replied.




"But I'm safe now—it is only a little way, and I'm afraid

they might get you if you came in."




"Shucks, they won't git me now thet I know they're after me," he

replied. "Say, Miss," he exclaimed suddenly, "you ain't asked me ef

it was me kilt Mack."




She drew herself up proudly. "I'll never ask you, Bull," she

said.




"But you wouldn't hev come out to warn me ef you'd thought it,"

he suggested.




She was silent for a moment, and then: "Yes, I would, Bull," she

said in a very little voice.




He shrugged his shoulders. "As I told Pete, ef I had done it or

ef I hadn't done it, I'd say I hadn't, so what's the use o' wastin'

breath; but I shore appreciates what you've done, Miss."




"And you will go away?" she asked.




"No'm, I'll stay here. I reckon you need me, Miss, from what

you've told me, so I'll hang around a spell. I'll ride over to the

ranch o' nights now an' then. Ef you happen to hear a meadow-lark

settin' up late after dark you'll know it's me."




"But I'm afraid they'll get you, Bull, if you stay in the

country. They're terribly angry," she warned him.




"They won't be so keen to find me after they're sobered up a

bit," he said, with a smile. "Colby's the only one thet's got the

nerve to go agin' guns single-handed."




"I don't see why he hates you so," she said. "I used to think

that he liked you."




"Then all I got to say, Miss, is thet you must be plumb blind,"

said Bull.




Diana was evidently not so blind as he thought her, for she

flushed deliciously.




"Now you must turn back," she said. They were almost in

town.




"I will, because they mustn't see you ridin' in with me," he

replied.




She reined in her horse and held out her hand to him. "Good-bye,

Bull," she said.




He took her slim hand in his and pressed it strongly.

"Good-bye—Diana!" said Bull.




She spoke to Captain and moved off toward the little town and

the man sat there in the darkness watching her retreating form

until it was hidden behind a corner of The Donovan House.




XIV. — BULL SEES COLBY






  

	Table of Contents

  






BULL turned Blazes' head toward the northeast and

rode off slowly in the direction of Coyote Canyon near the head of

which there was a wild and almost inaccessible country just east of

Hell's Bend Pass. There was water there and game for himself, with

year round pasture for Blazes.




As he rode he hummed a gay little air, quite unlike the grim,

taciturn Bull that his acquaintances knew, for Bull was

happy—happier than he had been for months.




"An' to think," he mused, "thet she rode out there all alone to

warn me. An' once she said to me, 'Bull,' says she, 'I don't love

any man, Bull, thet way; but if ever I do he'll know it without my

tellin' him. I'll do something thet will prove it—a girl

always does.'




"Thet's what she says—them's her very words. I ain't never

fergot 'em an' I ain't never goin' to—even ef I don't believe

it. It was just her good heart that sent her out to warn

me—she'd a-done as much fer any of the boys."




* * *




When Diana reined in before those assembled on the veranda of

The Donovan House she was greeted by a gasp of astonishment from

Mary Donovan.




"Diana Henders, child!" she exclaimed. "What are ye doin' here

this time o' night? Sure an' I thought ye had gone back to the

ranch, after hearin' ye was in town airlier in the av'nin'."




Diana dismounted without making any reply and tied Captain to

the rail in front of the hotel. As she mounted the steps to the

veranda the younger Wainright rose, politely. Corson and the elder

Wainright nodded, the latter grunting gruffly. Lillian Manill

pretended that she did not see her.




"I am going to stop here tonight, Mrs. Donovan," said Diana to

the proprietress, "that is if you have room for me."




"An' if I didn't I'd be after makin' it," replied the

latter.




"I wonder if you'd mind putting Captain up for me, Bob," said

Diana, turning to the Wildcat, and as the old man stepped from the

veranda to comply with her request, Diana turned and entered the

office, followed by Mary Donovan.




"May I have a cup of tea, Mrs. Donovan?" asked the girl. "I feel

all fagged out. This evening has been like a terrible

nightmare."




"You mane about poor Bull?" asked Mary.




Diana nodded.




"They ain't back yit," said Mary; "but I suppose they got him,

bad 'cess to 'em."




Diana came close to the older woman and whispered. "They didn't

get him. I just saw him—he brought me to the edge of

town."




"Now, the Lord be praised for that!" ejaculated Mary Donovan,

"for shure an' if it's guilty he is I'll not be after belavin' it

at all, at all."




"It looks pretty bad for him, Mrs. Donovan," said Diana, "but

even so I can't believe it of him either—I won't believe

it."




"An' no more don't yese, darlin'," advised Mary Donovan, "an'

now make yersilf comfortable an' I'll have ye a cup o' tay in no

time."




As her hostess left the sitting room by one doorway, Jefferson

Wainright, Jr., appeared in the other which opened from the office,

his hat in his hand.




"May I have just a word with you, Miss Henders?" he asked.




The girl nodded her assent, though none too cordially, and

Wainright entered the little sitting room.




"I can't begin to tell you, Miss Henders," he commenced, after

clearing his throat, "how badly I feel over this matter that Mr.

Corson has explained to us. There isn't any question, of course,

about the unfairness and injustice of it; but the fact remains that

the law is the law, and I don't see how you are going to get around

it by fighting them."




"It is a matter, Mr. Wainright, that I do not care to discuss

with you," said Diana, rising.




"Wait a minute, Miss Henders," he begged. "That wasn't exactly

what I wanted to discuss with you, though it has a bearing on it.

There is a way out for you and it was that I wanted to talk over.

Your father was a wealthy man—you have been accustomed to

everything that money could buy in this country. To drop from

affluence to penury in a single day is going to be mighty hard for

you, and it is that I want to save you from."




"It is very kind of you, I am sure," she told him, "but I cannot

see how you, of all people, can help me, for your own father is a

party to this whole transaction."




"I think you are a bit hard on him," he said. "You surely cannot

blame him for wanting to drive as good a bargain as

possible—he is, first and last, a business man."




Diana only shrugged her shoulders.




"Now, as I said," continued Mr. Wainright, "there is a way for

you to continue to have, not only the luxuries you have been

accustomed to, but many more, and at the same time to retain the

Bar Y Ranch."




She looked up at him questioningly. "Yes!" she said, "and

how?"




"By marrying me, Miss Henders. You know I love you. You know

there is nothing I would not do for you. There is no sacrifice that

I would not willingly and gladly make for you. I would die for you,

dear girl, and thank God for the chance."




Diana Henders' lip curled in scorn. "It seems to me that I heard

you make that very assertion once before, Mr. Wainright, and in

those self-same words—the night before you ran away, like the

coward you are, and left us at the mercy of the Apaches.




"If you had half the courage that you have effrontery, the lion

would appear a mouse by comparison. Please, never mention the

subject to me again, nor is there any reason why you should ever

address me upon any subject. Good night!"




"You'll regret this," he cried as he was leaving the room. "You

see if you don't. You might have had one friend, and a good one, on

your side—now you haven't any. We'll strip you to the last

cent for this, and then you'll marry some ignorant, unwashed

cow-puncher and raise brats in a tumbledown shack for the rest of

your life—that's what you'll do!"




"An do yuh know what you'll do?" demanded a squeaky voice behind

him.




Jefferson Wainright, Jr., turned to see Wildcat Bob glaring at

him from the center of the office floor. The young man turned a

sickly hue and glanced hurriedly for an avenue of escape, but the

Wildcat was between him and the outer doorway and was reaching for

one of his terrible guns.




With a half-stifled cry Wainright sprang into the sitting room

and ran to Diana. Seizing her he whirled the girl about so that she

was between him and the Wildcat's weapon.




"My God, Miss Henders, don't let him shoot me! I'm

unarmed—it would be murder. Save me! Save me!"




His screams brought his father, Corson, Lillian Manill and Mary

Donovan to the room, where they saw the younger Wainright kneeling

in abject terror behind Diana's skirts.




"What's the meanin' of all this?" yelled the elder

Wainright.




"Your son insulted me—he asked me to marry him," said

Diana. "Let him go, Bob," she directed the Wildcat.




"Gosh-a-mighty, Miss!" exclaimed the old man in an aggrieved

tone, "yuh don't mean it, do yuh? Why, I just ben honin' fer a

chanct to clean up this here whole bunch o' tin-horns an' now that

I got an excuse it don't seem right to let it pass. By cracky, it

ain't right! 'Tain't moral, that's what it ain't!"




"Please, Bob—I've got trouble enough—let him

go."




Slowly Wildcat Bob returned his gun to its holster, shaking his

head mournfully, and Jefferson Wainright, Jr., arose and sneaked

out of the room. As his party returned to the veranda the young

man's father was growling and spluttering in an undertone, but

Wildcat Bob caught the words "law" and "sheriff."




"What's thet?" he demanded in his high falsetto.




The elder Wainright cringed and stepped rapidly through the

doorway. "Nothin'," he assured the Wildcat. "I didn't calc'late to

say nothin' at all."




* * *




It was almost morning when the weary and now sobered members of

the necktie party returned to town. Gum Smith and several others,

among whom was Wildcat Bob, met them in the street.




"Git him?" demanded the sheriff.




"No," replied Colby, "an' I don't savvy it neither—someone

must o' put him wise; but I got some evidence," and he drew a worn

leather pouch from his shirt. "Here's one o' the bullion bags that

was took from the stage yesterday—I found it under his

blankets. He may o' ben there an' saw us comin', but thet ain't

likely 'cause we snuk up mighty keerful—someone must o' put

him wise."




"Ah wondeh who-all it could o' ben," wondered Gum Smith.




As the crowd was dispersing Wildcat Bob caught sight of Willie

among them.




"Hey, thar, you!" he called. "What was you doin' with thet

bunch—I thought you claimed to be a friend o' Bull's."




"Course I am," maintained Willie, stoutly; "but I hain't never

seed no one hanged."




* * *




A few hours later Diana Henders left on the stage for Aldea and

after she had departed Corson and Lillian Manill drove back to the

ranch, taking the Wainrights with them, while Hal Colby trotted

along beside them. He had not seen Diana before she left, nor had

he made any effort to do so.




"We might save a right smart o' trouble if we could get

everything fixed up before she gets back, Corson," the elder

Wainright was saying.




"The government patent to the land as well as Manill's will are

in the New York office," replied Corson. "I've sent for them. They

ought to be along now any time. I rather expected them on

yesterday's stage—they certainly must come in on the next and

I imagine she won't get back for a week at least—that will

give us three days. Then we'll all go to Aldea, have the papers

drawn up there, you turn the money over to us and Miss Manill and I

can get away for New York on the train that night—I've had

all of this damn country I want."




Hal Colby, fortunately for his peace of mind, did not overhear

the conversation. It outlined an entirely different plan from that

which Lillian Manill had explained to him only the preceding

day—a plan which included a hasty wedding and a long

honeymoon, during which the Bar Y foreman would taste the sweets of

world travel in company with a charming and affectionate bride.




"You're goin' to leave me here to run all the risk, eh?"

demanded Wainright, Sr.




"Oh, there's no risk now that that Bull fellow is out of the

way," Corson assured him.




"I wish I was sure he was out o' the way," said Wainright,

dubiously. "I don't like that fellow a little bit."




"He'll never show up again," said Corson, confidently, "and

anyway, just as soon as I get to New York I'll look up a good man

to represent me here, and I'm going to pick the toughest one I can

find in New York, too."




"I'm afraid I'm buyin' a heap o' trouble with that one-third

interest o' mine," said Wainright, scratching his head.




"But look what you're going to get out of it," Corson reminded

him. "I'll bet we take a million out of that mine in the next

year."




* * *




Back at the ranch Colby was met by a scowling trio—Texas

Pete, Shorty and Idaho. "Where's Bull?" demanded Texas.




"How should I know?" replied Colby, gruffly. "When was I elected

his nurse-girl?"




"You went out after him with a bunch o' drunken short-horns last

night," accused Shorty. "You know whether you got him or not."




"They didn't git him," said Colby, shortly.




"It's a damn good thing fer you, Colby, thet they didn't," said

Texas Pete, "an' another thing—we wants our time. We ain't

a-aimin' to work under no pole-cat no more."




"I reckon we kin git along without you," retorted Colby,

ignoring the insult. "You kin come back in a week fer your

checks—the boss ain't here."




"Then we'll stay 'til she is," said Pete.




"Suit yerselves," replied Colby, as he turned and walked

away.




* * *




The routine of the ranch moved in its accustomed grooves as the

days passed, though there was noticeably absent the spirit of

good-fellowship that marks the daily life of a well-ordered cow

outfit. A little coterie, headed by Texas Pete, herded by itself,

in the vernacular of the West, while the remaining punchers grouped

themselves about the foreman.




Mealtimes, ordinarily noisy with rough but good-natured

badinage, had become silent moments to be gotten through with as

rapidly as possible. There was a decorous restraint that was far

too decorous, among these rough men, to augur aught of good. It

revealed rather than veiled the proximity of open hostilities.




There was one topic of conversation that was eschewed

particularly. It would have been the steel to the flint of

prejudice which lay embedded in the powder of partisanship. Bull's

name was never mentioned when the factions were together.




* * *




The stage came again to Hendersville on the third day after

Diana's departure. It brought mail for the ranch, but the vaquero

who had been sent from the Bar Y for it tarried longer at Gum's

Place—Liquors and Cigars—than he had intended, with

the result that it was well after supper and quite dark before he

delivered it to the office.




As he approached the yellow rectangle of the open office door it

may have been the light shining in his eyes that prevented him

seeing the figure of a man beneath the darkness of the cottonwoods

that surround the house, or the horse, standing as silently as its

master, fifty feet away—a blazed face chestnut with two white

hind feet.




The vaquero entered the office, where Corson was sitting in

conversation with the two Wainrights, and laid the mail upon the

table. The New Yorker picked it up and ran through it. There was a

bulky letter addressed to him, which he opened.




"Here's what we've been waiting for," he said, glancing quickly

through two enclosures and laying them aside to peruse the

accompanying letter.




The man beneath the shadows of the cottonwoods moved closer to

the open office doorway, keeping well out of the yellow shaft of

lamp-light.




Bull had not come down to the Bar Y from his hiding place in

Coyote Canyon for the purpose of spying upon Corson. He had hoped

against hope that Diana might return on the day's stage, for he

wanted a word with her. He knew that she could not have made the

trip to Kansas City and return in so short a time, but then she

might have changed her mind at Aldea and given up the trip. It was

on this chance that he had come down out of the mountains

tonight.




Diana had not returned—he had convinced himself of

this—but still he tarried. These were her enemies. It could

do no harm to keep an eye on them. He did not like the

proprietorial airs of Corson, sitting there in "the old man's" easy

chair, and as for the Wainrights, they too seemed much more at home

than suited Bull. His hand caressed the butt of a six-gun

affectionately.




"Hell!" exclaimed Corson, explosively. "The addle-brained

idiot!"




"What's the matter?" inquired the elder Wainright.




Corson was in the midst of the letter. He shook it violently and

angrily in lieu of anything more closely representative of its

writer.




"The chump has dug up some papers that we don't want—we

don't want 'em in Arizona at all. He's a new man. I thought he had

good sense and discretion, but he hasn't either. He's sendin' 'em

out here by registered mail.




"If anything happens to them, if they fall into the Henders

girl's hands our goose is cooked. He says they 'put a new aspect on

the situation' and that 'he knows I'll be delighted to have them.'

They surely will put a new aspect on the situation, but I don't

want 'em—not here.




"If I'd had any sense I'd have destroyed them before I left New

York; but who'd have thought that they weren't safe right in my own

office. I'd be delighted to have him—by the neck. Lord!

suppose they're lost now! They should have been here with this

other mail."




"If it's registered stuff it may have been delayed just enough

to miss the stage at Aldea by one train," suggested Wainright. "If

that is the case it'll be along by the next stage."




"What were the papers?" demanded the elder Wainright,

suspiciously.




Corson hesitated. He realized that he had been surprised by his

anger into saying too much.




"Perhaps I overestimate their value," he said. "They might not

do any harm after all."




"What were they?" insisted Mr. Wainright.




"Oh, they were reports that show the tremendous value of the new

vein in the mine," lied Corson, glibly.




Wainright sank back in his chair with a sigh of relief. "Oh, if

that's all they was we don't need to worry none about them," he

said. "We as good as got the place now. We'll drive over to Aldea

tomorrer and fix things up, eh?"




"I think I'll wait for the next mail," said Corson. "Those

reports might not do any harm, but I'd rather be here when they

come and see that no one else gets hold of them."




"Mebby you're right," assented Wainright. He arose, yawning, and

stretched. "I calc'late to go to bed," he said.




"I think I'll do the same," said his son. "I hope Miss Manill is

feeling better by morning."




"Oh, she'll be all right," said Corson. "Just a little headache.

Good night! I'm coming along too."




They lighted lamps, blew out the one in the office, and departed

for their rooms. The man in the shadows turned slowly toward his

horse, but he had taken only a few steps when he halted

listening.




Some one was approaching. He glanced through the darkness in the

direction of the sounds which came out of the night along the

pathway from the bunk-house. Stepping quickly behind the bole of a

large tree, Bull waited in silence. Presently he saw dimly the

figure of a man and as it came nearer the star-light revealed its

identity.




It was Colby. Like himself, Colby waited in the shadows of the

trees—waited silently, watching the dead black of the office

windows. The silence was tangible, it was so absolutely dominant,

reigning supreme in a world of darkness. Bull wondered that the

other did not hear his breathing. He marvelled at the quietness of

Blazes—even the roller in his bit lay silent. But it could

not last much longer—the horse was sure to move in a moment

and Colby would investigate. The result was a foregone conclusion.

There would be shooting.




Bull did not want to shoot Colby—not now. There were two

reasons. One however would have been enough—that Diana

Henders was thinking of marrying this man.




And then the silence was broken. Very slightly only was it

broken. A suspicion of a sound came from the interior of the house,

and following it a dim light wavering mysteriously upon the office

walls, growing steadily brighter until the room was suddenly

illuminated.




From where he now stood Bull could not see the interior of the

office, but he knew that some one carrying a lamp had come down the

stairway, along the hall and entered the office. Then he saw Colby

move forward and step lightly to the veranda and an instant later

the office door swung open, revealing Lillian Manill in diaphanous

negligee.




Bull saw Colby seize the girl, strain her to him and cover her

lips with kisses. Then the girl drew her lover into the room and

closed the door.




With a grimace of disgust Bull walked to Blazes, mounted him and

rode slowly away. Now there was only one reason why he could not

kill Colby yet.




XV. — "NOW, GO!"
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IT was Wednesday again. Four horses, sweat

streaked, toiled laboriously to drag the heavy coach up the north

side of Hell's Bend Pass. It was a tough pull even with a light

load—one that really demanded six horses and would have had

six in the old days—and today the load was light. There was

but a single passenger. She sat on the driver's box with Bill

Gatlin with whom she was in earnest discussion.




"I tell you I don't believe he did it," she was saying. "I'll

never believe that he did it, and I'm mighty glad that he got

away."




Gatlin shook his head. "There ain't no one got a better right to

say that than you has, Miss," he said, "fer 'twas your gold as was

stole, an' your messenger as was shot up; but nevertheless an'

how-sum-ever I got my own private opinion what I'm keepin' to

myself thet it was Bull all right as done it."




"I'd just like to see this Black Coyote once," said the girl.

"I'd know if it was Bull or not."




"They ain't no chanct today, Miss," Gatlin told her. "They ain't

no gold shipment today, unless I'm mighty mistook."




"Don't he ever make a mistake?" asked the girl.




"Never hain't yet, Miss."




Diana relapsed into silence, her thoughts reverting to her

interview with the Kansas City attorney. He had not held out very

roseate hopes. By means of litigation—long and

expensive—she might, after a number of years, get a small

portion of her father's share of the business. She had better take

a cash settlement, if she could get one, he thought. A hundred and

twenty-five thousand dollars in the hand would be much better, in

his opinion, than a long-drawn-out law suit that could be nothing

better than an expensive gamble with the odds against her.




"But I won't! I won't! I won't be robbed," she ejaculated

beneath her breath.




"How's that, Miss?" inquired Bill Gatlin. "Was you speakin' to

me?"




"I must have been thinking aloud," she said, smiling. "What a

long pull this is, Bill!"




"We're nigh to the summit," he replied, pulling in his team to

breathe them for a moment.




On the shoulder of Wagon Mountain overlooking the south stretch

of Hell's Bend Pass road two men sat their horses amidst a clump of

chaparral that effectually hid them from the road, though they

could see nearly its entire length from the summit to the gap at

the bottom. Presently one of them spoke.




"Here it comes," he said. He was a swarthy, powerfully built

Mexican, somewhere in his thirties, Gregorio, the bandit.




His companion was adjusting a black silk handkerchief across his

face in such a way as to entirely hide his features. There were two

small holes cut in the handkerchief opposite its wearer's eyes

which, through them, were fixed upon the stage as it topped the

pass and started downward upon its rapid and careening descent

toward the gap and Hendersville.




"Come," said Gregorio, and wheeled his horse about.




His companion's mount moved suddenly before the handkerchief was

finally adjusted and as the man reached for his reins the thing

fell away from his face, revealing it. It was Bull.




A second attempt was more successful and then the men rode down

the sheer mountain-side, keeping just below the crest upon the

south side and hidden from the view of the driver and the passenger

upon the stage. Their horses moved with extreme care and without

haste, for the way was precarious, occasionally requiring that the

horses sit upon their haunches and slide for short distances until

they found footing again further down. The riders seemed

unperturbed either by the dangers of the descent or fear of being

late at their rendezvous, suggesting habitude with the work in

hand. In a dense growth of scrub just above the gap they tied their

horses, continuing on foot.




The stage lumbered downward, rocking from side to side. Diana

held tight and said nothing. She had ridden with Bill Gatlin

before, many times. He glanced at her out of the corner of an

eye.




"This ain't nothin'," he said, as though in answer to a

remonstrance on her part. Diana knew what was coming. She had heard

it many times. "No, siree," continued Bill, "this ain't nothin'.

Why, you'd orter ben with me one night when I was on the Denver run

in the ol' days, afore the railroads spiled the country. The trail

crossed plumb over the top of a mountain. 'Twarn't no road.

'Twarn't nothin' but a trail. I hed the ol' stage plumb full an'

passengers a-hangin' onto the boot. It was pitch dark—the

doggonest, darkest night I ever see. Couldn't see airy wheel-horse.

Only ways I knowed I hed any horses was when their shoes struck

fire on the stony parts o' the road. Jest afore we struck the top

o' the mountain they was the worst cloud-bust I ever did see. Them

horses had to swim the last hundred rods to the top o' thet

mountain, an' the ol' stage was bobbin' aroun' so on the waves thet

eight of the passengers got sea-sick.




"But thet wa'n't nothin'. When we come to the top I found the

road'd ben all washed away. They wa'n't no more road'n a

jack-rabbit; but I was a-carryin' the mail, jest like I be now an'

I hed to git through. It was a high mountain an' tolably steep, but

not no trees, so I see there wa'n't only one thing to do an' thet

was to go down road or no road, so right there on the top o' thet

mountain I threw the leather into 'em an' headed 'em fer Denver an'

down we goes faster'n ever I rid afore or since, the wheelers

a-jumpin' to keep out o' the way o' the stage an' the leaders a

jumpin' to keep out o' the way o' the wheelers.




"Well, sir, we was a-goin' so fast thet the fust thing I knowed

the friction hed melted the nut offen the nigh front wheel an' away

went thet wheel hell-bent-fer-election down the mountain, but it

couldn't keep up with the stage an' purty soon it was left behind,

but the stage was a-goin' so fast thet it never missed thet wheel

at all. An' purty soon off came the off rear wheel, an' thet wheel

couldn't keep up, though I could see it was doin' its best outen

the corner o' my eye.




"Well, sir, 'twa'n't long afore tother hind wheel come off, but

we was goin' about twict as fast now as when the fust wheel come

off an' that ol' stage jest skimmed along on one wheel a dinged

sight smoother an' it ever done on four. When we were about to the

bottom off come the last wheel an' then thinks I fer sure we gotta

quit an' we ain't to Denver yit, but we'd got so much mo-mentum by

this time thet the last wheel didn't make no more difference then

the others.




"Them horses jest drug thet stage out behind them like a comet

does its tail an' on we went streakin' down thet mountain an' five

mile out onto the flat afore the stage hit the ground an' then, o'

course, we hed to stop. It was too bad. I tell you I felt plumb

sore. I hadn't never ben off schedule sence I took the run.




"Then, all of a suddint, says one o' the passengers, 'Look back

yender, Bill,' says he. 'Look what's comin'!' An' I looked an'

there come them four wheels a-tearin' across the flat straight fer

us. Well, to make a long story short, they peters out right beside

the stage an' with the help o' the passengers an' some extra nuts

we got 'em back on where they belonged an' pulled into Denver two

hours ahead o' time. But I tell you, Miss, thet was some ride. I'd

hate to hev to take it again. Why___"




"Hands up! Put 'em up!"




The stage had slowed down for the rough road through the gap,

when two men with muffled faces stepped before the leaders,

covering the driver and his lone passenger with wicked looking

six-guns.




Diana Henders sat as one turned to stone, her eyes fixed upon

the tall, fine figure of the leading highwayman. A little gust of

wind moved the handkerchief that covered his face so that she saw,

or she thought that she saw, a scar upon the square chin. She was

not afraid. It was not fear—physical fear that held her

motionless—it was worse than that. It was the paralyzing

terror of the heart and soul. Was it Bull? Could it be Bull?




But, dear God, could she be mistaken in the familiar lines of

that figure—every movement, every gesture proclaimed the

numbing truth? He had not spoken. She was glad of that, for she

wanted something upon which to hang a doubt. The second man had

given the brief commands. That he was Gregorio she had no

doubt.




"Throw down the mail pouch," he commanded, and Bill Gatlin threw

it down.




The taller man took it and went to the rear of the stage, out of

sight. Five minutes later Gregorio commanded them to drive on. That

was all. The thing had not consumed six minutes, but in that brief

time the structure of Diana's life had been shaken to its

foundations. A new, a terrible truth had engulfed her—a truth

that should have up-borne her upon a wave of exaltation and

happiness now dragged her down into the vortex of a whirlpool of

self-loathing and misery.




They rode on in silence for a few minutes, Bill Gatlin cracking

his long whip above the ears of the leaders, galloping smoothly

over a comparatively level road.




"Doggone!" he said presently. "It's gettin' too almighty reg'lar

to suit me, though I reckon as how I mought git lonesome if I

wasn't held up oncet in a while; but you hed your wish,

Miss—you got to see The Black Coyote, all right, and now what

do you think? Is it or isn't it Bull?"




Diana Henders bit her lip. "Of course it was not Bull," she

said.




"Looked powerful like him to me," said Gatlin.




As they drew up in front of The Donovan House the usual idlers

came forth to learn what new element this, their sole link to

civilization, had infused into their midst. They greeted Diana none

the less cordially because she was the only passenger and the stage

had brought no new interest to Hendersville.




"Held up agin," announced Bill. "Some on you better go an' tell

Gum—he might want to deputize some one."




Immediately the crowd was interested. They asked many

questions.




"They wa'n't much to it," said Bill Gatlin. "Bein' as how they

wa'n't no gold he took the mail. I reckon if you was lookin' fer

any letters you won't git them."




A man from the Bar Y spoke up. "Thet New York feller up to the

ranch was lookin' fer a important piece o' mail," he said. "He sent

me down special to git it."




"Hey, what's this?" demanded another, peering into the interior

of the coach. "Here's yer mail bag, Bill, a-lyin' right in here."

He dragged it out and exhibited to the others.




"They's somethin' wrong with it—it's ben cut open," said

another, pointing to a slit in the leather. Then the postmaster

came up and rescued the sack. The crowd followed him to the general

store in which the post-office was conducted. Here the postmaster,

assisted by the crowd, went through the contents of the sack.




"Course I cain't tell what's missin'," he said, "only they ain't

no registered letter fer Mr. Corson."




Diana Henders had gone immediately into The Donovan House as

quickly as she could clamber from the stage after it had come to a

stop, and Mary Donovan had taken her into the privacy of her

sitting room for the cup "o' tay" that Diana had been looking

forward to for the past couple of hours. Here she told the motherly

Irish woman the details of her trip to Kansas City and the quandary

she was in as to what procedure to follow in her future dealings

with Corson.




"If I had anything to fight with, I'd fight," she exclaimed;

"but I'm all alone—even the law seems to be on their side,

against justice."




"Shure, an' it's not all alone ye are," Mary Donovan assured

her. "What wid all the friends ye have that would fight fer ye at

the drop o' the hat. Faith, they'd run thim tin-horns out o' the

country, an' ye give the word."




"I know," assented the girl, "and I appreciate what the boys

would do for me, but it can't be done that way. Dad always stood

for law and order and it wouldn't do for me to sponsor illegal

methods."




"Ye've got to fight the divil wid fire," said Mary.




Diana made no reply. She sat sipping her tea, her expression one

of troubled sadness, but she was not thinking of those who would

take her property from her nor of their unfair methods. Mary

Donovan was moving about the room tidying up.




Diana set her empty cup upon the rickety center table which

supported an oil lamp, a bible, a red plush photograph album and a

gilded conch shell, and sighed. Mrs. Donovan glanced at her out of

the corner of an eye and guessed shrewdly that there was something

more than New Yorkers troubling her. Presently she came and stood

in front of the girl.




"What is it, mavourneen?" she asked. "Be after tellin' Mary

Donovan."




Diana rose, half turned her head away and bit her lower lip in

an effort to hide or suppress a short, quick intaking of the breath

that was almost a gasp.




"The stage was held up again today," she said, mastering herself

and turning, wide eyed, toward the older woman. "I saw them—I

saw them both."




"Yis!" said Mary Donovan.




"But it wasn't—it wasn't he! It wasn't, Mary Donovan!" and

Diana, throwing herself upon the broad, motherly bosom, burst into

tears, through which she gasped an occasional, "It wasn't! It

wasn't!"




"Shure, now, it wasn't," soothed Mary, "an' the first wan

that'll be after sayin' it was'll wish he'd nivir bin born, an'

even if it was, Diana Henders, there's many a good man's gone wrong

an' come right again.




"Why, look at that ould fool Wildcat Bob! They do be sayin' he

was a road agent his-self thirty year ago an' he's killed so many

men he's lost count o' 'em, he has; but now look at him! A quiet

an' paceable ould man, an' a good citizen whin he ain't full o'

barb-wire, which ain't often."




Diana dried her tears through a smile. "You're very fond of Bob,

aren't you?" she asked.




"Run along wid ye, now!" exclaimed Mary Donovan, smiling

coyly.




"I think Bob would make you a good husband," continued Diana,

"and you really need a man around here. Why don't you marry him? I

know he's anxious enough."




"Marry him, indade!" sniffed Mary. "The ould fool's stricken

dumb ivery time he's alone wid me. If iver he's married it is, it's

the girl that'll be havin' to pop the question."




They were interrupted by a rap on the sitting-room door. It was

the vaquero from the Bar Y who had come down for the mail.




"Bill Gatlin told me you was here, Miss," he said. "Do you want

me to tell Colby to send the buckboard down for you?"




"I left Captain here, thanks," replied Diana, "and as soon as I

change my clothes I'll ride back to the ranch."




"Shall I wait fer you?" he inquired.




"No, thanks. I don't know how long I'll be," she told him; "but

if Pete is there you might ask him to ride out and meet me."




* * *




A half hour later Diana rode out of Hendersville on Captain

along the winding, dusty road bordered by interminable sage and

grease-wood that stretched off in undulating billows of rolling

land to the near mountains on the north and away to the south as

far as the eye could reach where the softened outlines of other

mountains rose, mysterious, through the haze. The low sun cast long

shadows toward the east, those of herself and her mount transformed

into a weird creature of Brobdingnagian proportions mincing along

upon preposterous legs.




The inhabitants of a prairie-dog village watched her approach

with growing suspicions, scampering at last to the safety of their

catacombian retreat—all but a single patriarch and two owls,

who watched her from the safe proximity of burrow mouths until she

had passed.




Drear and desolate the aspect of the scene, perhaps, but to

Diana it was home, and a tear came to her eye as she thought that

in a day or a week she might be leaving it forever. Her home! And

they were driving her away from it—stealing it from

her—her home that her father had built for her

mother—that he had planned that Diana should have after he

had gone. The wickedness of it! The injustice! That was what

rankled—the injustice! She dashed away the tear with an angry

gesture. She would not be dispossessed! She would fight! Mary

Donovan was right. It was no sin to fight the devil with fire.




It was at this moment that she saw a horseman approaching her

from the direction of the ranch. Her eyes, long accustomed to keen

observation and to vast expanses, recognized the man minutes before

his features were discernible, and a little cloud crossed her brow.

It was not Texas Pete, as she had hoped, but Hal Colby. Perhaps it

was for the best. She would have to see him sometime, and tell him.

As he approached her she saw that there was no welcoming smile on

his face, which wore a troubled expression. But his greeting was

cordial.




"Hello, Di!" he cried. "Why didn't you let me know you was

comin' today?"




"There was no way to let you know, of course," she replied. "You

might have guessed that I would be back as soon as I could."




"Tom jest got in from town an' told me you was comin'. I hurried

out to head you off. You don't want to come to the ranch now, it

wouldn't be no ways pleasant for you."




"Why?" she demanded.




"The Wainrights is there for one thing," he said, drawing rein

in front of her.




She set her firm little jaw and rode around him. "I am going

home," she said.




"I wouldn't be foolish, Di," he insisted. "It'll only make more

trouble. They as good as got the place now. We can't fight 'em. It

wouldn't get us nowheres.




"Lemme see what I kin get 'em to do fer you. They're willin' to

give you enough to live decent on if you're reasonable, an' I'll

git the most I kin fer you; but if you go to fightin' 'em they

won't give you nothin'."




"They'll never give me anything," she cried. "I'd never accept

anything from them, but I'll take and keep what's mine, and my

friends will help me."




"You'll only git yourself an' your friends in a peck o'

trouble," he told her.




"Listen, Hal—" she hesitated, stumbling a little over the

speech she had been rehearsing. "There is something I want to say

to you. You asked me to marry you. I told you that if you would

wait a little while I thought that I could say yes. I can't say

yes, Hal, ever, for I don't love you. I'm sorry, but the only fair

thing to do was tell you."




He looked a bit crestfallen and disconcerted, for, though he had

realized that it would be poor policy to press his suit now that

she was penniless, it injured his pride to be told that he could

not have won her in any event, and suddenly came the realization

that, money or no money, he wanted her very much. His infatuation

for Lillian Manill was revealed in all its sordidness—it was

not love. All the money in the world, all the clothes in New York,

would not make Lillian Manill as desirable as Diana Henders.




Colby was a crude, uneducated man, yet he discerned in Diana

Henders a certain quality, far beyond his powers of analysis, that

placed her in a sphere to which Lillian Manill and her kind might

never hope to aspire. He knew now that he wanted Diana Henders for

herself and Lillian Manill for her money and for that coarse,

feminine attraction that certain types of women have for coarse

men.




He lived in a more or less lawless country and a more or less

lawless age, so it is not strange that there should have crept into

his mind the thought that he might possess them both. Naturally it

would be only the part of good business to possess lawfully the one

with the money. It was only the flash of a thought, though, and he

quickly put it aside.




"I'm plumb sorry, Di," he said; "but of course you know your own

business."




That was all he said, but he did a great deal of thinking and

the more he thought the more he realized how much he wanted her now

that she seemed least accessible. His face wore an expression such

as Diana Henders had never seen upon it before—he was not the

laughing, good-natured Hal that she had liked very much and almost

loved. There was something almost sinister about him, and she

wondered if being disappointed in love had this effect upon

men.




"How is everything at the ranch since I've been away?" she asked

presently.




"So-so," he replied. "Some o' the hands want to quit. They're

waitin' 'til you come, to git their checks."




"Who are they?"




"Pete, Shorty an' Idaho," he replied. "They'd a-ben the fust to

be let out after the change come, anyhow, so it don't make no

difference."




"You planned to stay on as foreman?" she asked.




"Shore! Why not? I got to work for someone, don't I?"




She made no reply and they rode on in silence toward the ranch.

He had given up trying to dissuade her. Let them do their own dirty

work, he thought. As they neared the ranch a horseman emerged from

the yard and came toward them at a run amidst a cloud of dust that

obscured the ranch and all else behind him. It was Texas Pete. He

brought his horse to its haunches beside her and wheeled the animal

about on its hind feet.




"I jest got in, Miss," he said, "an' Tom told me you had sent

word in that I was to meet you. I'm plumb sorry I was late."




Each man ignored the other as completely as though he had not

existed.




"I understand you want to quit, Pete," said the girl; "you and

Shorty and Idaho."




Pete looked down, shamefacedly. "We was a-aimin' to," he

said.




"I wish you'd come up to the office and bring Shorty and Idaho

with you when we get home," she said. "I want to talk with

you."




"All right, Miss."




The three finished the ride in silence. Diana dismounted with

them at the corral and leaving her horse for Pete to unsaddle

walked toward the office. As she approached the doorway she saw

that there were several people in the room and when she crossed the

threshold found herself face to face with Corson, Lillian Manill

and the two Wainrights. Corson nodded and he and the younger

Wainright rose.




"Good evening, Miss Henders," said Corson; "back safely, I

see."




She ignored his greeting and stood for a moment silently eying

them through narrowed lids. Her wide brimmed sombrero sat straight

and level above slightly contracted brows. A tendril of hair waved

softly over one temple where it had escaped the stiff confinement

of the heavy hat, but it did not tend to soften the light in those

cold, steady eyes, reflecting the bitterness of her resentment

toward these four.




About her hips a cartridge filled belt supported a heavy

gun—no toy such as women sometimes effect, but a .45, grim

and suggestive. Its grip was shiny with usage and the blue was worn

from the steel in places.




"I know little about law, Mr. Corson," she said, without

prelude. "I have lived almost all my life a long way beyond either

the protection or the menace of law. We do not bother much about it

out here; but we understand moral right perfectly. We know what

justice is and we have our own ways of enforcing it. We have

similar ways of protecting our just rights, as well.




"These means I intend to invoke against you, all of you, who

have come here with the intention of robbing me of what is rightly

mine. Though I owe you no consideration it is my duty to warn you

that our methods in such matters are usually sudden and always

unpleasant.




"I shall give you, Mr. Corson and Miss Manill, an hour to leave

the premises—the buckboard will be ready then. Mr. Wainright

and his son have five minutes, as they have no excuse whatsoever

for being here. Now, go!"




XVI. — COMMON CRIMINALS
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AN amused smile curled Mr. Corson's unpleasant

mouth. Mr. Wainright, Sr., bobbed to his feet, though through no

belated urge of chivalry. Lillian Manill rose languidly, pretending

to suppress a simulated yawn with the backs of her white fingers.

Young Mr. Wainright shuffled uneasily from one foot to the

other.




"I am afraid, Miss Henders," said Corson, "that you do not quite

grasp the situation. You___"




"It is you who fail to grasp it, Mr. Corson," snapped Diana,

"and please remember that you have only an hour in which to

pack."




Corson dropped his suavity. "See here," he exclaimed, "I've

fooled along with you as much as I'm going to. You're the one who's

going to get off this place. You haven't a right on earth here. You

don't own a stick or a stone, a hoof or a tail, the length or

breadth of the Bar Y. Now you go and go quick or you'll land in

jail, where you belong for the threats you've made. I imagine

you'll learn something about law then."




"How come?" inquired a voice from the doorway and simultaneously

three figures appeared upon the veranda. "You sent for us, Miss,

and here we are," continued Texas Pete.




"An' I reckon we arriv about the right time fer the party,"

opined Shorty.




"I craves the first dance with that dude with the funny pants,"

said Idaho, staring at Corson.




"Boys," said Diana, "these people are trying to rob me of the

ranch, the mine and all the cattle. I have given Mr. Corson and

Miss Manill an hour to leave the premises. Idaho, I wish that you

would see that they get away on time, and drive them, or better,

have Willie drive them, to town. Mr. Wainright and his son had five

minutes in which to leave, Shorty. They have wasted three of them.

Can you help them to get away on schedule?"




"Whee!" wheed Shorty. "Watch my smoke—and their dust. Fan

yerselves, gents," and he sprang into the room, circling the

Wainrights to come upon them from the rear, true to the instincts

of the cowman.




The elder Wainright had arguments upon his tongue—you

could see them in his eye, paradoxical as it may sound—but he

permitted them to expire, voiceless, and took to his heels,

followed closely by his son. Jefferson Wainright, Sr., had been run

off the Bar Y upon another occasion and he had not relished the

experience. He moved now with great rapidity and singleness of

purpose in the direction of the corrals, his son at his heels and

Shorty inconveniently close behind.




To Mr. Wainright's partial relief Shorty had as yet indulged in

no target practice, but it might come at any moment. Sympathetic

perspiration streamed down the red face of Wainright, of Worcester

blankets. He almost breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the

corrals, but a sudden thought froze him with terror. They could not

have more than a minute left. It would be impossible to hook up

their team in that time. As he climbed through the bars he tried to

explain that impossibility to Shorty.




"Ride 'em, then," admonished their escort.




"But we have no saddles," expostulated the younger

Wainright.




"No," agreed Shorty, "you ain't got nothin' but a minute an' you

won't have thet long. I commences shootin' when the minute's

up—an' I ain't a-goin' to shoot fer fun. I ben a-waitin' fer

this chanct fer months."




Frantically the Elder Wainright dragged a reluctant broncho by

the halter, got him outside the corral and struggled to clamber to

his back. It was an utter failure. Then he seized the rope again

and tugging and pulling started for the gate. His son, more

successful, had succeeded in mounting the other animal, and as he

trotted past his father he whacked that gentleman's unwilling

companion on the rump with the bight of his halter rope. The

effects were thrilling and immediate. The broncho leaped forward,

upset Mr. Wainright, galloped over him and dashed out the gate into

the vast, unfenced immensity.




"Five seconds!" announced Shorty.




Mr. Wainright scrambled to his feet and started after the

broncho. He passed through the Bar Y gate behind his son and heir

with one second to spare. Disgusted, Shorty slipped his gun back

into its holster.




"Now keep goin'," he told them, "an' don't never nary one of you

come back."




"Gosh ding it!" he soliloquized as he walked back toward the

office, "I wisht she'd only a-gave 'em four minutes."




He was suddenly confronted by Colby, running and out of wind.

"What you ben doin'?" demanded the foreman. "I jest seen the tail

end of it from the cook-house winder. Wot in 'ell do you mean by

it, anyhow, eh?"




Shorty eyed him up and down insolently. "I ain't got no time fer

you, Colby," he said. "I'm gettin' my orders from the boss. If she

tells me to run any ornery critters offen the ranch I'm here to run

'em off, sabe?"




"You mean Miss Henders told you to run the Wainrights off?"

demanded Colby.




"I reckon you ain't deef," and Shorty continued his way toward

the office. Colby followed him. He found Texas Pete and Idaho

standing in the room. Diana was seated in her father's easy

chair.




"What's the meaning of this business, Di?" demanded Colby. "Did

you tell Shorty to run the Wainrights off?"




"I ran them off, Hal," replied the girl. "I only asked Shorty to

see that they went. I have told Mr. Corson and Miss Manill to go,

too. Idaho will see that they get to town safely."




"You must be crazy!" exclaimed Colby. "They'll have the law on

you."




"I am not crazy, Hal. I may have been a little blind, but I am

far from crazy—my eyes are open now, open wide enough for me

to be able to recognize my friends from my enemies."




"What do you mean?" he demanded, noting the directly personal

insinuation.




"I mean, Hal, that any of my men who would contemplate working

for those people after they had robbed me can't work for me. Pete

has your check. He is acting foreman until Bull returns." Her chin

went up proudly as she made the statement.




Colby was stunned. He took the check in silence and turned

toward the door, where he stopped and faced her. "Bull won't never

come back," he said, "'less it's with a halter round his neck."




The other three men looked toward Diana for an intimation of her

wishes, but she only sat silently, tapping the toe of a spurred

boot upon the Navajo rug at her feet. Colby turned once more and

passed out into the gathering dusk.




* * *




A half hour later Wild Bill, otherwise and quite generally known

as Willie, jogged dustily townward with Maurice B. Corson, Lillian

Manill and their baggage. Halfway there they overtook the

Wainrights, the elder riding the single horse, which his son had

given up to him, while the younger plodded along in the powdery

dust. Corson told Willie to stop and take them both into the

buckboard.




"Not on your life," said Willie. "I gits my orders from the boss

an' she didn't say nothin' about pickin' up no more dudes.

Giddap!"




* * *




Later that evening a select gathering occupied a table at one

side of Gum's bar-room. There were the Wainrights, Mr. Maurice B.

Corson, Miss Lillian Manill, Hal Colby and Gum Smith. All but Gum

seemed out of sorts, but then he was the only one of them who had

not been run off a ranch.




"We have the law on our side, Mr. Sheriff," Corson was saying,

"and all we ask is your official backing. I realize that the first

thing to do is to get rid of the ruffians in her employ and then we

can easily bring her to terms. The worst of them is this man Bull,

but now that he is practically an outlaw it should be comparatively

easy to get him.




"I have arranged for an exceptionally large gold shipment from

the mine on the next stage and I have taken pains not to keep the

matter too secret. The news is almost certain to reach him through

the usual channels and should serve as an excellent bait to lure

him into another attempted holdup of the stage.




"You can then be on hand, in hiding, with a posse and should you

fail to get him alive it will be all the better for society at

large if you get him dead. Do you understand me?"




"That ain't no way to go about it," interrupted Colby. "You

couldn't hide nowhere within five miles o' the gap without them two

hombres knowin' it. Now you just forget that scheme an' leave it to

me. You an' your posse keep away from the gap. Just leave it to

me."




"Ah think Hal's about right," agreed Gum Smith. "Yo'all doan'

know them two. They shore is foxy. Why, jes look at all the times

Ah've ben after 'em. Yo jes leave it to Hal here an' he shore'll

git 'em."




"All right," said Corson, "and then we can get the other three

later, some way. Lure them into town one by one an'—well, I

don't need to tell you gentlemen what's necessary. Only don't

forget that they're worth a thousand dollars apiece to me—if

they can't bother us any more."




* * *




Worn out by the excitement of the day Diana retired to her room

shortly after the lonely evening meal. She had been keyed up to a

high pitch of nervous excitement for hours and now that she had

relaxed the reaction came, leaving her tired and melancholy. She

was almost too tired to undress and so she threw herself into an

easy chair and sat with her head thrown back and her eyes

closed.




The window of her room, overlooking the ranch yard toward the

corrals, was wide open to the cooling summer air. The lamp burning

on her reading table cast its golden light upon her loosened hair

and regular profile.




Outside a figure moved cautiously around the house until it

stood among the trees beneath her window—the figure of a man

who, looking up, could just see the outlines of the girl's face

above the sill. He watched her for a moment and then glanced

carefully about as though to assure himself that there was none

other near.




Presently, faintly, the notes of a meadow-lark rose softly upon

the night air. Diana's eyes flashed open. She listened intently. A

moment later the brief, sweet song was repeated. The girl rose to

her feet, gathered her hair quickly into a knot at the back of her

head, and ran down the stairway, along the hall, into the office.

She walked quickly, her heart beating a trifle wildly, to the door.

Without hesitation she opened it and stepped out into the night.

Below her stood a tall man with broad shoulders.




"Bull!" she exclaimed, in a low whisper.




The man swept his broad sombrero from his head. "Good evening,

Señorita!" he said. "It is not Señor Bull—it is

Gregorio."




Diana Henders stepped back. She had removed her belt and gun. So

sure she had been that it was Bull and such confidence she had in

him that she had not given a thought to her unarmed condition. What

better protection could any girl demand than just Bull!




"What do you want here, Gregorio?" she demanded.




The Mexican perceived the girl's surprise, saw her draw back,

and grinned. It did not offend him that she might be afraid of him.

He had become what he was by inspiring fear in others and he was

rather proud of it—proud of being an outlaw, proud of being

hunted by the gringoes, whom he knew held his courage and his

gun-hand, if not himself, in respect.




"Do not be afraid, Señorita," he said. "I was sent to you

by Señor Bull, with a message." He held out a long, flat

envelope. "You are to read it and hide it where the others will not

find it. He says that you will know how to make use of it."




She took the proffered parcel. "Why did not Señor Bull

come himself?" she asked.




"How should I know, Señorita?" he replied. "Perhaps he

thought that you would not want The Black Coyote to come here. He

knew that you recognized him today. He saw it in your eyes."




She was silent a moment as though weighing the wisdom of a reply

to his statement, but she made none. "Is that all, Gregorio?" she

asked.




"That is all, Señorita."




"Then thank you, and good-bye. Thank Señor Bull, too, and

tell him that his job is waiting for him—when he can come

back."




Gregorio swept his hat low and turned back into the shadows.

Diana entered the office and closed the door. Going directly to her

room she took a chair beneath the reading-lamp and examined the

outside of the envelope Gregorio had given her.




It was addressed to Maurice B. Corson! How had Bull come by it?

But of course she knew—it was a piece of the mail that had

come into his possession through the robbing of the stage.




The girl shuddered and held it away from her. She saw that the

envelope had been opened. Bull had done that. She sat looking at

the thing for a long time. Could she bring herself to read the

contents? It had not been meant for her—to read it, then,

would be to put herself on a par with The Black Coyote. She would

be as much a thief as he. The only right and proper thing to do was

to get the letter into Corson's hands as quickly as

possible—she could not be a party to Bull's crime.




She laid it, almost threw it, in fact, upon the table, as though

it were an unclean thing, and sat for a long time in deep thought.

Occasionally her eyes returned to the letter. The thing seemed to

hold a malignant fascination for her. What was in it?




It must concern her, or Bull would not have sent it to her. She

would send it to Corson the first thing in the morning. Bull would

not ask her to read something that did not concern her. She rose

and commenced to remove her clothing. Once or twice as she passed

the table she stopped and looked at the envelope and at last, in

her night robe, as she went to blow out the lamp she stood for a

full minute staring at the superscription. Again she argued that

Bull would not have sent it to her had it been wrong for her to

read it. Then she extinguished the light and got into bed.




For an hour Diana Henders tossed about, sleepless. The envelope

upon the reading table haunted her. It had no business there. It

belonged to Maurice B. Corson. If it were to be found in her

possession she could be held as guilty as the robber who took it

from the United States mail pouch. They could send her to jail.

Somehow that thought did not frighten her at all.




What was in it? It must be something concerning the property

they were trying to steal from her. They were thieves. One was

almost justified in taking any steps to frustrate their dishonest

plans.




Suddenly she recalled what Mary Donovan had said: "You've got to

fight the devil with fire!" And then Diana Henders flung the covers

from her and swung her feet to the floor. A moment later she had

lighted the lamp. There was no more hesitation.




She took up the envelope and extracted its contents, which

consisted of three papers. The first she examined was a brief

letter of transmission noting the enclosures and signed by a clerk

in Corson's office. The second was John Manill's will—the

later will that Corson had told her did not exist. She read it

through carefully. Word for word it was a duplicate of the last

will her father had made, except for the substitution of Elias

Henders' name as beneficiary. The clause leaving the property to

their joint heirs in the event of her father's prior death

followed.




Suddenly Diana experienced a sensation of elation and freedom

such as had not been hers since her father's death. She could fight

them now—she had something to fight with, and Lillian Manill

could claim only what was legally hers.




An even division would entail unpleasant complications of

administration, but at least they could not take her share from

her. They might sell theirs—they might and probably would

sell it to the Wainrights, which would be horrible of course, but

she would stand her ground and get her rights no matter who owned

the other half.




She laid the will aside and picked up the third paper. It was a

letter, in her uncle's familiar handwriting, addressed to her

father:










Dear El:




In the event that I go first I want to ask you to

look after Lillian for me at least until she is married. Since her

mother's death she has no one but me and naturally I feel not only

a certain responsibility for her but a real affection that is

almost paternal, since she was but a year old when I married her

mother. She has never known any other father, her own having been

killed before she was born. Although she knows the truth concerning

her parentage I think she looks upon me as a father and if I am

unable to do so I know that you will provide for her. I did not

mention her in my will because our understanding included only our

legal heirs, or I should say heir now, since Diana is the only one

left, and as she will inherit all our property eventually I hope

that you will pass this request on to her, which I shall leave

attached to my will.




Affectionately,




John.







Diana sat with staring eyes fixed upon the letter in her

hand—and she had almost sent these papers back to Corson! She

shuddered as she thought of the narrow escape she had had. Why,

they were no better than common criminals!




And she was sole heir to the Bar Y! She did not think of the

gold mine, or the value of the great herds and the broad acres. She

thought only of the Bar Y as something that she loved—as

home.




Now no one could take it away from her, and yet she was not

happy. There was a little rift within the lute—Bull

was an outlaw! And who else was there than Bull upon whom she might

depend for guidance and advice in the handling of her affairs?




He was a good cattleman—her father had always said that,

and had had confidence in his judgment and ability. His one fault,

they had thought, had been his drinking, and this she felt,

intuitively, he had overcome. Of his loyalty there had never been

any doubt until the whisperings of the ugly rumors that had

connected him with the robberies of the stage. These she had

consistently refused to believe—even to the point of denying

the evidence of her own eyes; but Gregorio had definitely

confounded the remnants of her hopes.




Yet still she thought of Bull as her sole resource—even

now she had confidence in him. She could not fathom the mental

processes that permitted her mind to dwell upon him without

loathing or contempt—but, after all, was she being influenced

by the dictates of her mind? She shrank from contemplation of the

alternative, yet it persistently obtruded itself upon her reveries.

If her mind refused to fly to the defense of Bull, then it must be

her heart that championed him. What reason would not do, love had

accomplished.




She flushed at the thought and tried to put it aside, for it was

impossible. It could not be that she, Diana Henders, could love an

outlaw and a criminal. No, she must put Bull out of her mind

forever, and with this resolve mingling with her tears she fell

asleep.




XVII. — THE BLACK COYOTE
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WITH the coming of morning Diana Henders' mind

had, to some extent at least, emerged from the chaos of conflicting

emotions that had obstructed reasonable consideration of her plans

for the immediate future. It had been her intention to ride

forthwith to Hendersville and confront Corson and Lillian with the

proofs of their perfidy, but now saner reflection counseled more

rational procedure. The law now was all upon her side, the proofs

were all in her hands. It was beyond their power to harm her. She

would continue in the even tenor of her ways, directing the affairs

of the ranch and mine, as though they did not exist. When they made

a move she would be prepared to meet it.




She spent an hour before breakfast in the office writing

diligently and then she sent for Texas Pete. When he arrived she

handed him an envelope.




"Take this to Aldea, Pete," she said, "and mail it on the first

eastbound train. I can't trust to the stage—it is held up too

often—and, Pete, I am sending you because I know that I can

trust you to get to Aldea as quickly as you can without letting

anything interfere—it means a great deal to me, Pete."




"I'll git it there," said Texas Pete, and she knew that he

would.




Ten minutes later she glanced through the doorway of the

kitchen, where she was talking with Wong, and saw a cloud of dust

streaking swiftly northward toward Hell's Bend Pass, across country

in an air line. Roads and trails were not for such as Texas Pete

when speed was paramount.




The day, occupied by the normal duties of the ranch, passed

without unusual incident. There was no word from Corson. The next

day came, brought Texas Pete back from Aldea, and went its way with

the infinite procession of other yesterdays, and still no word from

Corson. By this time Diana was about convinced that the New Yorker,

appreciating what the theft of his letter must mean to him, had

abandoned his scheme and that doubtless the stage that arrived in

Hendersville today would carry him and his accomplice back to Aldea

and an eastbound train.




Her mind was occupied with such satisfactory imaginings that

morning when the office doorway was darkened by the figure of a

man. Looking up she saw Gum Smith standing with hat in hand.




"Mo'nin', Miss," he greeted her.




Diana nodded, wondering what Gum Smith could be doing on the Bar

Y, a place where he had always been notoriously unwelcome.




"Ah've came on a mos' onpleasant duty, Miss," he explained. "As

sheriff o' this yere county it is mah duty to serve yo-all with

notice to vacate this property by noon tomorrer, as the rightful

an' lawful owners wishes to occupy same."




"You mean Mr. Corson and Miss Manill?" inquired Diana,

sweetly.




"Yes, Miss, an' they hopes they won't be no trouble. They's

willin' to do the right thing by yo, ef yo moves off peaceable-like

an' pronto."




"Would you mind taking a note to Mr. Corson for me?" she asked.

"I think I can convince him that he is making a mistake."




Gum Smith would be glad to accommodate her. He said so, but he

also advised her, as "a friend of her father", to make her

preparations for early departure, since Mr. Corson's patience was

exhausted and he had determined to take drastic action to possess

himself of the ranch, as Miss Manill's agent.




* * *




When Mr. Maurice B. Corson read that note an hour later he swore

in a most unseemly manner. He did not divulge its contents to the

Wainrights, but he went into executive session with Gum Smith and

Hal Colby from which he did not emerge for an hour. A short time

later the sheriff, accompanied by a dozen deputies, rode out of

Hendersville and some time thereafter Corson, Lillian Manill and

the Wainrights drove off in the latter's buckboard which Diana had

sent in to them the morning after their hasty departure from the

Bar Y.




* * *




The ranch was deserted that afternoon, except for a couple of

laborers, the white cook at the cook-house and Wong at the

residence. Texas Pete and his vaqueros were spread over a vast

principality occupied with the various duties of their calling.

Idaho had been left at home, in accordance with time-honored

custom, to act as body guard for Diana should she wish to ride

abroad, which she had wished to do, and they were both off to the

southeast somewhere, in the direction of the Johnson Ranch.




It was a lazy afternoon. The air vibrated with heat. But in one

corner of the kitchen, far from the stove, which was now out, there

was a cool corner, or rather one less like inferno. Here stood a

long table that had once graced the dining room, and upon it at

full length, supine, lay Wong, asleep, his long pipe with its tiny

brass bowl still clutched in one depending hand.




He was aroused by the sound of voices in the front of the house.

He opened his eyes, sat up and listened. There was a woman's voice

among those of men, but it was not the voice of "Mlissee Dli." Wong

arose and walked toward the office. He stopped where he could

observe the interior without being observed. His slanting, oriental

eyes narrowed at what he saw. There were Corson and Miss Manill,

the two Wainrights and Gum Smith. Corson was going through Elias

Henders' desk as though it belonged to him. Presently, after having

examined many papers, he evidently found what he wanted, for there

was a look of relief upon his face as he stuffed them into an

inside pocket of his coat after a superficial glance.




The elder Wainright was continually glancing through the doorway

with an air of extreme nervousness. "You think it is perfectly

safe, Sheriff?" he demanded.




"Of course it is, Wainright," snapped Corson. "We've got the law

on our side, I tell you, and enough men out there to back it up. As

soon as her men find we mean business they won't bother us as long

as she isn't here to egg them on, and most of them would just as

soon work for us anyway when they find Colby is coming back as

foreman—a lot of them are his friends."




"I don't see why Colby didn't come along with us now," grumbled

Wainright.




"He wanted to wait until we were settled in our ownership and

then we could hire whom we pleased as foreman," said Corson. "I see

how he feels about it and it will help to make him stronger with

the men and with the neighbors if he hasn't taken any part in the

eviction. It'll be better for us in the long run, for we are going

to need all the friends we can get in the county."




"I am afraid we are," agreed Wainright. "I hope you will fire

that Texas Pete and the ones they call Shorty an' Idaho the very

fust thing you do. I don't like 'em."




"That's about the first thing I intend doing as soon as they get

in," replied Corson. "Just now we'd better look up that damned

insolent Chink and tell him how many are going to be here for

dinner, or supper, or whatever they call it out here."




Wong tiptoed silently and swiftly to the kitchen, where Lillian

Manill found him a moment later and imparted her orders to him.




* * *




An hour later Texas Pete rode into the ranch yard with his men.

He was met at the corrals by a fellow he recognized as an habitué

of Gum's Place—one Ward, by name.




"Evenin'," said Ward.




"Evenin'," replied Texas Pete. "Wotinell are you doin' here,

Ward?"




"They wants you, Shorty an' Idaho up to the office."




"Who wants us?"




"Miss Henders an' the people she's sold out to."




"Sold out, hell!" exclaimed Pete.




"Go on up an' ask 'em."




"I shore will. Come on, Shorty. Idaho must be aroun' the

bunk-house somewheres." The two men started for the office. At the

bunk-house they looked for Idaho, but he was not there, so they

went on without him. As they approached the house they saw three

men lolling on the veranda outside the office door. They were not

Bar Y men. Inside they saw Corson sitting at the desk. He motioned

them to enter.




"Come in, boys," he said, pleasantly.




As they entered the three men behind them rose and drew their

six-guns and at the same instant three others just within the

office covered them with theirs.




"Put 'em up!" they were advised, and Texas Pete and Shorty,

being men of discretion, put them up. While they had them up one of

the gentlemen in their rear relieved them of their weapons.




"Now look here, boys," said Corson, not unpleasantly, "we have

no quarrel with you and we don't want any, but you're rather quick

with your guns and we took this means of insuring an amicable

interview. Mr. Wainright, Miss Manill and I are now owners of the

Bar Y Ranch. Miss Henders, realizing that she had no claim, has

vacated the premises and turned them over to us. We shall not need

your services any longer. We shall give you a month's wages and

escort you as far as town, where your weapons will be turned over

to you; but I want to warn you that you are not to return to the

Bar Y. If you do I shall see that the law takes its full course

with you."




"Where's Miss Henders?" demanded Texas Pete.




"She has left the ranch," replied Corson. "I do not know her

exact plans, but I think she went directly to Aldea to take the

train for the East."




"I don't know her exact plans neither," said Texas Pete, "but I

know you are a damn liar. You got the drop on me an' Shorty, an' we

goes to town as you says, but if the rest that you have told us

ain't straight we're comin' back agin. An' when we do it's a-goin'

to be gosh-almighty onpleasant fer dudes in these parts. Sabe?"




"If you show your faces around here again you'll be shot on

sight," said Corson. "We've got the men and the money to run this

ranch as we see fit, and we mean business. The old, disgraceful,

lawless days are about over in this county, and there won't be any

place for bad-men like you two."




"No, Pete," said Shorty, "we're did fer, our time's up, they

ain't no more place fer us 'an a jack-rabbit. We're a-goin' to hev

a new brand o' bad-men now—the kind they raise in Noo York

that wears funny pants an' robs orphants."




"Take them to town, boys," said Corson, addressing his own men,

"and then come back here. You've all got jobs here on the Bar Y,

and one of the first duties you have is to shoot bad-men on sight,

if they show up around the ranch."




Texas Pete and Shorty turned and walked out with their escort,

and shortly after, still under guard, were loping away in the

direction of Hendersville.




* * *




The stage came down the pass with a load of passengers that day

and among them was a lawyer from Aldea imported by Corson and

Wainright to draw up the papers that would make one-third the Bar Y

property Wainright's and place a hundred and twenty-five thousand

dollars in the hands of Corson and Lillian Manill.




At the mine road it stopped and took on the messenger with the

bullion. Then to the crack of Bill Gatlin's whip it lurched onward

toward the gap. Bill was discoursing to a tender-foot who had

remarked on the dry appearance of the country that he had seen,

stretching away as far as the eye could reach, from the summit of

the pass.




"I should hate to be caught out there alone," said the young

man. "I'm afraid I'd starve to death."




"Why that wouldn't be nothin'," observed Bill. "That wouldn't be

nothin' at all. Why back in the seventies when I was ridin' fer the

Lazy H outfit in Montana I was chasin' a critter one day when my

pony stepped in a badger hole an' after turnin' three complete

somersaults lights plumb on his feet an' starts across country

scared stiff, which would a'ben all right ef it hadn't a'ben that

the last somersault shuck me clean outen the saddle, an' by cracky

it was jest my durn luck that my foot caught in the stirrup an'

that ornery critter up an' drags me. He was so sceart that he never

much more'n slowed up fer three days. Yes, sir, he drug me fer

three days an' nights, an' all I hed to eat was when he drug

me through a strawberry patch an' all I hed to drink was when he

drug me through a river. No, sir, after thet it wouldn't seem bad

at all to be left out no wheres in no country."




The tender-foot looked at Bill with deep and reverent awe, but

he said nothing. The stage bumped over the uneven road, lurching

drunkenly around curves. A masked man waited silently behind the

boulders at the south end of the gap. He appeared nervous, turning

often to glance back into the chapparal from which he had emerged a

few moments before. "I wonder where in hell Gregorio is," he

muttered, half aloud, "he told me last night that he would be here

before me."




The stage drew nearer. Bill Gatlin reined his team to a walk at

the first deep chuck-hole at the entrance to the gap. The horses

moved slowly, picking their way and sometimes stumbling in the

deep, dust filled cavities that made this short stretch of scarce

fifty yards the most notorious piece of road within a hundred

miles.




The lone highwayman could wait no longer for his

accomplice—he must essay the thing alone. He stepped forward

to intercept the slow-moving stage and as he did so a noise behind

him attracted his attention, and a single backward glance revealed

to him a masked man and the familiar habiliments of Gregorio. He

breathed a quick sigh of relief, motioned to his accomplice to

hurry, and moved forward with the second man now close at his

heels.




Bill Gatlin and the messenger were not surprised when the two

men stepped into the middle of the gap and held them up. They would

not have been surprised under ordinary circumstances, but today

they had been forewarned that there would doubtless be an attempted

holdup on account of the unusually valuable gold shipment, which

was being used as a lure to trap The Black Coyote, and they had

been warned to offer no resistance since Hal Colby had agreed to

take the notorious robber if the matter was left entirely in his

hands without any interference whatsoever. All of which pleased

Bill Gatlin and the messenger immensely, since it relieved them

both of most of the danger and all the responsibility. Not only did

Bill Gatlin show no surprise at the appearance of the two masked

figures, but, as a matter of fact, he was already stopping his team

as they appeared, and had his hands in the air almost as soon as

the command left the lips of the foremost of them. As usual the

Mexican kept the driver and messenger covered while The Black

Coyote approached the stage to obtain the gold, but this time the

second robber followed his principal more closely than had formerly

been his custom. The Coyote menaced the passengers with his

weapons, seeing that they kept their hands elevated, and then with

Gregorio on the watch behind him he slipped both his guns back into

their holsters and reached up to take the bags of gold away from

the messenger.




He had placed one foot on the hub of the front wheel to raise

himself to a height that would enable him to reach the precious

pouches when his confederate stepped quickly toward him, shoved the

muzzles of his guns into The Black Coyote's back, and ordered him

to put up his hands.




"Step down and put 'em up," he said. "You're through."




"Durn my hide!" exclaimed Bill Gatlin. "Hal's pretty cute. I

thought he was Gregorio all the time. He's got Bull to rights this

time."




The Black Coyote stepped back from the stage, with a growl. "You

dirty greaser, you," he cried. "I'll get you for this yet,

Gregorio."




The latter nodded to the messenger. "Get down an' git his guns,"

he said, and when the man had done so, "Now yank off his mask."




The messenger jerked the black silk handkerchief from the face

of The Black Coyote with a single quick movement, and then stepped

back suddenly, his eyes wide with surprise. "Colby!" he

ejaculated.




Bill Gatlin almost swallowed his quid of tobacco. "Well I'll be

hornswaggled!" he exclaimed, and then to the second robber, "an'

you was Gregorio all the time an' I mistook you fer Colby. The joke

sure is on me, an' the drinks too."




"They are," agreed the second robber. He shoved one of his guns

into its holster and removed his own mask.




"Well now I will be hornswaggled," murmured Bill

Gatlin—"ef it ain't Bull!"




"Keep him covered," said Bull to the messenger, "while I get our

horses."




Colby glared sullenly at Bull as the latter walked back up the

road to get the horses, but he said nothing. He was still half

dazed from the surprise of seeing Bull disguised as Gregorio, for

even to the latter's guns Bull wore the entire outfit of the

Mexican, and when Bull returned, riding Gregorio's and leading

Colby's animal, The Black Coyote eyed him as though he still

doubted his identity.




Bull drew rein beside him and nodded toward Colby's horse.

"Climb aboard," he said. Colby mounted and Bull tossed the noose of

his reata around his prisoner's neck, drawing up the slack until

the honda touched the collar of the man's shirt.




"Pull yer freight, Colby," said Bull, and the two started off

down the road toward Hendersville. A moment later the stage passed

them.




"Want me to stay along with you in case you need any help?"

called Bill Gatlin.




"I won't want no help," said Bull.




As the stage drew away from them, concealing itself in its own

dust, a swarthy rider galloped up to Bull and Colby, reining in a

blaze-face chestnut beside them. It was Gregorio. Colby glared at

the Mexican.




"You—you—" he shouted.




"Shut up, Colby," Bull interrupted him. "You got what was comin'

to you. It'll learn you not to ditch a pal."




Gregorio had dismounted and was stripping off his outer garments

and Bull followed his example. As they exchanged clothing and

horses they joked together over the day's work, which they

considered good. Gregorio swung himself into his saddle first.




"A Dios, Señor Bull!" he cried with a wave of his hand.

"Perhaps in a few days Gregorio comes out of the hills, eh?"




"I'll fix that up when I git through with this business,

Gregorio," replied the American. "In the meantime just lay

low."




"And I will work with you for the Bar Y Rancho?" inquired the

Mexican.




"If I do, Gregorio. So-long!"




"A Dios, Señor!" and Gregorio wheeled his pony back

toward the hills.




"Thet greaser's whiter'n some white men," said Bull.




When he trotted into Hendersville a few minutes behind the stage

he found that already the news had spread and a crowd, gathered

about the stage in front of The Donovan House, surrounded him and

his prisoner.




"Durn his hide!" exclaimed one who had been foremost among the

posse that had ridden forth to hang Bull only a short time before,

"I knew right along 'twarn't Bull. I allus said they was something

shady about thet there Colby feller."




Bull had but just drawn rein when Texas Pete and Shorty rode up,

safely delivered in town by their escort and having reclaimed their

guns which had been emptied of cartridges and dropped in the road

at the edge of town while the escort galloped quickly out of range

toward the Bar Y.




Texas Pete had no time for questions. His quick eyes took in the

scene at a glance and possibly he guessed the explanation, or

caught it from the comments of the crowd, but another and more

important matter occupied his thoughts as he forced his pony to

Bull's side.




"Have you saw anything of Miss Di?" he asked. "Is she here in

town?"




"I don't know. Why?"




"She ain't on the Bar Y. Corson says she's sold out an' left fer

Aldea," replied Texas Pete.




"Corson's a liar," snapped Bull. He turned toward the veranda of

The Donovan House where he espied the proprietress. "Mrs. Donovan!"

he called to her, "is Miss Henders in town?"




"She is not, Bull," replied Mary Donovan.




Bull turned his eyes toward the crowd until they alighted upon a

man he knew who bore a decent reputation—one who was not

affiliated with Gum Smith or his gang.




"Thompson," he called, "you take Colby an' keep him 'til I git

back. Don't let Gum Smith git his hands on him, an' shoot Colby if

he makes any funny plays. Git down offen your horse, Colby. Take

him, Thompson. Come on boys!" and with Texas Pete and Shorty at his

pony's heels he started on a run for the Bar Y. As they raced

along, now neck and neck, Texas Pete jerked his head back in the

general direction of Hendersville. "What was it all about?" he

inquired.




"I jest runded up The Black Coyote," replied Bull.




"Colby?"




Bull nodded. "I ben suspicionin' him," he said, "fer a long time

back, but I couldn't never call the turn on him. Then I runs onto

Gregorio while I'm hidin' out up Coyote Canyon. Him an' Colby ben

workin' together all along, but it seems lately the greaser's found

out Colby's plannin' on double-crossin' him an' goin' south with

all the swag. This was to be the last job, an' Colby fixed it

someway to have a big shipment of gold today, so Gregorio an' me

fixes it an' swaps clothes an' horses an' I takes the greaser's

place. Colby never got onto it at all. He thinks I was the greaser

plumb up to the minute I yanks off the mask."




"I thought Gregorio didn't have no use fer you, Bull," said

Shorty.




"I done him a good turn a spell back." That was all he said

about the fight with the Apaches in Cottonwood Canyon, where he had

risked his life to save the Mexican's.




They rode on in silence for a while. The ranch buildings,

nestling among their trees, were visible in the distance when Texas

Pete called attention to a speck among the sage brush far to the

southeast. To an untrained eye it was scarcely appreciable.




"There's a saddled cayuse," he said. "What fer is it doin' out

yender?"




Bull strained his eyes in the direction of the animal. "Looks

like the L-O sorrel Idaho used to ride," he said.




"Idaho was left home with Miss Di," said Pete.




As one man the three reined toward the distant pony and with

loosened reins tore over the powdery earth, bounding in and out and

over the brush like so many nimble-footed jack rabbits. Blazes,

outdistancing the other ponies, reached the L-O sorrel first. Bull

threw himself from his saddle and kneeled beside the prostrate form

of a man, half hidden in the brush. It was Idaho. As Bull lifted

his head he opened his eyes. He looked at Bull in a bewildered way

for a moment, the expression of his face denoting a concentrated

effort to recall his mental faculties. Then Texas Pete and Shorty

reined in beside him in a cloud of dust and profanity.




"Where's the boss?" demanded Pete.




"What you loafin' out here fer?" inquired Shorty.




Slowly Idaho sat up, assisted by Bull. He looked at the reins

looped about his wrist. He felt of his side and brought his hand

away covered with blood.




"I done the best I could," he said, "but they was too many of

them."




"Where's the boss, you ornery side-winder?" yelled Texas Pete.

"Whose 'them'? What hev they done with her?"




"They was all masked," said Idaho. "I didn't know no more after

they creased me. I dunno what they done with her. Help me aboard

thet cayuse, you bow-legged flannel mouth, an' we'll pull our

freight an' find her, 'stid o' sittin' round here listenin' to your

yap."




Pete, who had dismounted, helped Idaho, almost tenderly, into

the saddle.




"You better beat it fer town," he said. "You ain't much good

no-how an' with a .45 between your ribs you ain't no good

whatsumever."




"Shut up!" Idaho admonished him. "If I was perforated like a

salt cellar I'd be wuth two o' you." He reeled a little in the

saddle, but shook himself and straightened up. It was evident that

he was weak from shock and loss of blood, and that he was suffering

pain beside.




"You'd better go back, Idaho," said Bull. "You ain't in no shape

to ride at all an' I reckon we got some hard ridin' ahead o'

us."




"Go back, you damn fool," said Texas Pete, who, under the cloak

of rough and almost brutal badinage, had sought to hide his real

concern for his friend's welfare.




"Go chase yerselves," replied Idaho. "I'm goin' with you."




They wasted no more time in argument, but started riding a wide

circle, looking for the tracks of the abductors. They found

sufficient evidence to convince them that there had been upward of

a dozen horsemen concerned in the work, which corroborated Idaho's

statement, and that approximately half of these had ridden directly

in the direction of the Bar Y, while the others had taken a

southerly route. It was the latter trail they elected to follow

after Bull discovered upon it the imprint of an iron shoe, and as

Captain, being tender in front, had recently had his fore feet shod

it was safe to assume that they had taken Diana Henders this

way.




They rode fast, for dusk was already on them, and when, a short

time later, it became too dark to distinguish the trail from the

saddle they were often compelled to stop and dismount, and, upon

several occasions, strike matches to make sure that they were still

on the right track. Their progress was, therefore, necessarily

slow. Toward midnight they lost the trail completely. It was there

they left Idaho, too weak from loss of blood to continue.




XVIII. — THROUGH THE NIGHT
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IN a back room of The Chicago Saloon Thompson sat

guard over Hal Colby, who was neatly and securely trussed and tied

to a chair, in which he sat. In The Donovan House the guests were

seated at dinner when Gum Smith entered and took his accustomed

place. He had just come from the Bar Y and as the streets of

Hendersville had happened to be deserted at the meal hour he had

met no one.




"'Lo, Gum," greeted Bill Gatlin. "I reckon you hearn we got The

Black Coyote."




"Ah hain't see no one sence Ah reached town," replied Smith,

"but Ah knowed Colby'd git the critter," yet withall he looked a

bit mystified and uneasy. "Whar be he?" he asked.




"He's safe in The Chicago," said Wildcat Bob.




"Ah reckon Ah'd better git him over to the jail," said Gum

Smith.




"I reckon you'll leave him at The Chicago," replied Wildcat. "Do

you know who he is?"




"Bull, o' course."




"Bull, hell—it's Colby."




Gum Smith paled, just a trifle. "They must be some mistake," he

said, weakly. "Who got him?"




"Bull got him an' they ain't no mistake," said Bill Gatlin. "I

knew all along 'twarn't Bull."




"Well," said Gum Smith, "The Chicago Saloon ain't no place fer a

dangerous prisoner. Soon's Ah've et my victuals Ah'll take him over

to the jail whar he'll be safe."




"I tells you you'll leave him at The Chicago," said Wildcat

Bob.




"Ah'm sheriff o' this yere county," bawled Gum Smith, "an'

nobody don't want to interfere with me in the dis-charge o' mah

duties. Do yo-all hear me, Wildcat Bob?"




"I hears you, but jest like a jack-ass brayin' it don't make no

impression on my onderstandin'," replied Wildcat, embellishing his

remarks with lurid and descriptive profanity. He finished his meal

first and went out. When Gum Smith left The Donovan House he

repaired at once to his own saloon. Here he deputized a half a

dozen loafers, gave each of them several drinks, and led them to

The Chicago Saloon, where he demanded of the proprietor that he

turn over to him, forthwith, the person of Hal Colby, otherwise

known as The Black Coyote.




"He's in the back room yonder," replied the owner of The Chicago

Saloon. "Ef you craves him, go git him. I don't want

him."




In front of the door to the back room sat Wildcat Bob. His

elbows were resting on his knees and from each hand dangled a

.45.




"In the name o' the lawr," piped Gum Smith in his high voice,

"Ah demands the pusson o' one Hal Colby."




"Git the hell outen here, you blankety, blank, blank, blank!"

screamed Wildcat Bob.




"Yo'all better listen to reason, Wildcat Bob," yelled the

sheriff, "or Ah'll have the lawr on yo."




Wildcat Bob, raising his voice yet higher again than that of his

ancient enemy bawled out an incoherent volley of blasphemous and

obscene invective. Gum Smith turned and whispered to one of his

followers, who withdrew from the room with two others. Presently

Gum Smith stepped to one side of the room and, pointing at the

little old man sitting before the locked door, called to his

remaining deputies: "Take him, men—do yore duty!"




One of the men stepped forward. Wildcat Bob whirled a gun about

his forefinger and without taking aim shot the fellow's hat from

his head. The three stepped back. Almost simultaneously there came

the sound of the crashing of glass from the interior of the room

where Colby was confined, the voice of Thompson raised in protest,

and then shots. Wildcat Bob leaped to his feet and reached for the

knob of the door. As he did so his back was toward the barroom for

an instant and in that instant Gum Smith raised his six-shooter and

fired. Without a word Wildcat Bob crumpled to the floor and lay

there motionless.




Smith and his men leaped for the door. It was locked, and being

a strong door, withstood their combined efforts for several

minutes. When at last it gave before their assault and they stepped

across the threshold they saw only the body of Thompson sprawled

upon the floor in a pool of blood. The Black Coyote was gone.




* * *




Surrounded by masked men, her escort shot from his horse, Diana

Henders realized only too well the gravity of her situation and

though she recognized no individual among those who had lain in

ambush for her she guessed well enough that they acted under orders

from Corson. Her note to him revealing the fact that she knew the

entire truth concerning his duplicity and was in possession of the

papers that proved it beyond peradventure of a doubt, had, she

guessed, prompted the desperate adventure in which he pitted all

against all. So suddenly had the masked riders come upon them from

the bed of a dry wash that they had had them covered before either

could draw, yet Idaho, true to the unwritten code of his calling

and his time, had invited death by drawing in the face of their

levelled guns in defense of a woman. Had he been alone, or with

another man, his hands had gone up the moment he had realized that

the odds were all against him, and one of them had gone up, but it

had carried a six-gun with it, and he had been shot out of his

saddle for his chivalry, and left for dead upon the parched ground

as his assailants galloped off toward the south with Diana.




Night fell and yet the men kept on, two riding ahead of Diana

Henders and four behind. They rode rapidly, not sparing their

horses, and from both their haste and the direction of their way

the girl guessed that they were making a try for the border. Once

in the mountains they were forced to a slower gait, and around nine

o'clock they halted for a brief rest where there was water for both

the horses and their riders.




At first Diana had attempted to question them relative to their

intentions, but they would not tell her where they were taking her

and at last silenced her with oaths and threats. Nor did they

remove their masks until darkness equally as well hid their

features from her. This and their almost unbroken silence convinced

her that her abductors were men who feared recognition and

therefore must have been recruited in the neighborhood.




A shrewd guess suggested that an habitué of Gum's

Place—Liquors and Cigars—would have recognized them

all. The abduction had therefore been engineered or at least

connived in by the sheriff, and this line of reasoning but

corroborated what was already a foregone conclusion that it had

been done at Corson's behest.




What their purpose with her she could not guess. It might be but

a plan to remove her temporarily to some hidden spot where she

might not further interfere with the plans of the New Yorker, or it

might easily have a more sinister purpose. She knew that Corson

would never be safe in possession of the Bar Y property while she

lived and she did not believe that he was fool enough not to

appreciate that fact; but would he dare to have her done away with?

She wondered.




It was after midnight when they crossed the summit, at a point

where there appeared not the slightest vestige of a trail, and

dropped down a dangerous and rocky declivity into a wooded canyon.

A dozen times the girl's life was in jeopardy—her only

safeguard the agility and sure-footedness of Captain. A half hour

later the canyon widened into a little pocket in the mountains and

here they stopped again. Through the gloom of the deep gorge her

eyes finally distinguished the outlines of a small cabin.




The men dismounted. "Get down," said one of them to Diana, and

when she had done so the fellow took her by the arm, with a gruff,

"Come along!" and led her toward the shack. He pushed open the door

and told her to enter. Following behind her, he struck a match,

revealing a single room, rudely furnished with a table, a few

benches and a couple of cots, all constructed in rustic fashion

from branches of the trees which grew about the place. On the table

was a candle holder and a candle, which the man lighted. At one end

of the room was a blackened fireplace above which a long shelf

supported a few small boxes and cans. On pegs, flanking the

fireplace, were crude cooking utensils—a frying pan, a stew

pan and a coffee pot, while a larger kettle, for heating water,

squatted in the ashes of the dirty hearth.




The other men came in presently. All were masked again. One of

them took the kettle and went out, returning shortly with water.

Another brought wood and then a third set about preparing a meal.

They had brought some flour and bacon with them. There were baking

powder, salt, pepper and sugar in the cans upon the mantel shelf,

together with one of coffee and another of tea.




The aroma of cooking food awoke Diana to a realization of the

fact that she was hungry. Her situation, while grave, had not as

yet reached a point that she might consider dangerous. The attitude

of the men had been determined, albeit somewhat nervous, yet never

at any time actually menacing. What they had done had evidently

been accomplished under orders from some person or persons who were

taking no active part in the actual abduction—who were not

even present when the thing was done nor now that they had reached

this hiding place in the mountains.




Diana Henders was more or less familiar with these southern

hills and she knew that she never had been in this spot before.

What an ideal place it would be to commit and effectually hide all

traces of a crime! She put such unpleasant thoughts from her and

turned her attention to the bacon sizzling upon the hearth the

while it filled the room with its delicious aroma. She was given a

portion of the food and, seated upon one of the rude cots, devoured

it ravenously. Her fears, of what ever magnitude they might be, had

not spoiled her appetite, nor did she show in any other outward

manner that she was afraid, either of her abductors or

contemplation of the fate that awaited her.




The meal over, one of the men arose and left the cabin. From the

monosyllabic conversation that ensued she gathered that he had been

sent back along their route to a point where he could act as

sentinel and thus safeguard them from surprise. They did not appear

to expect pursuit, but took this precaution, evidently, in

accordance with orders previously received, or a plan

prearranged.




After the meal the men smoked for a while and then, one by one,

lay down upon the rough boards to sleep, so disposing themselves

that the girl could not approach either the door or the single

window without disturbing one or more of them. The last man blew

out the candle before he lay down. Diana Henders stretched herself

at length upon the rough branches that formed the bottom of one of

the cots and tried to sleep. How long she lay awake she did not

know, but eventually she fell into a light slumber, from which she

was awakened about three in the morning by the sound of horses'

feet on the ground outside the cabin. Then she heard men's voices,

speaking in subdued tones. A sudden premonition seized

her—rescue was at hand! She heard the door open and

immediately two of the men upon the floor awoke and sat up.




"Who's that?" demanded one.




"Me," replied one of the newcomers. "The rest o' you fellers

wake up—we got to get outta here." He stepped to the table,

struck a match and lighted the candle. In its first flare Diana

recognized his figure as that of the man who had gone out after the

meal to act as guard along the trail—the man with him was Hal

Colby.




"Put out that light, you damn fool!" cried one of the awakened

sleepers. "Do you want this girl to reco'nize us all?" The light

went out, quickly. Hal Colby stepped across the room to her

side.




"Everything's all right, Di," he said. "I've come for you."




The other man was speaking to his fellows. "They's someone on

our trail—Colby passed them on the cut-off. He'd ben ridin'

behind 'em fer an hour. He says they's three o' 'em. We gotta git

out." Hastily the men rose and sought their horses. Colby took

Diana by the arm.




"Come!" he said. "I'll get you out o' here."




"Why should I want to get out when someone is coming to take me

away from these men?" she demanded.




"But I'm here—I'll take you out, Di. Come, we must

hurry."




She shook her head. "No! I shall stay here."




"They won't let you—they'll take you along. You had better

come with me. I am your friend."




"You cannot be a friend of their's and mine, both."




He took her by the arm again. "Come! This is no time for

fooling."




She struggled to free herself and when he attempted to drag her

forcibly she struck him in the face with a clenched fist.




"You—!" he cried, applying a vile epithet to her. "You'll

come, damn you," and he picked her up and carried her out into the

waning night.




Most of the men had found their horses and mounted. "Where's her

horse?" demanded Colby of one of them, and when it was led forward

he threw her roughly into the saddle and with her own reata he

bound her there. Then he mounted his own animal and, leading her's,

started down the rough and wooded gorge toward the South.




* * *




A few miles away three men drew rein upon a ridge. "We've lost

the damn trail agin," muttered Texas Pete, sourly.




Bull sat erect upon Blazes, his head thrown far back, his

nostrils dilated.




"What you lookin' up yender fer?" demanded Shorty. "The trail

thet bunch o' short-horn's on don't lead to heavin."




"Smell it?" asked Bull.




"What?"




"Wood smoke! They's a east wind. Come on!" He rode blindly

through the darkness, trusting to the instinct and the eyesight of

his horse, toward the east and the fire from which that tenuous

suggestion of wood smoke emanated. Where there was fire there

should be man—thus reasoned Bull.




A half hour later the three slid and rolled with their horses

down the steep side of a gorge into a cup-like opening in the hills

and before them, in the growing dawn, they saw a mean, weatherworn

shack. From the crumbling chimney a thin wisp of smoke arose into

the still air, to be wafted gently westward after it had topped the

summit of the canyon walls. They hid their horses among the trees

and the under-brush and crept stealthily toward the building from

three sides. Bull was the first to come into the open and as he did

so he stood erect and sprang toward the doorway of the building,

bursting into the interior with two guns ready in his hands. The

place was empty. Embers smouldered upon the dirty hearth. A greasy

frying pan lay upon the floor at one side, a kettle half filled

with warm water upon the other. There was the odor of cigarette

smoke in the air of the single room.




"They ben here, but they's gone," said Bull as his two friends

joined him.




"They ain't ben gone long," said Shorty.




They found the trail leading down the canyon and followed it,

while a few miles ahead Colby and Diana with the six masked men

debouched upon the wide flat at the foot of the hills. Here they

halted.




"One o' you fellers swap horses with the girl," commanded Colby,

"and then you all circle back to the west an' north an' hit the

high spots fer Hendersville. Here, Grift, you take her horse."




"How come?" demanded Grift.




"Why to lead the folks back at Hendersville offen the trail, o'

course," replied Colby. "You'll tell 'em you found her horse tother

side o' the West Ranch an' they'll look there 'til the cows comes

home."




Grift, satisfied with this explanation, dismounted and took

Diana's horse, after which she was bound to the one he had

quitted.




"Now beat it!" said Colby. "I'll take care o' the girl," and he

started off toward the south, while the others turned westward.




"I reckon I fooled 'em," remarked Colby when the others were out

of hearing.




Diana made no reply.




"Them three hombres is trailin' you, Di," he continued, "an'

they'll be jest wise enough to foller Captain's tracks. I reckon I

fooled 'em fine. Grift never would o' swapped horses ef he'd

a-knowed what my reason was."




Diana said nothing. She did not even look at him. They rode on

in silence then for some time.




"Look here, Di," he exclaimed finally. "You might as well come

down offen your high horse. You're mine now an' I'm a-goin' to keep

you—as long as I want you. I'm rich now. I'll git all the

money I wants from Lillian, but you're the one I love—you're

the one I want and you're the one I'm a-goin' to have. After I gits

all o' Lillian's money I'll quit her an' you an' me'll do some

travelin', but in the meantime I gotta marry her to git the money.

Sabe?"




"Cur!" muttered Diana, shuddering.




"Well, ef you wants to belong to a cur, call me one," he said,

laughing, "'cause you're goin' to belong to me after today. You

won't never want to go back then. You thought you'd turn me down,

did you? You wanted that dirty damn bandit, didn't cha? Well, you

won't never git him. If he isn't follerin' you with the three

thet's behind us he won't never catch up to us this side o' the

border, an' after that he couldn't never find us in a hundred

years. If he is with them he'll foller the Captain's hoof-prints

until he catches up with 'em an' then that bunch o' bad-uns'll

shoot him full o' holes. I guess maybe I wasn't foolin' the whole

bunch on 'em, eh?"




Diana Henders looked her unutterable contempt and loathing.

Colby fell silent after a bit, seeing that it was impossible to

draw the girl into conversation. Thus they continued on for miles.

Suddenly, from far away toward the north, came, just barely audible

to their ears, faintly the sound of distant fire arms.




* * *




Bull and his pals had come upon the six. There had been no

preliminary—no questions asked. The three had but put spurs

to their horses and overtaken the fleeing abductors, who, their

work done, had no desire to enter into an argument with anyone. The

moment he thought that he was within safe range Bull had opened up

with a single gun, and at the first shot a man had tumbled from his

saddle. It was a running fight from then on until but a single one

of the six remained. Holding one hand far above his head he reined

in his jaded mount, at the same time letting his gun fall to the

ground. Bull drew up beside him.




"Where's Miss Henders?" he demanded.




"I don't know nothin' about her—I ain't seen her."




"You lie," said Bull, in a low voice. "You're riding her horse

now. Where is she? I'll give you five seconds to answer before I

send you to hell."




"Colby taken her—South—toward the border," cried

Grift, and Bull wondered, for he had left the man safely in

Hendersville.




"You take thet horse home, Grift," said Bull, "to the Bar Y. Ef

you've lied to me about Miss Henders, or ef thet horse ain't in a

Bar Y corral when I gets back, I bore you. Sabe?"




Grift nodded.




"Now beat it," said Bull, and reined about toward the South.




Again the hard, pitiless grind commenced. Beneath a scorching

sun, over blistering alkali flats, the three urged their weary

horses on.




"You gotta make it, Blazes. You gotta make it," whispered Bull

in the ear of his pony. "She cain't be much ahead, an' there ain't

nothin' can step away from me an' you, Blazes, forever. We'll catch

up with 'em some day."




XIX. — "TELL ME THAT YOU LOVE

ME!"
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IT was ten o'clock that morning before Bull, Texas

Pete and Shorty picked up Colby's trail and by that time the man

and his unwilling companion were a good four hours ahead of them.

On tired horses, through the heat of a blazing Arizona day, it

seemed hopeless to expect to overhaul their quarry before night had

fallen and by that time Colby would have crossed the border. Not

however that that meant much to the three who pursued him, to whom

international boundary lines were of no more practical import than

parallels of latitude or isothermal lines.




Before noon they were obliged to stop and rest their horses at a

water hole that afforded a brackish but refreshing drink for the

three jaded animals. In the mud at its border they saw the fresh

tracks of Colby's pony and Diana's. It was evident that they had

stopped here for a considerable time, which, in truth, they had, so

positive was Colby that he had thrown their pursuers off the track,

leading them into a gun fight with a superior force that might

reasonably have been expected to have accounted for them to the

last man.




Five minutes was all the rest that the pursuers allowed their

horses. Once again they were in the saddle. "Lookee yender!"

exclaimed Texas Pete, pointing toward the south. "Ef it ain't

rainin' there I'm a siwash."




"It's about a month too early for the rains," said Bull, "but it

shore is rainin'—rainin' like hell. Look at thet lightnin'.

Say, if they ain't crossed Salee's Flats yet they won't never git

acrost, not while thet rain lasts."




"'N' if they has crossed we won't never catch 'em," said

Shorty.




"I'll catch 'em ef I hev to ride plumb to hell an' it takes me a

hundred years," said Bull.




* * *




The rain struck Colby and Diana at the northern edge of the

Flats. It came in driving sheets and sometimes in solid masses that

almost crushed them. It came with deafening reverberations of

Titanic thunder and vivid, almost terrifying, displays of

lightning. It was bad where they were, but Colby knew from

experience of the country that in the low hills at the upper end of

the Flats it was infinitely worse—that there had been a cloud

burst. He put spurs to his horse and dragging Diana's into a gallop

urged them both to greater speed, knowing that if he did not cross

the wash in the center of the Flats within a few minutes he might

not cross it again for days. When they reached it three feet of

turbid water tumbled madly down the narrow bed between the

precipitous clay walls. The man found a steep path that stock had

made for crossing when the bed of the wash was dry and urged his

horse downward. The force of the current almost swept the animal

from its feet, but with wide spread legs it stemmed the torrent,

while Colby, taking a few turns of the lead rope around his horn,

dragged Diana's pony through in safety after him. At the top of the

bank the man turned and looked toward the north and then down at

the rising flood.




"If this rain holds out they won't nothin' more cross here fer a

spell," he said, smiling. "In ten minutes she'll be plumb full. We

kin take it easier now."




He started off again, but now at a walk, for he knew that there

was no longer need for haste, if there had been before, which he

had doubted. The horses, cooled and refreshed by the rain, would

have been equal to a spurt now, but none was necessary, and so they

came after a mile to the dim outlines of an adobe house showing

through the driving downpour, directly ahead. Colby rode close to

the door, and leaning from his saddle, pounded upon it. There was

no reply.




"I reckon we'll stop here a while," he said, dismounting.




He opened the door and looked in. The place was deserted. In

rear of it was an open shed for stock and to this they rode. Colby

helped Diana from her horse, removed the saddles and bridles from

the animals and tied them beneath the shed, then he led the girl to

the house, her arms still bound by her reata. There was no chance

that she could escape now, so the man removed her bonds.




"We'll rest here a few hours an' give the horses a chance, then

we'll hit the trail. We gotta find a place where we kin feed, my

belly's wrapped around my back-bone. Let's be friends, Di. You

might as well make the best of it. You cain't blame a feller fer

lovin' you, an' I ain't so bad—you might a-done a lot worse."

He came toward her and raised his hand as though to place it on her

arm.




"Don't touch me!" She drew back with an appreciable shudder of

revulsion.




He laughed. "You'll feel better after a while," he said. "We're

both too dog tired to be very good company. I'm goin' to get in a

little sleep. You'd better do the same; but I'll have to tie you up

again unless you'll promise not to try to escape."




She made no reply. "All right," he said, "ef you'd rather be

tied." He came then and tied her hands behind her. Keeping one end

of the rope in his own hand he lay down upon the dirt floor and was

soon asleep. Diana sat with her back against the wall listening to

the rain beating upon the roof and driving against the walls. The

roof leaked badly in several places and the water that came through

formed puddles on the floor which joined together into a little

rivulet that wound to the doorway and disappeared beneath the

door.




How hopeless! Diana stifled a sob. She was tired and hungry and

weak from exhaustion. The frightful rain had cut off the frail

vestige of a chance of rescue that there had been before. By now no

man or beast could cross Salee's Flats. She knew one man who would

try had he known of her predicament, but how was he to know of

it—a hunted fugitive hiding in the mountains far to the

north.




* * *




Realizing the necessity for haste if they were to cross the

Flats before the wash became an impassable torrent, the three

pursuers drove their tired horses onward at the top of their

diminished speed. The race became at once a test for the survival

of the fittest, and Blazes forged steadily farther and farther

ahead of the other ponies. Long before Bull reached the Flats the

rain was upon him, refreshing both horse and man, and Blazes, as

though imbued with new life, increased the distance between himself

and the two ponies now far behind. The driving rain was rapidly

obliterating the trail that the man followed, yet he managed to

cling to it to the very brink of the wash—to the very point

where Colby and Diana had crossed, and there Bull drew rein to look

down, scowling, upon a seething barrier of yellow water. Twenty

feet wide it was and ten feet deep, swirling and boiling like a

cauldron of hell. He eyed the greasy, muddy footing of the bank.

Had it been firm and dry he had put Blazes to it for a jump, but he

knew that it could not be done now, nor could he swim the horse.

Even could the animal have made the crossing it could not have

clambered out upon the top of that perpendicular, constantly caving

wall, with the mighty current always dragging at it. But Bull was

not hopeless—he was merely devising ways and means. Not for

an instant had he considered the possibility of giving up the

pursuit, or even of delaying it by waiting for the waters to

recede. Taking his rope in his hand he dismounted and stepped close

to the brink of the torrent, upon both sides of which grew numerous

clumps of grease-wood. He seemed already to have formed a plan, for

he drew one of his six-guns and hurled it across the wash. He

followed it with the second gun and then with his heavy belt of

cartridges. Then came his boots, one by one.




Shaking down the honda he swung a noose at the end of his rope,

which, opening up, described a circle that seemed to revolve about

his head at an angle of forty-five degrees with the ground, like a

rakish halo—just for an instant, and then it rose and sailed

gracefully across the new-born river to drop around a clump of

grease-wood upon the opposite bank.




"Come here!" said Bull to Blazes, and the horse stepped to his

side, close to the water's edge. "Stand!" commanded Bull, knowing

that Blazes would stand where he was for hours, if necessary, until

his master gave a new order.




Bull drew in his rope until it became taut and then he dragged

heavily upon the grease-wood across the channel. It held despite

his most strenuous efforts. He tied the loose end about his waist,

stepped to the very edge of the water and leaped in.




* * *




Hal Colby awoke and looked about him. His eyes fell upon the

girl sitting with her back against the wall across the room.




"Feelin' better?" he asked. "I am. Nothin' like sleep, onless it

be grub."




She did not reply. He rose to his feet and approached her.

"You're shore a sullen little devil, but I'll take that out o'

you—a little lovin'll do that. Git up an' kiss me!"




"You unspeakable—THING! It would be an insult to a cur to

call you that."




Colby laughed good-naturedly. "Ef you'd ruther have a bandit, I

might turn one," he said, and again he laughed, this time at his

own joke.




"If you are trying to suggest that I would prefer Bull, you are

right. You may thank God that he is not here—but he will

come—and you will pay."




"Well, you ain't got up and kissed me yet," said Colby. "Do you

want me to yank you up? You got a lot to learn an' I'm the hombre

what can learn you. I've hed a lot o' experience—I've tamed

'em before, as good as you. Tamed 'em an' made 'em like it. If it

cain't be done one way, it can another. Sometimes a quirt helps."

He struck his chaps with the lash of the one he carried. "Git up,

you!" He seized her by the arm and jerked her roughly to her feet.

Again she struck him, and this time the man struck back—a

stinging blow across her shoulders with the quirt. "I'll learn

you!" he cried.




She tried to free herself, striking him repeatedly, but he held

her off and lashed her cruelly, nor did he appear to care where the

quirt fell.




* * *




The tumbling waters, engulfing Bull, rolled him over and over

before, half drowned, his powerful strokes succeeded in raising his

head above the surface. He had had no conception of the tremendous

strength of the current. He was but as a bobbing bit of flotsam

upon its surface. He could not stem it. He was helpless. The rope

about his waist suddenly tautened and he was again dragged beneath

the surface. He grasped it with his hands and tried to pull himself

in toward shore, but the giant waters held him in their grip,

dragging him downward, stronger by far than the strength of many

men.




Suddenly the muddy flood spewed him to the surface once

more—this time against the bank to which the opposite end of

his rope was fastened and was dragging heavily upon its precarious

anchor. He clutched at the slippery, red mud, clawing frantically

for a hand-hold. The waters leaped upon him and beat him down, but

still he fought on valiantly, not for his life but for the girl he

loved, and at last he won, dragging himself slowly out upon the

bank. Almost exhausted he rose, staggering, to his feet and looked

back across the torrent at Blazes.




"It ain't no use, boy," he said, with a shake of his head. "I

was a-goin' to rope you an' drag you acrost, but it cain't be did.

Now I reckon I'll hev to hoof it."




He sat down in the mud and pulled on his boots, gathered up his

guns and belt, coiled his rope and turned his face southward. "Ef

it takes a hundred years an' I hev to foller him plumb to hell," he

muttered, "I'll git him!"




Still spent and blowing from his tremendous exertions against

the flood, he staggered on through the sticky clay and the blinding

rain, his head bent down against the storm. It was hard work, but

never once did a thought of surrender enter his mind. He would find

a ranch house somewhere and get a horse—he might even come

upon some range stock. He had his lariat and there was a bare

chance that he might get close enough to an animal to rope it. But

he must have a horse! He felt helpless—entirely

impotent—without one.




Imagine yourself thrust into a cold and unfriendly world, if you

are a man, without a pocket knife, a bunch of keys, a handkerchief,

money, or a pair of shoes and you will be able to appreciate how a

cowboy feels without a horse.




Thus, buffeted by the storm, he shouldered on until suddenly

there loomed almost directly in his path the outlines of an adobe

house. Fortune smiled upon him! Here he would find a horse! He

stepped to the door and was about to knock when he heard the voice

of a woman crying out in protestation and pain. Then he flung the

door wide and stepped into the interior. Colby, holding Diana's

wrist, was twisting it in an excess of rage, for she had struck him

and repulsed him until the last vestige of his thin veneer of

manhood had fallen from him, leaving exposed the raw, primordial

beast.




He saw Bull the instant that the latter opened the door and

swinging the girl in front of him reached for a gun. Diana, too,

saw the figure in the doorway. A great wave of joy swept through

her, and then she saw Colby's gun flash from its holster and knew

that Bull could not shoot because of fear of hitting her; but she

did not know Bull as well as she thought she knew him, and

similarly was Colby deceived, for the man in the doorway fired from

the hip the instant that Colby's gun was raised. The weapon fell

from nerveless fingers, the grasp upon Diana's wrist relaxed, and

Hal Colby pitched forward upon his face, a bullet hole between his

eyes.




Diana swayed for an instant, dazed by the wonder of her

deliverance, and then as Bull stepped toward her she went to meet

him and put her arms about his neck.




"Bull!" It was half a sob. The man took her in his arms.




"Diana!" The word carried all the reverence of a

benediction.




Raising her face from his shoulder she pushed him away a little.

"Bull," she said, "once you told me that you loved me. Tell me so

again."




"'Love' don't tell the half of it, girl," he said, his voice

husky with emotion.




"Oh, Bull," she cried, "I have been such a fool. I love you! I

have always loved you, but I did not know it until that

night—the night they came after you at the West Ranch."




"But you couldn't love me, Diana, thinkin' I was The Black

Coyote!"




"I don't care, Bull, what you are. All I care or know is that

you are my man. We will go away together and start over

again—will you, Bull, for my sake?"




And then he told her that he didn't have to go away—told

her who The Black Coyote had been.




"Why, he even planted one o' the bullion sacks under my bed-roll

at The West Ranch to prove I was the right hombre," said Bull. "Saw

a sack o' dust I brung from Idaho, an' he tried to make 'em think

it was yours. He used to send me off alone the days he was a-goin'

to hold up the stage, so's when the time was ripe he could throw

suspicion on me. He shore was a clever feller, Hal was."




"But the day Mack was wounded?" she asked. "We saw you coming in

from the north and there was blood on your shirt."




"I got in a brush with Apaches up Cottonwood, me an' Gregorio,

an' I got scratched. 'Twasn't nothin'."




"And to think that all the time he was professing friendship for

you he was trying to make me believe that you were The Black

Coyote," cried Diana. "He was worse than Mr. Corson and I thought

him about the wickedest man I had ever known."




"We gotta think about gittin' back an' havin' a friendly pow-wow

with thet there Corson gent," said Bull. "By golly, the sun's out!

Everything's happy, Diana, now thet you're safe."




They walked to the doorway. The rain had stopped as suddenly as

it had begun, and now the fierce sun blazed down upon the steaming

mud.




"Where's your horses?" asked Bull.




"In a shed behind the house."




"Good! We'll start along. They's a bridge twenty-five miles

below here ef I ain't mistaken. I think I know this here shack. I

was down this way two year ago."




"But what about him?" She nodded back toward the body of

Colby.




"He kin rot here fer all I care," said Bull,

bitterly—"a-hurtin' you! God, I wisht he had nine lives like

a cat, so's I could kill him a few more times."




She closed the door behind them. "We'll have to notify Gum

Smith, so they can send down and bury him."




"Gum Smith won't never get the chanct," he said.




They walked to the shed and he saddled the two horses, rested

now and refreshed a little by the past hours of relief from the

heat, and after they had mounted and ridden half way to the wash

they saw the figures of two men upon the opposite bank.




"Texas Pete and Shorty," he told her. They recognized the girl

and Bull and whooped and shouted in the exuberance of youth and

joy.




It was a hard ride to the bridge through the heavy mud, but it

was made at last and then the four joined upon the same side and

set out toward home, picking up Idaho en route, still weak, but

able to sit a horse.




* * *




It was two days later before they rode into the Bar Y ranch

yard, where they were met with wild acclaim by Willie, Wong and the

men's cook.




"Where's Corson?" demanded Bull.




"The whole bunch has gone to town to close the deal. They was

some hitch the other day. Wong said he heard 'em talkin'. Corson

wouldn't take nothin' but gold an' Wainright had to send up to

Aldea fer it. They say it's comin' in on today's stage."




"I'm goin' to town," announced Bull.




"So am I," said Diana.




"We'll all go," said Shorty.




"Git us up some fresh horses, Willie," said Texas Pete. Then he

turned to Diana. "You ain't said yit thet I ain't foreman no more."

They both smiled.




"Not yet, Pete. I'll have to talk it over with Bull," said

Diana.




Remounted, they galloped off toward Hendersville—all but

Idaho. Him they left behind, much to his disgust, for he needed

rest.




They reached town half an hour after the stage had pulled in

and, entering The Donovan House, found Corson, Lillian Manill, the

two Wainrights, together with the attorney from Aldea and Gum

Smith.




At sight of Bull, Gum Smith leaped to his feet. "Yo'all's undah

arrest!" he squealed.




"What fer?" asked Bull.




"Fer robbin' the United States Mail, thet's what fer."




"Hold your horses, Gum," admonished Bull, "I ain't quite ready

fer you yet. I craves conversation with these here dudes fust." He

turned to the elder Wainright. "You was honin' to pay a hundred and

twenty-five thousand dollars to this here dude fer the Bar Y?"




"'Tain't none o' yore business," snapped Wainright.




Bull laid a hand upon the butt of one of his guns. "Does I hev

to run you out o' Hendersville to git a civil answer?" he

demanded.




Wainright paled. "I've paid already, an' the Bar Y's mine," he

answered, surlily.




"You've ben stung. Them two's crooks. The girl ain't no relation

to Miss Henders' uncle an' we got the papers to prove it. We got

the will, too, thet this skunk tried to git hold of an' destroy.

Leastwise Miss Henders had 'em, but she sent 'em to Kansas City

before Corson could git holt of 'em. Texas Pete, here, took 'em to

Aldea. That's why you didn't find 'em in the office, Corson, when

you robbed the safe. Wong saw you and told us about it just before

we left the ranch today. All you got was the copies she made. I

don't wonder you wanted gold from Wainright."




"He's lyin'," cried Corson to Wainright. "Do you believe what a

fellow like he is says? Why, he'll be in a federal penitentiary

inside another month for robbing the mail. There isn't a jury on

earth would take his word for anything."




"I ain't there yit an' no more I don't expect to be," said

Bull.




"Yo'all's undah arrest, jes the same, right now," cried Gum

Smith, "an' Ah warns yo to come along peaceable-like with me."




"Now I'm comin' to you, Gum," said Bull. "You better beat it,

Gum. You ain't wuth shootin', with catridges the price they be," he

continued. "Gregorio has told me the whole story. He's goin'

straight now an' he wants to square himself. He's writ out an'

signed a confession thet's goin' to make this climate bad fer your

rheumatism."




"Gregorio's a dirty, lyin' greaser," screamed Gum. "They won't

no one bulieve him neither. They ain't no one got the goods on

me."




"No," said Bull, "but you have. Nearly every ounce of thet

gold—except what you an' Colby spent an' what little you giv

Gregorio's buried underneath the floor of the back room o' your

saloon, an' me an' Pete an' Shorty's right here to see thet no

hombre don't git it what don't belong to it."




Gum Smith paled. "'Tain't so! It's a damn lie!"




"Thet's the second time I ben called a liar in five minutes,"

said Bull. "I ain't did nothin' 'cause they's ladies present, but

I'm goin' to send 'em outen the room in a minute an' then we'll

talk about thet—ef you're still here. I'd advise you not to

be, though. Wainright, I seen your buckboard tied out in front

here. By crowdin' it'll hold five—meanin' you, thet ornery

lookin' dude son o' yourn, Corson, Miss Manill an' Gum. You all be

in it an' hittin' the trail north fer tother side o' the hill

inside o' five minutes or me an' the boys is goin' to start

shootin'. On the way, Wainright, you an' Corson kin settle thet

little matter o' the hundred an' twenty-five thousand. Ef you kin

git it back from him 'tain't nothin' to me, but ef you don't you

deserve to lose it, fer you're jest as big a thief as he is, only

not quite so bright in the head. Now git, an' git damn pronto!" His

voice had suddenly changed from mocking irony to grim earnestness.

It was a savage voice that uttered the final command. Gum Smith was

the first out of the room. He was followed by the others. "See 'em

to the edge of town, boys, an' see that they don't linger," said

Bull to Shorty an' Texas Pete.




"Oh, mamma!" exclaimed Shorty. "Lead me to them funny

pants!"




Bull turned to the attorney from Aldea. "I ain't got no proof

thet you were in on this deal," he said; "so you kin wait an' go in

on the stage tomorrer."




"Thanks," said the attorney. "No, I thought it a perfectly

legitimate transaction; but I am glad they called me down, for now

perhaps I can transact some real business for some other clients of

mine. I had not been aware that the Bar Y was for sale, or I had

been over here before. I represent a large syndicate of eastern

packers whom I know would be interested in this property, and if

Miss Henders will make me a proposition I shall be glad to transmit

it to them—you will find them very different people to deal

with than these others seem to have been."




"I thank you," said Diana, "but the Bar Y is not for sale. We

are going to run the ranch together, aren't we, Bull?"




"You bet we are," he replied.




Mary Donovan burst from an inner room at that moment. "Bliss me

heart!" she exclaimed. "An' I niver knew you was here 'til this

very minute, an' I heard what yese jest said, Diana Henders, an'

I'm not after bein' such a fool that I don't know what yese means.

It makes me that happy, God bless ye! I must be after runnin' in

an' tellin' me ould man—he'll be that glad, he will."




"Your old man!" exclaimed Diana.




"Sure now," said Mary Donovan, blushing, "didn't yese know 'at

me an' Bob was married the day before yisterday? Shure they had to

shoot him before I c'd git him. He niver was much, an' havin' a

bullet hole clean through him don't make him no better, but thin

he's a man, an' a poor one's better than none at all."




 The Deputy Sheriff of Comanche County 
(Edgar Rice Burroughs)
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A LONE rider drew rein before a gate consisting of

three poles cut from straight pine saplings. He leaned from the

saddle and dropped one end of each of the two upper bars to the

ground, stepped his horse over the remaining bar and, stooping

again, replaced the others. Then he rode slowly along a dirt road

that showed little signs of travel.




As he rode he seemed but an animated part of the surrounding

landscape, so perfectly did he harmonize from the crown of his

Stetson to the light shod hoofs of his pony.




Everything that he wore seemed a part of him, as he seemed a

part of his horse. His well worn chaps, his cartridge belt and

holster, his shirt and bandana, like the leather of his horse

trappings, were toned and mellowed by age and usage; yet they

carried the same suggestion of strength and freshness and

efficiency as did his bronzed face and his clear, gray eyes.




His mount moved at an easy, shuffling gait that some horsemen

might call a rack, but which the young man would have described as

a pace.




The horse was that homeliest of all horse colors, a blue roan,

the only point of distinction in his appearance being a circular

white spot, about the size of a saucer, that encircled his right

eye, a marking which could not be said to greatly enhance his

beauty, though it had served another and excellent purpose in

suggesting his name—Bull's Eye.




At first glance the young man might have been found as little

remarkable as his horse. In New Mexico there are probably thousands

of other young men who look very much like him. His one personal

adornment, in which he took a quiet, secret pride, was a flowing,

brown mustache with drooping ends, which accomplished little more

than to collect alkali dust and hide an otherwise strong and

handsome mouth, while the low drawn brim of his Stetson almost

accomplished the same result for the man's finest features—a

pair of unusually arresting gray eyes.




The road wound through low rolling hills covered with stunted

cedars, beyond which rose a range of mountains, whose sides were

clothed with pine, the dark green of which was broken occasionally

by irregular patches of quaking aspens, the whole mellowed and

softened and mysterized by an enveloping purple haze.




The road, whose parallel twin paths suggested wheels of traffic,

but in whose dust appeared only the spoor of hoofed animals, wound

around the shoulder of a hill and debouched into a small valley, in

the center of which stood a dilapidated log house.




"This here," said the young man to his pony, "is where we were

headed fer. I hope the old man's in," and as though to assure him

of the fulfillment of his wish, the door of the cabin opened and a

large, droop-shouldered, gray haired man emerged.




"Ev'nen, Ole," said the rider.




"Ev'nen," said the older man, rather shortly, as the other

stopped his horse and swung from the saddle. "What you doin'

here?"




"I come to see you about that line fence, Ole," said the young

man.




"Gol durned if you aint as bad as your pa," said the older man.

"I aint heared nuthin' else but that durned line fence fer the last

twenty years."




"You and the old man fit over that fence for eighteen years up

to the very day he died, but I'll be doggoned if I want to scrap

about it."




"Then what you doin' up here about it?" demanded the other.




"I aint up here to scrap with you, Ole. I just come up to tell

you."




"Tell me what?"




"You aint doin' nuthin' with that land. You aint never done

nuthin' with it. You can't get water on to it. I can and there's

about a hundred acres of it that lies right for alfalfa and joins

right on to the patch I put in last year."




"Well what you goin' to do about it? It's my land. You sure

can't put alfalfa on my land."




"It aint your land, Ole, and you know it. You put your line

fence in the wrong place. Maybe you did it accidental at first, but

you know well enough that you aint got no title to that land."




"Well I got it fenced and I have had it fenced for twenty years.

That's title enough for me," growled Gunderstrom.




"Now listen, Ole; I said I didn't come up here figurin' on

quarrelin' with you and I aint a goin' to. I'm just tellin' you,

I'm goin' to move that fence and put in alfalfa."




Olaf Gunderstrom's voice trembled with suppressed anger as he

replied. "If ye lay a hand on that fence of mine, Buck Mason, I'll

kill you."




"Now don't make me quarrel with you, Ole," said the young man,

"cause I don't want to do nuthin' like that. I'm gonna move the

fence, and I'm gonna say here that if anybody gets shot, it aint

me. Now let's don't chaw any more fat over that. What do you hear

from Olga?"




"None of your durn business," snapped Gunderstrom.




Mason grinned. "Well, Olga and I grew up together as kids," he

reminded the older man, "and I'm just naturally interested in

her."




"Well, I'll thank you to mind your own business, Buck Mason,"

said Gunderstrom surlily. "My girl aint fer no low down cowman. Me

and her maw was nuthin' but trash. We seen it once when we went to

Frisco and I aint never been nowhere since, but I made up my mind

that my girl was gonna be able to herd with the best of 'em. That's

why I sent her East to school—to keep her away from trash

like you and the rest of the slab-sided longhorns that range in

Comanche County.




"My girl aint gonna know the dirt and sweat and greasy pots in

no cowman's kitchen. She aint gonna have no swells high hattin'

her. She's goin' to be in a position to do the high hattin'

herself. God and her mother give her the looks; the schools back in

the states can give her the education, and I can give her the

money; so she can herd with the best of 'em. My girl's gonna marry

a swell; so you needn't waste your time asking no more questions

about her. You aint never goin' to see her again, and if you do she

won't even know you."




"Come, come, Ole," said Mason, "don't get so excited. I wasn't

aimin' on bitin' Olga. She was a good kid; and we used to have a

lot of fun together; and, say, if Olga marries a duke she wouldn't

never high hat none of her old friends."




"She won't never get a chance while I'm alive," said

Gunderstrom. "She aint never comin' back here."




"That's your business and hers," said Mason. "It aint none

o'mine." He swung easily into the saddle. "I'll be moseyin' along,

Ole. So long!"




"Listen," cried the older man as Mason wheeled his horse to move

away. "Remember what I said about that line fence. If you lay a

hand on it I'll kill you."




Buck Mason reined in his pony and turned in his saddle. "I hope

there aint nobody goin' to be killed, Ole," he said quietly; "but

if there is it aint goin' to be me. Come on, Bull's Eye, it's a

long way back to town."




But Buck Mason did not ride to town. Instead he stopped at his

own lonely ranch house, cooked his supper and afterward sat beneath

an oil lamp and read.




The book that he was reading he had taken from a cupboard, the

door of which was secured by a padlock, for the sad truth was that

Mason was ashamed of his library and of his reading. He would have

hated to have had any of his cronies discover his weakness, for the

things that he read were not of the cow country. They included a

correspondence course in English, a number of the classics which

the course had recommended, magazines devoted to golf, polo,

yachting, and a voluminous book on etiquette; but perhaps the thing

that caused him the greatest mental perturbation in anticipation of

its discovery by his candid, joke-loving friends was a file of the

magazine Vogue.




No one knew that Buck Mason pored over these books and magazines

whenever he had a leisure moment; in fact, no one suspected that he

possessed them; and he would have died rather than to have

explained why he did so.




He had led rather a lonely life, even before his father had died

two years previously; but perhaps the greatest blow he had ever

suffered had been the departure of Olga Gunderstrom for the East,

nearly six years before.




She was sixteen then, and he eighteen. They had never spoken of

love; perhaps neither one of them had thought of love; but she was

the only girl that he had ever known well. When she had gone and he

had commenced to realize how much he missed her, and then gradually

to understand the barrier that her education was destined to raise

between them, he began to believe that he loved her and that life

without her would be a drab and monotonous waste.




Perhaps it was because he was a little bashful with women and

guessed that he would never be well enough acquainted with any

other girl to ask her to be his wife. He knew that he and Olga

would get along well together. He knew that he would always be

happy with her, and he thought that this belief constituted love;

so he determined to fit himself as best he might to appear well in

the society that he believed her superior education destined her to

enter, that she might not ever have cause to be ashamed of him.




It was a pathetic little weakness. He did not think of it as

pathetic but only as a weakness, and he was very much ashamed of

it. Like most quiet men, he had a horror of ridicule; and so he

always kept his books and his magazines locked in his cupboard, nor

ever took one out unless he was alone, except that when he took one

of those long, lonely trips, which were sometimes made necessary in

pursuance of his office as deputy sheriff of Comanche County, he

would carry one of his books along with him; but never the book of

etiquette or a copy of Vogue, each of which he considered a

reflection upon his manhood.








In another lonely cabin, several miles away, Olaf Gunderstrom had

cooked his own frugal meal, washed his dishes and gone to bed.




He was an eccentric old man, and he had permitted his

eccentricities to become more and more marked after the death of

his wife and the departure of his daughter for the East.




Possibly the wealthiest man in the county, he lived in the

meanest of cabins, notwithstanding the fact that he had a

comfortable, if not luxurious home in the county seat; and always

he lived alone. His ranch and cow hands had their headquarters on

another one of his ranches, several miles from Gunderstrom's shack.

He rode there every day, and sometimes he ate dinner with them; but

he always returned to his lonely cabin for his supper.




His only pleasures in life were directing his business,

computing his profits and dreaming of the future of his daughter;

and, before he fell asleep this night, his mind thus occupied with

his daughter, he was reminded of the visit of Buck Mason in the

afternoon.




"Always a askin' about Olga," he soliloquized grumblingly.

"Never see that fellah that he aint askin' me about Olga. Guess he

thinks I can't see right through him like a ladder. He'd like to

marry Ole Gunderstrom's daughter. That's what he'd like to do and

get his paws on all my land and cattle; but he aint aggona get

Olga, and he aint even goin' to get that quarter section. I've had

a fence around that for more'n twenty years now; and I guess if

that don't give me no title, nuthin' else does. Buck Mason! Huh!"

he snorted in disgust, and with Mason still in his thoughts he fell

asleep.




II. — WHO KILLED

GUNDERSTROM?
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THE night wore on, its silence broken once by the

hoot of an owl and again by the distant yapping of a coyote; and

Olaf Gunderstrom slept.




Toward midnight subdued sounds floated up from the twin trails

that wound in from the highway—the mellowed creaking of old

leather, mingled with the breathing of horses—and then darker

shadows moved beneath the moonless sky, slowly taking form and

shape until they became distinguishable as five horsemen.




In silence they rode to the shack and dismounted where a long

tie rail paralleled the front of the building. They moved very

softly, making no noise in dismounting, nor speaking any words.

They tied their horses to the tie rail and approached the door of

the cabin. To the mystery of their silent approach there was added

a sinister note by the handkerchiefs tied across their faces just

below their eyes. Men come not thus at night in friendliness or

well meaning.




Gently the leader pushed open the door, which was as innocent of

bar and lock as are most cabin doors behind which no woman

dwells.




Silently the five entered the single room of the cabin. The

leader approached the wooden cot, roughly built against one of the

cabin walls, where Gunderstrom lay asleep. It was dark within the

cabin, but not so dark but that one familiar with the interior

could locate the cot and the form of the sleeper. In the hand of

the man crossing the room so stealthily was a long- barreled

Colt.




The silent intruder could see the cot and the outlines of the

blur that was the sleeper upon it; but he did not see one of

Gunderstrom's boots that lay directly in his path, and he stepped

partially upon it and half stumbled and as he did so, Gunderstrom

awoke and sat up. "Buck Mason!" he exclaimed. "What do you want

here?" and at the same time he reached for the gun that lay always

beside him.




There was a flash in the dark, the silence was split by the

report of a pistol and Olaf Gunderstrom slumped back upon his

blanket, a bullet in his brain.




For a few moments the killer stood above his prey, seeking

perhaps to assure himself that his work has been well done. He did

not move, nor did his companions, nor did the dead man upon the

cot. Presently the killer leaned low and placed his ear upon the

breast of Gunderstrom. When he straightened up he turned back

toward the doorway.




"We'd better be on our way," he said, and as the five men filed

out of the cabin and mounted their horses, no other words were

spoken. As silently as they had come they disappeared along the

twin trails that led down to the highway.






* * * * *




It was nine o'clock in the morning. The sheriff of

Comanche County sat in his office. He had read his mail and was now

immersed in a newspaper.




An old man, leaning in the doorway, spit dexterously across the

wooden porch into the dust of the road and shifted his quid. He,

too, was reading a newspaper.




"Seems mighty strange to me," he said, "that nobody aint caught

these fellers yet."




"There don't nobody know who they be," said the sheriff.




"I see by the papers," said the old man, "that they think they

got a line on 'em."




"They aint got nuthin' on 'em," snapped the sheriff. "They don't

even know that it's the same gang."




"No, that's right," assented the old man, "but it sure does look

suspicious. Robbin' and murderin' and rustlin' breakin' out all of

a sudden in towns here where we aint had none o' it for years. Why

say, in the last year there's been more Hell goin' on around in

this neck of the woods and over into Arizony than I've saw all put

together for ten year before."




At this juncture the telephone bell rang and the sheriff rose

and walked to the instrument, where it hung against the wall.




"Hello," he said as he put the receiver to his ear, and then,

"The hell you say!" He listened for a moment longer. "Don't touch

nuthin' leave everything as it is. I'll notify the Coroner and then

I'll be out as soon as I can."




He hung up the receiver and as he turned away from the

instrument Buck Mason entered the office. "Mornin', sheriff!" he

said.




"Good morning, Buck!" returned the sheriff.




"Who's killed now?" demanded old man Cage, who, having heard

half the conversation and scenting excitement, had abandoned his

post in the doorway and entered the room.




Buck Mason looked inquiringly at the sheriff. "Somebody killed?"

he asked.




The sheriff nodded. "Tom Kidder just called me up from the

Circle G home ranch. He says they found old man Gunderstrom shot to

death in his shack over on Spring Creek."




"Gunderstrom?" he exclaimed. "Why I see—," he hesitated.

"Do they know who done it?" The sheriff shook his head. "Perhaps I

better get right over there," continued Mason.




"I wish you would, Buck," said the sheriff. "Got your

horse?"




"Yes."




"I got to pick up Doc Bellows; and you can be there, if you cut

across the hills, long before I can shag Lizzie around by the

roads."




"I'll be gettin' along then," said Mason, and as he left the

office and mounted his horse the sheriff strapped on his gun and

prepared to go after the coroner.




"Looks to me like that hit Buck pretty hard," said old man Cage.

"Warnt he kinda soft on that Gunderstrom heifer?"








Bull's Eye carried his master at an easy lope across the flat

toward the hills, where there was a stiff and rocky climb to the

summit and an equally precipitous drop into Spring Valley, where

Gunderstrom's shack lay a scant five miles from town by trail.








Uncle Billy Cage had resumed his position in the doorway of the

office as the sheriff departed to look for the coroner. Half way to

his car, the officer stopped and turned back. "If you aint got

nuthin' else to do, sorta hang around the office until I get back,

Uncle Billy. Will you?" he asked.




"I'll stay here as long as I can, sheriff," replied the old man.

"May be I better go and fetch my bed."




"Shucks. I won't be gone long," the sheriff assured him.




"I don't know about that," replied Cage. "It's twenty mile of

rough road from here to Gunderstrom's shack, and Lizzie aint what

she used to be."




"Shucks. I could take her over the horse trail, Uncle Billy, if

I wasn't afraid of scaring Doc Bellows," replied the sheriff with a

grin.








As Buck Mason rode up to the Gunderstrom shack he was greeted by

Tom Kidder, foreman of the Circle G outfit, and two of the

cowhands. The three men were squatting on their heels in the shade

of a tree near the shack; and as Mason approached, Kidder rose.

"Hello, Buck!" he said.




"Hello, Tom!" replied Mason. "How's everything?"




"Oh, so so," replied the foreman. "I reckon the sheriff told

you."




"Yeah, that's why I'm here. You fellers aint been messin' around

here none, have you?"




"No," replied Kidder. "When the old man didn't show up at the

home ranch this morning, I rode over. I went in the shack, and when

I seen there wasn't nuthin' to be done for him I rode back to the

ranch and called up the sheriff. There aint been nobody in the

shack since."




"Got any idea who done it?" asked Mason.




"No," replied the foreman. "There's been horses in and out from

the highway recently. You could see that plain in the dirt; and

there were horses tied up to his hitchin' rail last night, but I

didn't mess around here any after what the sheriff told me. So

everything's about like it was after the old man croaked."




"I'll take a look around," said Mason, who had dismounted.




Dropping his reins to the ground, he approached the shack. He

moved slowly and deliberately, his keen eyes searching for any sign

that the soft earth might give back to him. For several minutes he

scrutinized the ground about the hitching rail, and then he entered

the shack.




Inside he disturbed nothing, but examined everything minutely.

For a brief moment he paused at the side of the cot, looking down

into the upturned face of the dead man, the ghastliness of which

was accentuated by the wound in the center of the pallid

forehead.




Whatever thoughts the sight engendered in the mind of Buck Mason

were not reflected in his calm, inscrutable gaze.




At Mason's feet lay the boot upon which the murderer had stepped

and stumbled; and to it the eyes of the deputy dropped, casually at

first and then with aroused interest. He stooped down then and

examined it closely, but he did not touch it. After a moment he

straightened up and left the shack, pausing again to make another

examination of the ground about the hitching rail.




As he joined the men beneath the tree they looked at him

inquiringly. "Well," asked Kidder, "what do you make of it?"




Mason squatted down upon his heels, his eyes upon the ground.

"Well," he said, "there were five of them. At least there were five

horses tied to the hitching rail last night, and that's about all

we have to go on."




"About all? What do you mean?"




"There aint much more except that it don't look like a case of

robbery. As far as I can see there wasn't nuthin' touched in the

shack."




"A lot of folks thought the old man kept money hidden here,"

said Kidder.




"Yes, I know that," replied Mason, "and I expected to find the

shack all torn to pieces where they searched for it."




"Mebbe he give it to 'em," suggested one of the cowhands.




"I reckon you didn't know old man Gunderstrom very well then,"

said the foreman. "In the first place he never kept no money here,

and in the second place he wouldn't have told them where it was if

he had."




"I think he had started to reach for his gun," said Mason.




"Mebbe that's why they bored him," suggested the cowhand.




"Maybe," assented Mason.




"This'll be tough on the girl," said Kidder.




Mason made no comment. His eyes were searching the ground all

about the three men, though they did not know it.




"I reckon she'll live through it," said the cowhand, "especially

after she gets a slant at her bank balance. She'll be the richest

gal in a dozen counties."




"There'll be plenty hombres campin' on her trail now," said the

foreman, shooting a quick, shrewd glance at Mason.




"Did the old man have any squabbles with anybody lately?" asked

the deputy sheriff.




"He was a hard man to do business with," replied Kidder; "and

there's lots of folks around here that didn't have much use for

him, but there aint no one that I know of that had any call to kill

him."




"Did he have any new business deals on with anyone that you know

of?"




"I didn't know nuthin' about his business," replied Kidder; "he

kept that to himself. But I've seen signs around the shack before

that there'd been fellers up here at night. I don't know who they

was or what they come for, and I never seen 'em. I just seen horse

tracks around once in a while; and I knew fellers had been here,

but it was none of my business, and I kept my mouth shut."




"Here comes a car," said the cowhand.




"That'll be the sheriff and the coroner," said Mason.




"Lizzie made pretty good time," said Kidder. "They must have

packed her on their shoulders and run."




"She's hittin' on two and a half," said the cowhand; "which is

better than I ever seen her do before."




As the car wheezed to a stop, the fat and jovial Doc Bellows

lowered himself ponderously to the ground; and after the brief

greetings of the cow country he asked a few questions.




"When you go in the shack," said Mason, "I wish you'd both

notice that boot of Ole's that's lying in front of the cot. You

seen it, didn't you, Kidder?" The foreman nodded. "Well," continued

Mason, "guess all of you'll remember where you seen it; and then,

sheriff, I wish you'd take care of it and not let nobody touch

it."




"Is that a clue?" demanded the sheriff.




"I don't know that it amounts to nuthin'," replied Mason, "but

I'd like to have the chance to follow it up."




"Sure," said the sheriff.




"All right then, I'll be gettin' along," replied the deputy.

"There aint nuthin' more I can do here," and as the other men

entered the shack he mounted and turned Bull's Eye's nose down the

road toward the main highway.








It was late when the sheriff returned to his office, but Uncle

Billy Cage was still there.




"There weren't no call for you to stay all night, Uncle Billy,"

said the sheriff.




"I wanted to see you," said the old man. "I got some important

news for you, but by gum I don't believe it."




"What is it?" demanded the sheriff.




"About an hour after you left the telephone rung and some feller

at the other end that talked like he had a harelip said, 'Is this

the sheriff's office?' and I said, 'Yes'; and he said, 'Do you want

to know who killed Gunderstrom?' and I said, 'Sure'; and he said,

'Well, it was Buck Mason,' and then he hung up."




"I don't believe it," said the sheriff.




"Neither do I," said Uncle Billy Cage.




III. — BRUCE MARVEL
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THE TF ranch in Porico County, Arizona, had fallen

upon bad days. For three generations its great ranges, its wooded

mountains, its widely scattered streams and water holes had

remained in one family; but the males of the third generation,

educated at Eastern colleges, softened by contact with the luxuries

of large cities, had left their vast principality in the hands of

salaried managers and contemporaneously the cattle business had

suffered one of its periodic slumps.




It is not necessary to go into the harrowing details that are

all too familiar to cattle men. Several years before, title had

passed to a group of banks that held paper far in excess of the

present value of the property, which, in order to maintain grazing

rights on Government land, had been forced into the operation of

the ranch while they sought frantically and futilely for a buyer

all the way from the Atlantic to the Pacific.




An experienced cattle man was operating the business for them in

an endeavor to make expenses; and following his policy of taking

advantage of every opportunity to augment the income, he had leased

the home ranch together with the hunting and fishing privileges of

the entire property to Cory Blaine, who had thus become a pioneer

in the dude ranch business.




It takes time and capital to establish a going business, and

Cory Blaine had discovered that a dude ranch was no exception to

the rule.




For two years it had been rather hard sledding, but at last he

felt that the venture was on the high road to success. The number

of his guests was satisfactory and so were their bank accounts, but

even so Cory Blaine was not perfectly satisfied. He wanted more

than a living. He wanted big money; and the more he came in contact

with people who had it, the more determined he had become to have

it himself; for Cory Blaine's ambition was developed almost to the

point of a disease.




He was sitting late one afternoon upon the front porch of the

ranch house with some of his guests when a buckboard swung into

sight on the dusty road that wound for miles through the property

down to the railroad.




"Here comes the tenderfoot," said a man from Boston, who, three

weeks previously, had never been west of Philadelphia.




"I hope he can play bridge," said a fat lady in khaki bloomers

and high heeled shoes.




"I'm just hoping he can stay on a horse without help," said

Blaine.




The buckboard that was approaching, drawn by a team of broncos,

was the result of Cory Blaine's instinct for showmanship. He used

it exclusively to transport his guests between the railroad and the

ranch house, feeling that it lent an atmosphere that no automobile

could induce.




The man who drove the buckboard was also a showman, as was

evidenced by the magnificent style in which he drew up in front of

the ranch house, covering the last two or three hundred yards at a

gallop, setting the broncos on their haunches in a cloud of dust at

the finish.




A couple of cowhands had sauntered over from the bunk house when

the buckboard had first appeared in the distance; and as Bruce

Marvel alighted, they were unroping his trunk at the back of the

vehicle while they sized him up with inward contempt. All other

eyes were upon the new arrival as Cory Blaine descended from the

porch and took him by the hand.




"You'd be Mr. Marvel, I reckon," said Blaine.




"Yes," replied the newcomer.




"My name's Blaine," said the host. "I'm glad to meet you."




"Thanks," said Marvel.




"Have a good trip?"




"Yes, but a dirty one. I'd like to go to my room and clean

up."




"Sure," said Blaine. "Come ahead. The boys will be right up with

your stuff," and he led the way into the house, followed by his new

guest.




"Here ye are," said Blaine, opening the door of a small box-

like room. "Guess you'll find everything here you need. When yer

done come on out and meet the rest of the folks. We feed at six

o'clock. It's pretty near that now."




"By the way," said Marvel as Blaine was leaving, "shall I dress

for dinner?"




"Aint you dressed now?" asked the other.




"I mean do the men wear dinner clothes?—tuxedos, you

know."




Blaine tried to hide the pity in his heart as he explained that

that was not at all necessary; but when he closed the door behind

him he grinned; and upon the other side of the door his guest

grinned, too.




"What do you suppose?" asked Blaine as he joined the others on

the porch.




"What?" asked a girl in overalls.




"He wants to know if he should put on a spike tailed coat and a

stove pipe hat for dinner."




"My God!" exclaimed a young woman, who was rigged up in an

outfit that would have turned Tom Mix green with envy. "He's got a

lot to learn."




"Perhaps," said the blond girl in overalls, "he is just trying

to be himself and act natural. You know there are a lot of people

who dress for dinner every night."




"When you are in Rome, do as the Romans do," said the man from

Boston.




"Give him a chance," said the blond girl, "and don't forget that

on the first camping trip we took after you arrived you brought

along green silk pajamas."




"Oh, come now, Kay," he expostulated. "That's different."




"Did you notice his luggage?" said the Tom Mix girl. "Brand new

and his clothes, too. He must have bought a whole new outfit just

to rough it in."




"I hope he can play bridge," said the fat lady.




"I'll bet he plays ping-pong," said Bert Adams, the man from

Boston.




"I think he is real nice looking," interjected Miss Pruell, Kay

White's spinster aunt.




Twenty minutes later silence fell upon the company as Marvel

came out onto the porch—one of those uncomfortable silences

that may last but a moment and still seem endless.




This one Cory Blaine relieved by introducing Marvel to his other

guests, and a moment later the clatter of an iron pipe on a metal

triangle announced the evening meal.




At the long table Bruce Marvel found himself seated between Kay

White, the blond in overalls, and Dora Crowell, the Tom Mix

girl.




He had noticed the difference in the apparel of the two girls;

and though he was duly impressed by the ornate trappings of Dora,

he thought that the other girl somehow looked more genuine in her

blue overalls pulled over high heeled boots, her denim workshirt,

and a bandanna handkerchief knotted loosely about her throat. He

surmised that she belonged here and this supposition prompted his

first question.




"This is your home, Miss White?" he asked.




"It commences to look like it," she replied. "I have been here

two months now, but my real home is in California."




"What time do we start tomorrow, Cory?" asked Adams.




"Almost any time you folks want to," replied Blaine. "The chuck

wagon went on ahead today as far as Mill Creek. That's only about

fifteen miles. I didn't want to make it too hard the first

day."




"We're going on a lion hunt," Kay White explained to Marvel. "We

had planned on leaving yesterday, but when Cory got your telegram

he decided to wait so that you could go along with us."




"Can you ride?" demanded Dora Crowell.




"I guess I can manage," replied Marvel, "but I suppose these cow

horses aren't much like polo ponies."




"Do you play bridge, Mr. Marvel?" demanded Mrs. Talbot.




"Do you play bridge here?" he asked.




"I can't get any one to play with me," complained the fat lady.

"Those that play say they get enough of it at home."




"Well I suppose that's true," agreed Marvel. "What we want here

is a change."




"Then I suppose you won't play with me either," whined Mrs.

Talbot.




"We might get up a poker game," suggested Mr. Talbot.




"You would suggest that, Benson," snapped his wife. "You know I

perfectly loathe poker."




"I wouldn't mind learning how to play poker," said Marvel.




"I reckon we'd be glad to teach you," said Cory Blaine with a

wink at Talbot.




The buckboard that had brought Marvel had also brought the mail,

and after supper the news of the day was the principal topic of

conversation.




"Is there anything about the Gunderstrom murder in your paper,

Cory?" asked Dora Crowell, and then to Marvel, who was near her, "I

went to school with Mr. Gunderstrom's daughter in

Philadelphia."




"They haven't found that fellow Mason yet," said Blaine. "He's

been missing for three weeks—disappeared the day after the

murder."




"You see," explained Dora to Marvel, "this man Mason was a

neighbor of Gunderstrom's, and they'd been fighting over a piece of

land for nearly twenty years."




"And they think Mason killed him?" asked Marvel.




"They know it," replied Dora. "A man called up the sheriff's

office on the telephone and told them so."




"Mason was a deputy sheriff," explained Kay White, "and he took

advantage of his office to pretend that he was looking for the

murderer so that he could get away himself."




"Clever at that," commented Adams.




"A man who was well enough known to be a deputy sheriff ought

not to be hard to find," commented Marvel.




"It says here in the paper," said Blaine, "that his horse showed

up on the range a day or two ago; so that looks like he probably

caught a train and beat it out of the country."




"He must be a terrible man," said Dora Crowell. "He shot poor

Mr. Gunderstrom right through the heart as he lay asleep on his

bed."




"Between the eyes," corrected Cory Blaine.




"It didn't say that in the paper," said Dora.




"Oh," said Blaine, "well, maybe it was in the heart."




Bruce Marvel rose. "What time are you starting in the morning?"

he asked. "I think I'll be going to bed now."




"Breakfast at seven," said Blaine.




"Seven sharp," said Mr. Talbot.




"And we'll be leaving right after breakfast," said Blaine.








The entire party was assembled at the breakfast table when Bruce

Marvel entered the dining room the following morning. Dora Crowell

voiced an audible "My God" while Mrs. Talbot choked in an effort to

control herself. Cory Blaine dissembled whatever surprise he felt,

for it was his business not to notice the various eccentricities of

dress evidenced by his guests, so long as they paid their

bills.




"Good morning," said Marvel. "I'm sorry to be late, but I had

trouble getting into my boots. My man usually helps me, you

know."




No comment seemed to occur to anyone at the breakfast table; and

so, amid silence, Marvel took his place between Kay White and Dora

Crowell. He was arrayed in flagrantly new English riding boots,

light tan English riding breeches, and a white polo shirt. But even

more remarkable than his outfit was the fact that he did not seem

to realize the incongruity of it. Apparently he was the only person

at the breakfast table who was perfectly at ease.




If Cory Blaine realized the necessity of overlooking the foibles

of his guests, his diplomacy was not always shared by the cowhands

who herded the dudes on range; and when, shortly after breakfast,

Bruce Marvel strode past the bunkhouse down toward the corrals he

must need have been totally deaf to have missed all of the flippant

remarks his sartorial effulgence precipitated.




The men were already leaving for the corrals to fetch up and

saddle the horses, and Marvel soon had company.




"You aint aimin' to ride in them things, Mister, are you?" asked

one of the men.




"That's what they were made for," replied Marvel.




"Them thar panties weren't never made to ride in. You can't tell

me that," said a bow-legged puncher called Butts.




"You'll get 'em all dirty," opined another.




"And then what'll your mama say?" chimed in a third.




"They look funny to you, don't they?" asked Marvel good

naturedly.




"They sure do, Mister," said Butts.




"That all depends upon who is doing the looking," said Marvel.

"Did you ever look at yourself in a mirror?"




The other men laughed then at Butts' expense.




"What's wrong with me?" he demanded angrily.




"You're just funny looking," said Marvel with a laugh. "The only

difference between us is that you don't know you're funny

looking."




"It's a damn good thing for some of these dudes around here that

they're guests," growled Butts.




"You needn't let that cramp your style any," said Marvel.




"Aw, cheese it," said one of the other men. "A guy's got a right

to wear whatever he wants around here. It aint none of nobody's

business."




"But there ought to be a law against them funny panties,"

vouchsafed another.




"You fellows talk too damn much," said a voice behind them. It

was Cory Blaine, and he was scowling angrily. "Shake a leg now and

get them horses caught up and saddled. We can't hang around here

all day making funny cracks."




"Will you see that they get me a nice, gentle horse?" said

Marvel.




"Sure, I'll fetch him up a nice, gentle one," said Butts.

"There's old Crowhop, for instance."




"You ride Crowhop yourself," said Blaine. "Fetch up Baldy for

Mr. Marvel. Baldy is all right," he said turning to his guest,

"except that he always wants to take a few jumps the first thing in

the morning. I'll top him for you myself, and after that he'll be

as gentle as a kitten."




"Thanks," said Marvel. "I certainly shouldn't care to ride a bad

horse."




"No, polo ponies don't buck, I guess," said Blaine.




IV. — KAY WHITE
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THE other guests arrived at the corral by the time

the horses were saddled, those who were going on the hunt being

dressed, each according to his own ideas of what was either

comfortable or proper. Bert Adams from Boston and Dora Crowell from

Philadelphia might have crept out of the latest Western movie

thriller. Mrs. Talbot, who also acted as unofficial chaperon, was

resplendent in khaki knickers, white stockings, and high heeled

laced shoes, with a silk shirt-waist, and coat to match her

breeches, her only acknowledgment to the wild, wild west being a

colored bandana tied about her neck and a Stetson hat, that was a

size too small for her, perched on top of her bobbed locks. Benson

Talbot was dressed for golf, while Kay White still clung to her

overalls and workshirt, to which she had added a broad brimmed

Stetson and a leather coat, for the chill of the Arizona night was

still in the air.




As the cowhands led their horses out, Cory Blaine took Baldy

from the corral and mounted him. The horse made a couple of jumps

and then ran for a few hundred yards, after which he trotted

docilely back to the corral.




Of course, every one had watched the topping of Baldy. Kay White

was standing beside Marvel. "Isn't he a marvelous horseman," she

said.




The man glanced quickly down at her. "Wonderful!" he said.




"He's perfectly safe now," said Blaine, reining in beside Marvel

and dismounting.




"Thanks awfully," said Marvel. "But say, haven't you got an

English saddle?"




Blaine looked at him with a pitying expression that he tried to

conceal. "No, Mister," he said.




"I thought I'd ask," said Marvel. "You see I might not be able

to ride in one of these cowboy saddles."




"Oh, you'll get used to it," said Kay. "I ride a flat saddle at

home most of the time, but I found that if you can ride a flat

saddle you can ride anything."




"I wish I had brought my own saddle," said Marvel.




"I'm glad he didn't," said Butts in a low tone to Dora Crowell.

"He is sure funny enough now, and if he'd brung that I'd like as

not have laughed myself to death."




"Perhaps he will be all right," said Dora, "when he becomes

accustomed to our ways. He doesn't seem to be a half bad sort of a

fellow."




"He's too fresh," said Butts.




Naturally all eyes were upon Marvel as he mounted Baldy. With

few exceptions they were hoping that the horse would pitch a

little, but he did not. Marvel mounted a little awkwardly, caught

his knee on the cantle of the saddle and then sat on it, afterward

slipping down into the seat. He also appeared to have trouble in

finding his right hand stirrup.




"Good bye, Kay, and be careful of snakes," called Miss Pruell to

her niece, as the party moved away, "and please be sure that she

has enough covers at night, Mrs. Talbot."




"Good bye, Aunt Abbie," called the girl. "I wish you were coming

with us."




"Heaven forbid!" exclaimed Miss Pruell. "It is quite bad enough

here, without riding horseback all day in search of further

discomfort."




"Your aunt has a lot of sense," said Marvel; "a lot more than we

have."




"You don't expect to have a good time then?" she asked.




"I wouldn't say that exactly," he said, his eyes upon her fresh,

young beauty, "but at that nobody with good sense would choose to

sleep on the ground if he could sleep in a bed."




"Oh, you'll like it after you get used to it," she told him.




"Perhaps," was his only comment.




Presently Blaine broke into a trot; and as the others took up

the gait, Marvel forged a little ahead of Kay White and she noted,

to her dismay, that he rode awkwardly; in fact, his form seemed

almost an exact replica of that adopted by Birdie Talbot, who rode

just ahead of him. It seemed a pity, she thought; he was so nice

looking. His smooth, sunburned face and clear eyes suggested a life

spent much out of doors; and when she had seen him in his riding

clothes she had been quite certain that he would prove himself a

good horseman, in spite of the incongruity of his apparel.




"How am I doing?" he asked, as she moved up to his side.




"Will you mind if I tell you?" she asked.




"Certainly not. I'd like to have you."




"Then, hold your reins in your left hand," she said, "and don't

lean forward so much."




"That is the new army seat," he explained.




"I can't help what it is. I don't like it," she said. "Let your

feet hang naturally. Don't carry them back, and whatever you do

don't try to post in a stock saddle. Your stirrups are much too

long for that, and besides they are not far enough forward."




"I'm riding just like Mrs. Talbot," he said.




"Well for heaven's sake, don't copy her. She was never on a

horse before in her life until she came here two weeks ago."




"Is this better?"




"Keep your seat. Don't bounce so."




"I'm trying not to," he said.




"Look at that damn dude," said Butts to one of the other

cowhands, who was riding with him in rear of the party. "Polo, my

foot! I don't believe that guy ever seen a horse before."




"Him and Birdie must have takin' riding lessons from the same

correspondence school," said his companion.




"Well, Birdie is a woman; and you can't expect nuthin' from

them," said Butts, "but it sure gives me a pain to see anything

that calls itself a man ride like that."




"They is all a bunch of freaks," said the other. "I'd sure hate

to have my poor old paw see me with this outfit."




"Look at Bert ride. I'll bet he's got corns now."




"When he gets back to Boston he'll have to eat off the

mantlepiece."




"Well, I don't mind the others so much," said Butts. "I got

kinda used to 'em; but that dude that blew in last night, him and

me aint goin' to be no pals. Every time I look at his panties I

want to hit him."




"Why don't you then? He invited you to."




"I can't on Cory's account. We got to treat a payin' customer

decent whether we like him or not. But I'm goin' to get that guy

just the same, only he won't know who done it."




"I never took no college degree," replied his companion, "but if

I know anything, I know enough not to monkey with a guy with eyes

like that dude."




"Looks don't mean nuthin' with them Eastern dudes," said Butts;

"that's all they got."








For three days the party rode deeper into a wilderness of mountains

and meadows until they reached their destination, a tiny shack

beside a leaping trout stream in a valley hemmed by lofty

mountains, where lived Hi Bryam, the owner of four good lion dogs

that the party was to use in the forthcoming hunt. The chuck wagon

had met them at Mill Creek and had been able to accompany them as

far as Bryam's.




Beyond this point there was no wagon road; but lion were known

to be plentiful in the mountains all about them, and Blaine had

planned that they were to arrange their hunts from this camp so

that they could return at night.




Before they had reached Bryam's, Bruce Marvel was well

acquainted with his companions; and had found them a democratic and

likeable lot, who had cast aside all formalities, including titles

and surnames.




An instinctive diffidence had made it difficult for him to call

the women by their first names; but he had finally been badgered

into it, though it still required a distinct moral effort to call

the fat Mrs. Talbot Birdie. Kay and Dora came much more easily to

his lips—especially Kay. The girl from Philadelphia seemed

rather mannish to him; but Kay White, in spite of her overalls and

self reliance, was essentially feminine. During the long rides and

the evenings in camp he had learned much concerning her and the

other members of the party. He had learned, for instance, though

not from Kay, that her father was a wealthy California banker; that

her mother was dead and that shortly after the lion hunt, she

expected her father to join her at the home ranch.




He had also surmised from what he had seen that Cory Blaine was

much interested in Kay White; and that troubled him, for he did not

like Blaine. There was something about the man that made Marvel

think he was playing a part and that he was not at all at heart

what he appeared to be. Butts, who seemed to be Blaine's right hand

man, remained tacitly antagonistic to Marvel; but Bud, the other

cowhand who accompanied the party, was inclined to be friendly.




Toward Hi Bryam he conceived an immediate and instinctive

dislike. The fellow was tall and lanky, with a peculiarly repellent

face and a surly manner that invited no familiarities.








Three days of hunting brought no success; and on the fourth day

Marvel found himself paired off with Dora Crowell, while Blaine and

Kay White followed him. Hi Bryam, with the other two dogs, led Dora

and Bruce along the opposite ridge, the parties joining where the

two ridges met some ten miles above camp. Bert Adams, sore and

lame, remained in camp with the Talbots.




Cory Blaine was unusually silent as he led the way up the steep

and rocky trail toward the summit of the ridge, and even when they

stopped occasionally on some leveler and more favorable spot to

blow their horses he seemed strangely preoccupied.




"You seem worried this morning, Cory," observed the girl, as

they halted again, this time near the summit of the ridge.




"I reckon I am," said the man.




"What's the matter?"




"I'm worried because I'm such an ignorant cuss," said

Blaine.




The girl laughed lightly. "What makes you think you're

ignorant?" she demanded.




"You know I am," he said. "I aint got no book learning."




"You are far from ignorant," she told him. "There is a lot of

knowledge in the world that is not in any book. Some of the most

ignorant people in the world are scholars."




"That seems funny," he said. "But maybe ignorant aint the word I

mean. What I mean is that I don't know how to do and say things the

way, well, Bert Adams does, for instance. He's what they call a

gentleman, and I'm not. I got sense enough to see that."




"It takes something more than a knowledge of English to

constitute a gentleman, Cory," she told him.




"Yes, I suppose so," he agreed; "but there is a difference that

I can't explain. I know it's there, and you know it's there. I'm

not the same as you and Dora Crowell and Bert Adams. I'm not the

kind that you people would associate with."




"Why how could you say that, Cory Blaine?" she exclaimed. "Has

any one of us said or done anything to make you think that he

thought he was better than you?"




"Of course not; but nevertheless you know it, and I know

it."




"Nonsense."




"There aint no nonsense about it, Kay;" insisted the man, "and I

could prove it."




"How?"




"By asking you one question."




"What is it?" Instantly the words were spoken she regretted

them, but it was too late.




"Would you marry a feller like me?"




"Don't be foolish," she said. "How in the world does a girl know

whom she will marry?"




"But you wouldn't marry any ignorant cow puncher?" he

insisted.




"I don't know," she said. "I suppose that I am no different from

any other woman. If I loved a man, I would not care what he

was—I mean that I would marry him no matter what he was."




"But you would rather that he wouldn't be an ignorant cow

puncher?" he insisted.




"I don't see why you keep harping on that," she said. "It isn't

fair, Cory."




"Well," he said, "I've got my answer."




"What do you mean by that?"




"I mean that you've told me that you'd never marry an ignorant

cow puncher."




"I've told you nothing of the kind. I'd marry Hi Bryam if I

loved him."




The man relapsed into silence as they started again along the

trail. The girl was troubled. She was sorry that he had spoken, for

she knew now what was in his heart; but she did not know her

own.




Kay White was a normal young woman. She had been attracted by

other men in the past, but her compulsion at such times had never

been of such a nature as to convince her that she had been in love.

She conceived of love as a devastating passion, compelling and

unreasoning; and certainly no man had ever aroused such an emotion

in her breast; but she realized that perhaps she might be mistaken,

and she also realized that she had been undeniably attracted toward

Cory Blaine. That love might start this way she had little doubt,

but inwardly she shrank from the thought that she might love

Blaine.




As she recalled their recent conversation she realized that she

was now not at all sure that she had actually meant what she said.

The statement that she would marry Hi Bryam if she loved him had

been an emotional nonsensicality, and this admission raised the

question as to whether she would marry Cory Blaine if she loved

him.




She was not a snob, but she was endowed with more than an

average amount of good sense. She had known some and heard of many

girls who trod the same walk of life as she who had married stable

managers or chauffeurs; and very few of these matches had turned

out happily, not because of the positions that the men held, but

because everything in their training and environment and in the

training and environment of their friends had been so different

from that to which the girls had been accustomed that neither could

find comfort nor happiness in the social sphere of the other.




The result of this thoughtful deliberation was to arouse regret

for the statements that she had made; for she saw that they might,

in a way, be construed as encouraging a hope within his breast; and

that he might harbor such a hope seemed evident not only by his

words but by the many attentions he had shown her since she had

come to the TF Ranch.




But had he not also been attentive to Dora Crowell? Perhaps it

was Dora he wanted, and perhaps he had only been sounding her to

ascertain the attitude of a girl in a social sphere similar to that

to which Dora belonged. Kay wondered, and as she considered the

matter she also wondered if she would be pleased or disappointed

should this prove to be a correct interpretation of his

motives.




Where the trail widened again Blaine drew rein. "We'll rest here

a minute," he said, and as she stopped her horse beside him he

reached out and seized her hand. "I love you, Kay," he said. "Don't

you think you could learn to love me?"




"I have been thinking about that for the last few minutes,

Cory," she replied, "and I shall be perfectly honest with you. I do

not want to love you. Please do not say anything more about

it."




"I am going to make you love me," he said.




V. — THE LION HUNT
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AS their ponies climbed up the steep acclivity

toward the summit of the hogback along which Bryam and his hounds

had preceded them, Dora Crowell and Bruce Marvel paused

occasionally to rest their mounts and to pursue one of those

disjointed conversations that are peculiar to mountain trails.




"I think you're riding better every day, Bruce," said the girl.

"If you stay here long enough you ought to make a horseman."




The man smiled. "Perhaps I'd do better if I had my own saddle,"

he said.




"Now don't be silly, Bruce. A flat saddle is all right in the

park, but it would look perfectly ridiculous here."




"Can you rope?" he asked.




"Of course not. Why?" she demanded.




"Then what good is that heavy frame and the big horn on your

saddle to you?" he asked.




"Don't be disagreeable," she said.




"I'm not trying to be disagreeable," he told her. "I'm just

trying to find out."




"Find out what?"




"Why it would be silly to put a light saddle on your horse and

not make him carry twenty-five or thirty pounds extra all day over

rough, steep trails."




"What do they have these saddles for then?" she demanded.




"They have them for cowmen to use in their business. They have

to be strong enough to hold a wild bull, and nobody needs one

unless he can rope and hold a wild creature and expects to have to

do it. I'll tell you, Dora, there are a lot of fellows wearing

chaps and ten gallon hats who have no business weighting their

horses down with a stock saddle and a rope that they wouldn't know

how to use if they had to."




"There are a lot of false alarms in the world," she admitted. "I

am one myself with all this cowboy scenery; but everyone knows it,

including myself; so I am not deceiving anyone, but if I am a false

alarm I am not the only one."




"No?"




"No. There is at least one other. He may fool the rest of them,

but he doesn't fool me."




"The world is full of false alarms," he said.




"But if people are going to try that they should know every

little detail well enough to get away with it."




"Like you posing as a cowgirl," he grinned.




"Or you posing as an Eastern polo player," she retorted.




"Why?" he asked innocently. "What makes you think that of

me?"




"There are several things, but one is enough. You have your boot

garters on backward."




"I always was careless," he said.




"That's not carelessness, Bruce. That's ignorance, and you know

it."




"You couldn't expect me to come out here on a cattle ranch and

admit that I'd never seen a horse before, could you?" he

demanded.




"You've seen plenty of horses before," she told him. "You may be

a good actor, but you're not quite good enough for me. I might not

have guessed it, except for the boot garters, before today; but

after riding up this mountain behind you where I could watch every

move you made, I know."




"What did you expect me to do, fall off?" he asked.




"It's none of my business, Bruce; and I won't say anything more

about it. I'm just one of those persons who hate to have anyone

think that he is putting anything over on her."




"This isn't hunting mountain lion," he said, and they rode

on.




When, at last, they reached the trail that ran along the summit

of the hogback, he drew rein again; and as the girl rode up, he

pointed across the canyon to the summit of the opposite ridge.

"There's Kay and Blaine," he said. "Which one of them is a false

alarm? It's not her, I'm sure of that."




"These Western clothes are nothing new to her," said Dora. "Her

father owns ranches in California; and she has ridden all her life,

Western and English both. It's funny," she added, "how so many of

us want to be something else beside what we really are, and after

all Kay is no better than the rest of us."




"How's that?" he asked.




"You don't think that she wears overalls and blue work shirts at

home, do you?" she demanded.




"Well, now, really, I hadn't thought about it;" he replied, "but

she certainly looks mighty cute in them."




"If she had to wear overalls at home she'd be crazy to go

somewhere where she could wear fine clothes. There's a little false

alarm in all of us. I remember a girl at school like that. Do you

recall the night you came to the ranch? We were talking about the

murder of a man by the name of Gunderstrom in New Mexico?"




"Yes," he said.




"Well, this girl I'm speaking of was Gunderstrom's daughter. She

was about the sweetest and most natural girl I had ever met when

she came to the school that I was attending just outside of

Philadelphia. She was typically Western; but after awhile she

seemed to get ashamed of that and became a regular false alarm, not

only in her clothes, but in her manners and her speech. Then last

year we roomed together; and I grew very fond of her, though I am

afraid she is still a false alarm in some respects and always will

be."




"Just what do you mean?" he asked.




"I mean that she is trying to pretend to be something that she

was not born to be."




"I see," he said.




"Perhaps it was her father's fault. She told me that he would

not let her come West after he sent her back East to school. He

wanted her to be a fine lady and to forget everything connected

with her childhood. I know, though, that at many times she was

homesick for the West; and when I heard of her father's death and

telegraphed my condolences, I suggested that she come out here to

the TF Ranch and spend the rest of the summer with me."




"Is she coming?" asked Marvel, his casual tone masking his

eagerness.




"She wired that she was going home first and that if she found

that she could get away, she would come."




Their conversation was interrupted by the baying of the hounds

far ahead. "They've raised a lion," he said. "We'd better be

moving."




The girl, thrilled and excited by the prospect of being in at a

kill, spurred her horse into a gallop and brushed past him on the

trail. "Careful, Dora," he called after her. "This is no place to

run a horse unless you have to."




"Come on," she called back, "I don't want to miss anything." But

evidently he did not share her excitement for he moved on slowly at

a walk.




His head was bowed in thought, which, however, had nothing to do

with lions. Presently he glanced down at his legs, first at one,

then at the other; and then presently he reached down and unbuckled

one of his boot garters, removed it, held it up and looked at it.

After a moment of silent scrutiny, he held it down against his leg,

turning it first one way and then another. Then he shook his head

sadly and threw it off into the brush, after which he removed the

other and threw that away also.




When he finally came up with the rest of the party they were all

gathered around a tree in which a mountain lion had come to bay.

Kay and Cory were there with Bryam and Butts and the four hounds.

They were trying to decide who should have the honor of shooting

the quarry.




"Let both girls shoot at him at the same time," said Blaine,

"and Hi can be ready to plug him if they miss."




"I don't care anything about shooting him," said Kay White. "I'd

much rather see him alive. Doesn't he look free and wild and

splendid?"




"He just looks like a deer killer to me," said Hi Bryam. "If it

warn't for them sons-o'-guns, we'd have plenty of deer in these

hills."




"Like they have in the Kaibab forest," said Kay, "since they

killed off all the lions—so many deer that there isn't food

enough for them and they're starving to death."




"Well if Kay doesn't want to shoot him, I do," said Dora.




She had already dismounted and stood ready with her rifle. Bryam

was pointing out the best location for the shot and just where to

stand to get the aim she wanted.




The others lolled in their saddles as Dora raised her rifle to

her shoulder and took careful aim. At the sharp report of the

weapon the horses all started nervously. Kay's mount wheeled and

jumped away; and as she sought to control him, one of her reins

parted; and the frightened animal broke into a run down the rough

summit of the ridge.




The horror of the situation must have been instantly apparent to

every member of the party; for the narrow trail, rocky in places,

winding among the scant, low brush, offered precarious footing to a

walking horse carefully picking his way along, while further down

it dropped steeply and eventually pitched into the canyon at so

steep an angle that even a walking horse, going most carefully,

might be lost if he stumbled.




All of these thoughts flashed through the minds of the men and

the girl, who, apparently, were utterly helpless to avert the

inevitable disaster toward which Kay's horse was carrying her; yet

almost at the instant that her horse bolted, Marvel put spurs to

his own mount and, shaking the reins loose, gave him his head in

pursuit.




"The damn fool!" exclaimed Cory Blaine. "He'll kill her and

himself, too. Chasing him will only make that fool pony run faster.

God, why did I bring that damn dude along?"




Whatever the outcome, nothing that they might do now could save

them; so the entire party followed, forgetful of the dead lion and

the worrying hounds.




Baldy was swift, and for that Marvel offered up a silent prayer

of thanks. The man paid no attention to the trail, holding his

horse straight after the flying pony, Baldy taking the low bushes

in his strides, his iron shoes striking fire from the dangerous

rocks.




He was gaining; and then he stumbled and nearly fell, but

recovered himself and was away again.




"Stay with him, Kay," shouted the man. "I'm coming."




She recognized his voice; and her heart sank, for she had no

confidence in his horsemanship nor in his ability in a crisis such

as this. She wondered where Cory was, for she knew that Cory could

have saved her.




Baldy was closing the distance between them. Now his nose was at

the rump of the runaway. Marvel held him to a parallel course that

he might come up on the near side of Kay's mount. A higher bush

intervened, around which the trail swerved, but Marvel held his

horse straight for the obstacle. A low word of encouragement, a

light touch of the spur and Baldy cleared the bush; nor did he lose

his stride, and now his nose was at Kay's knees.




"Get ready!" said the man to the girl, and again his spurs

touched Baldy's side and he spoke in his flattened ears.




Great with courage is the heart of a good horse, and few there

are that will fail a man in a crisis; nor did Baldy fail, and his

next jump took him abreast of the runaway.




Marvel encircled Kay's waist. "Put your arms around my neck," he

said, "and kick your feet free of the stirrups." Then he

straightened up and lifted her out of the saddle and spoke quietly

to Baldy as he reined him in, while the runaway, in his next jump,

stumbled and fell, rolling over and over before he came to rest,

stunned and prostrate.




Baldy, thoroughly excited by the race, seemed little inclined to

stop; and for a while it looked to those behind and to the girl

clinging to the man's neck that, handicapped as he was, he would be

unable to control him; but at last the great bit and the strength

of the rider prevailed, and Baldy came to a stop, trembling and

blowing.




Gently Marvel lowered the girl to the ground. Then he dismounted

and walked around his horse to her side. She was trembling; and

there were tears in her eyes; and he put his arm about her again to

support her, for she seemed to be about to fall.




"All in?" he asked.




"Pretty much," she replied.




"I'll look after your horse myself after this," he said. "This

would never have happened if any one had been watching him."




"I don't know what to say to you," she said. "It seems so silly

to try to thank anyone for such a thing."




"If you want to thank anyone," he said, "thank Baldy. That is

sure some pony. I knew he was fast. I could tell that after I saw

him run every morning when they topped him for me; and I guessed

that he had the heart, too. These horses that like to play usually

have plenty of heart."




"I think you were the one that had the heart," she said; "for

you knew that at any minute you might be killed, but Baldy didn't

know that."




"Those things sure happen fast," he said. "A man doesn't have

any time to think. Hold Baldy a second while I go over and have a

look at that horse of yours."




She took the reins; and as he walked back toward the animal that

was still lying where he had fallen she followed behind him.




The other members of the party were riding up, and they all met

close to Kay's pony.




The animal lay on its side, breathing heavily, its legs

outstretched. Marvel's first glance at it convinced him that none

of its legs was broken. Blood was running from a small cut in the

top of the animal's head; but he did not appear to be badly injured

in any way, only too stunned, or perhaps too frightened to try to

arise.




Marvel seized the broken bridle reins and urged the horse to get

up; and as he scrambled to his feet, it was apparent that he was

far from being crippled.




"Why he's not hurt much at all, is he?" exclaimed Kay.




"These cow ponies are pretty tough babies," said Marvel. "You'd

have to hit this fellow with an axe to knock him out, and you'd be

lucky if you didn't break the axe."




Dora and Cory had dismounted and walked over to Kay. Dora threw

her arms about the girl and kissed her. "Lord! Kay," she exclaimed,

"I guess I was worse scared than you;" then she sat down in the

dirt and commenced to cry.




The men had gathered around Kay's pony, which seemed to offer

some relief from their embarrassed silence. Blaine did not look at

Marvel; for he was recalling his disparaging prophecy of a few

moments before, while Butts was trying to convince himself that the

dude's success had been only a matter of accident. Hi Bryam took a

fresh chew and remounted his horse.




"I reckon I'll ride back after the dogs," he said. "Butts can

come along and give me a lift with the lion, if it's still there. I

seen it fall all right, but by golly I don't know whether it was

killed or not."




As Butts mounted and followed Bryam, Marvel led Kay's pony down

the trail a few yards and then back again.




"He's all right," he said. Then he fastened the broken end of

the bridle rein to the bit with a peculiar knot that went unnoticed

by all but Cory Blaine. He looked to the stirrups and the cinches

next, loosening the latter and settling the saddle into its proper

place with a shake. "Good as new," he said, as he tightened the

cinches again.




"You are not going to ride him again, Kay, are you?" asked

Dora.




Marvel was untying the coiled neck rope from the pommel of Kay's

saddle. "You can ride him," he said, "but I'm going to lead

him."




"That's a rather humiliating way to ride into camp," said

Kay.




"But safe," said Marvel. "He's still scared." And so they

returned to camp with few breaks in the silence that the exigencies

of the trail and their moods induced.




Cory Blaine had ridden in moody silence. He had scarcely spoken

a word since the accident. He was helping Bud with the horses now;

and as he swung the saddles across the pole of the chuck wagon and

turned the horses loose to graze, he seemed buried in a brown

study. When the last horse had trotted away, he took the broken

bridle from the horn of Kay's saddle and examined it closely. "Look

at this, Bud," he said presently. "Did you ever see a paper

collared, cracker fed dude that could tie a knot like that?"




"No," said Bud, after examining Marvel's handiwork.




"Neither did I," said Blaine; "and you should see the son-of-

a-gun ride," he spat with disgust; "and I've been topping his horse

for him every morning."




"What's his game?"




"I wish I knew," said Cory Blaine.




VI. — HI BRYAM
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THE two girls had gone to their tent and thrown

themselves upon their blankets to rest, exhausted as much perhaps

by the excitement through which they had passed as by the fatigue

of the long ride. For a long time they lay there in silence,

thinking. Kay was trying to piece together the jumbled impressions

of those few harrowing minutes during which she had felt death

spurring swiftly at her elbow. She recalled her disappointment when

she had realized that it was Bruce Marvel and not Cory Blaine who

was riding to her rescue, and she lived again the instant when a

strong arm had gone about her body and quiet words of instruction

had been spoken in her ear. In that instant she had known that she

was safe; and as she had clung to him, her arms about his neck, she

had sensed the strength of the man and his ability to protect her.

What he had done he had done so quietly and coolly that it was

difficult to believe that this was the same man who had been the

object of the good-natured pity of them all.




"You've heard of people losing ten years growth in a second,

haven't you?" said Dora out of the silence. "Well, I lost twenty

when I saw your horse bolt and realized that he was uncontrollable.

Were you terribly frightened?"




"Yes, I was," replied Kay frankly. "I didn't lose my head; and I

recall now that I figured out in the first few seconds what my

chances were, and they didn't seem very good. I know I made up my

mind that before I'd let him carry me over the edge into the

ravine, I would jump; but I hoped that he might stop, for I knew

that I should be hurt terribly if I jumped. I was most afraid of

his falling; that trail is terribly rough."




"I don't see how Bruce's horse ever kept his feet," said Dora.

"He wasn't following any trail. Bruce just rode straight, jumping

everything."




"He is wonderful," said Kay simply, "and this morning we were

kidding him because he let Cory top Baldy for him. I don't

understand him."




"You'd understand him a whole lot less if you had been riding

behind him instead of in front of him," said Dora.




"Why?" asked Kay.




"He rode as though he was a part of Baldy. I've been around

horsemen all my life, and I guess you have, too, Kay; and we both

know that there is something in the way a man sits his saddle that

proclaims him either a horseman or a dub at first glance."






"But I have seen him ride for the last several days," said Kay,

"and he certainly hasn't impressed me as being anything but an

amateur. You know that some times, under the stress of an

emergency, a person can do things that he could not do

otherwise."




"Slush!" exclaimed Dora. "I watched him riding while we were

alone this morning; and I guess he must have forgotten himself for

the time being, and I saw then that he could ride. And when he rode

after you, Kay—why, my dear, it was magnificent. And not only

the way he sat his horse, but the way he controlled him."




"He is terribly strong, too," said Kay reminiscently. "He lifted

me out of the saddle as though I didn't weigh anything."




"Do you know," said Dora, "that there is something peculiar

about him? I don't believe that he is what he claims to be at

all."




"What does he claim to be?" asked Kay. "I've never heard him

talk about himself."




"Well, that's right, too. He hasn't exactly claimed to be

anything; but his clothes and his reference to polo and yachting

and literature do, in a way, constitute a sort of indirect claim to

a certain position in life; but every once in awhile he slips,

usually in his English; or again by the use of a colloquialism that

is not of the East, where he certainly has tried to give us the

impression he is from."




"Well, what do you suppose his purpose is?"




"I think he is a joker," replied Dora. "He is having a fine time

all by himself making monkeys of us."




"Oh, girls," interrupted Birdie Talbot, bursting into their

tent. "Here comes Butts and Mr. Bryam with Dora's lion."




For the next few minutes the lion held the center of the stage.

It was propped up and photographed with Dora standing beside it

with her rifle. It was stretched out and measured, and then it was

photographed again while Dora stood with one foot upon it.




"You made a bully shot," said Cory Blaine.




"Right through the heart," said Butts.




"Could you kill a lion with a revolver, Blaine?" asked Bruce

Marvel.




"Sure, if you could hit him," replied Cory.




"I guess it would take a pretty good revolver shot to hit him in

the heart," said Marvel, "but I suppose you're a pretty good

shot."




"Nothing extra," said Blaine modestly.




"I'd like to try my hand with one of those some time," said

Marvel. "Do you mind if I took a couple of shots with yours? I

could put a tin can up over there against that tree."




"Hop to it if you want to," said Blaine. He took his gun from

its holster and handed it to Marvel. "Be careful," he said, "that

you don't shoot yourself."




Marvel took the weapon gingerly, walked over past the chuck

wagon, where his bedroll lay and laid the weapon on top of the

roll. Then he found an empty can which he placed at the foot of the

tree, about twenty yards distant.




"Two bits says you can't hit it in five shots," said Butts.




"I'll take that," said Bruce. "I certainly ought to hit it once

in five times."




As he picked the weapon up from his bedroll, it went off

prematurely. "Gosh," he said, "I only touched the trigger."




"I told you to be careful," snapped Cory. "You're lucky you

didn't shoot your foot off."




"I shot a hole in my bed," said Bruce. "I'll pay you for the

damage to the blanket though, Blaine, when we get back to the

ranch."




"Be careful how you handle it now and don't aim it this way,"

cautioned Cory.




"There's five shots left," said Butts. "See if you can hit the

can once."




The rest of the party had moved forward now, and all were

watching interestedly. Birdie Talbot offered to bet a dollar on

Bruce's marksmanship.




"Want to bet, Cory?" she asked.




Blaine was watching Marvel through narrowed lids. "No," he said.

Perhaps he was recalling the man's unexpectedly developed

horsemanship.




"I'll take a dollar's worth," said her husband.




"That's right," said Dora. "Keep it in the family."




Marvel took careful aim and fired.




"Miss number one," gloated Butts.




"He is not familiar with that gun," said Kay.




"Nor no other," said Butts.




Marvel shot again four times, scoring four clean misses.




"He didn't even hit the tree," chortled Butts, happily.




"I wasn't shooting at the tree," said Marvel. "I was shooting at

the can. Here's your two bits, Butts." Then he handed the weapon

back to Blaine. "I guess it must take a lot of practice," he

said.




"Well," said Birdie Talbot, disgustedly, "I don't see how

anybody could miss that can five times in succession."




"I didn't either," said Marvel.




"Come on, Birdie, pay up," said her husband, "and don't be a

poor loser."




"Try and collect," said Mrs. Talbot.




"That's what you get for betting with your wife," laughed Dora

Crowell.




Talbot laughed. "I win anyway," he said, "for if anyone else had

taken her up, I would have had to pay."




Marvel had unrolled his blankets and was looking at them

ruefully. "Why here is the bullet," he exclaimed. "It didn't go all

the way through. I'll have to keep it as a reminder of my

marksmanship;" and he slipped it into his pocket.








After supper that night, Marvel strolled over to Bryam's camp,

where the hunter was sitting upon his doorstep, puffing on his

pipe. Bryam had shown no desire to associate with the members of

the hunting party; nor was there anything about his manner to

invite friendly advances, but Marvel seemed unabashed by the surly

expression upon the man's face.




"Good evening," he said.




Bryam grunted.




"It must get lonesome up here alone," observed Marvel.




"Must it?"




"What do you do to pass away the time?" persisted the younger

man.




"It takes about all of my time minding my own business," growled

Bryam.




Apparently unaffected by these rebuffs, Marvel seated himself

upon the doorstep at the hunter's side. In the silence that

followed Bryam puffed intermittently at his pipe, while Marvel bent

his eyes upon the ground in thought.




Hi Bryam, he concluded, was a peculiar man, certainly hard to

get acquainted with; and he saw that he was peculiar physically,

too, as he noted the size of the man's boots. Surreptitiously he

placed his own beside one of them. There was fully an inch and a

half difference between them in length.




"Many lion up here?" asked Marvel presently.




"Not as many as there was this morning," said Bryam.




There followed a considerable silence. "It must be quiet up here

nights," suggested Marvel.




"It is when there aint some damn fool shooting off his face,"

replied the hunter.




Again there was a long silence. "You got a nice cabin," said

Marvel.




"Have I?"




Marvel rose. "You mind if I look in it?" he said. "I'd like to

see the inside of a hunter's cabin."




Bryam rose and stood in the doorway. "There aint nuthin' in here

to interest you," he said. "You better run along to bed now."




"Well, maybe you're right," said Marvel. "Good night, and thank

you for the pleasant evening."




Bryam made no reply, and Marvel walked back to the campfire

where the other members of the party were gathered. "We were just

wondering where you were," said Birdie Talbot.




"Thought you'd wandered off and lost yourself," said Butts.




"No, I was just calling on Mr. Bryam," said Marvel.




"I hope you enjoyed your visit," said Blaine.




"Very much indeed," replied Marvel.




"Bryam must have changed then," said Butts. "He wouldn't aim to

entertain no tenderfoot if he knew it. He aint got much use for

'em."




"He didn't know it," said Marvel. He moved off toward his

blankets. "Good night, folks," he said. "I'm going to turn in."




"I just naturally don't like that fellow," said Butts, when

Marvel was out of earshot.




"Then keep it to yourself," snapped Blaine, rising. "I think

you'd all better turn in if we want to get an early start in the

morning."




When the others had retired to their tents and blankets, Blaine

and Butts made their way to Bryam's cabin, the interior of which

was faintly lighted by a single oil lamp standing upon a rough

table where Bryam was playing solitaire with a deck of greasy

cards.




As the two men entered the shack, a shadow seemed to move among

the denser shadows of the pine trees, to come to rest opposite an

open window.




"I won't get another chance to talk with you before we leave in

the morning, Hi," said Blaine; "and I want to be sure there aint

goin' to be no misunderstanding. Mart and Eddie know just what to

do. When they get here, keep 'em one night; and let 'em rest. Get

an early start the next morning. Take the south trail to the

summit, and then follow the One Mile Creek trail around into

Sonora. Eddie and Mart know the trail to Kelly's place from there

on. They just been down there and got it fixed up with the old man;

and remember this, Hi, no funny business and no rough stuff. If you

pull anything raw, I'll croak you sure; and that goes for Mart and

Eddie and Kelly; and they know it, too."




Bryam grunted. "I aint crazy yet," he said.




VII. — THE BUR
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IT was a cold morning that broke fair and

beautiful as the hunters struck their camp. The horses felt the

cinches with humped backs. Baldy was even more convex than

usual.




"Aren't you going to top him for me this morning, Blaine?" asked

Marvel, as Cory started to mount his own horse.




"I guess you don't need nobody to top your horses for you," said

Blaine shortly.




"He looks like he was going to buck for sure this morning," said

Marvel.




"I'll top him for you, Mister," said Butts.




"Thanks," said Marvel. "I certainly don't want to get an arm or

leg broken way up here in the mountains."




"Here, hold my horse," said Butts.




He swung gently into Marvel's saddle; and, true to form, Baldy

took two or three jumps and bolted for a few hundred yards. Butts

rode him on a little farther, and those at the camp saw him

dismount and pick something up from the ground. Then he remounted

and returned to camp at a lope.




"What did you find?" asked Marvel.




"Oh, I thought I seen something," said Butts, "but I didn't." He

dismounted and looked to Baldy's cinches, readjusting the saddle

and straightening out the blanket back of the cantle, raising the

skirt of the saddle to do so; then he turned the horse over to

Marvel, but it was noticeable to all that Baldy had more of a hump

now than before. In fact, he was moving about nervously, and seemed

to be of a mind to start bucking before he was mounted.




As Butts threw his leg over his own horse, he winked at Bud. "It

ought to be a large mornin'," he said.




Marvel raised the skirt of his saddle and reached under the

blanket. When he withdrew his hand he held it out to Butts. "This

yours?" he asked, and opening his hand he revealed a bur.




Butts tried to look innocent. "What do you mean?" he asked.




"Oh, nothing," said Marvel, dropping the bur to the ground and

mounting Baldy, from whose back the hump had immediately

disappeared with the removal of the bur.




The day's ride was to include an excursion to a point of scenic

interest that would profitably occupy the time of the mounted

members of the party while the chuck wagon was moving by a more

direct route to the next camp.




As they started out, Cory Blaine succeeded in pairing himself

off with Kay White. The Talbots rode together, as did Bud and

Butts, leaving Dora and Bruce as companions of the trail. Bert

Adams rode ignominiously in the chuck wagon.




"Well, how is the mysterious Mr. Marvel this morning?" asked the

girl.




"Just as mysterious as an old shoe," he replied.




"Or a ladder," she suggested.




"I think you must be one of those writer folks," he said.




"What makes you think that?"




"You're just hell bent on making a story out of nothing."




"Now don't disappoint me," she said. "I am thrilled to death

with mysteries in real life."




"Well, you just go on thrilling while you can, Dora," he said

with a laugh; "for you're going to find that a tired business man,

off on his vacation, aint much of a range to hunt thrills on."




"Meaning Benson Talbot?" she asked.




"There's not a thrill in him," said Dora; "but he's the only

business man in the outfit."




"How do you reckon I live, then?" he asked.




"I don't know," she said, "but if you're a business man, I'm a

cowgirl."




"I don't wonder you're suspicious," he said.




"Why?" she demanded.




"I've been reading a lot about politics in Pennsylvania, and I

shouldn't blame you if you didn't trust nobody."




"There you go again," she said.




"Go again? What do you mean?"




"When you are off your guard your English slips."




He flushed slightly. "Maybe that comes from associating with

cowgirls and other illiterate people," he said.




"And maybe that also accounts for the fact that although you are

supposed to be a tenderfoot, you knew immediately this morning that

Butts had put a bur under Baldy's saddle."




"Oh, pshaw," he said, "anybody could see that."




"I didn't," she said, "and I was just as near to him as

you."




"Maybe I am more observing," he suggested.




"Oh, not so very," she told him, "or you wouldn't have put your

boot garters on backwards. By the way, where are they?"




"I reckon they fell off yesterday when I was chasing Kay's

pony."




"Why don't you tell the truth?" she demanded. "You couldn't

figure them out, and so you threw them away."




"I always did think they were silly things," he said. "I never

wear them at home."




"I'll bet you never did. Come on, Bruce, 'fess up. You're not

what you pretend to be, are you?"




"I don't know what you think I am," he said; "but perhaps it's a

good thing that I am not whatever it is, for I have heard tell that

in this part of the country curiosity was sometimes a very fatal

disease."




He smiled as he spoke, but the girl caught an undertone of

seriousness that sobered her. "Forgive me," she said. "I have been

impossible, but really I meant nothing by it. I didn't wish to pry

into your private affairs."




"That's all right, Dora," he said with a laugh, "and you needn't

be afraid. I'm not going to knife you in the back."




"No," she said, "I know you wouldn't; but I should hate to get

too curious about Butts, or even Cory Blaine."




"Why?" he asked.




"I don't know," she replied. "Perhaps it is just a woman's

intuition."




"Well, you must have seen a lot of them," he said. "You've been

here some time, haven't you?"




"Yes," she answered, "I have; but they have not always been here

all the time. They go away occasionally, some times for a week or

ten days, Cory's looking after cattle interests."




"He has cattle interests?" asked Marvel.




"And a mine, too, he says," replied Dora.




"Well, he hasn't been looking after them much lately," said

Marvel.




"They got back from a trip about three weeks before you came to

the ranch," she said; "and it must have been a hard one, too, for

they were all in for a couple of days afterward. I guess Cory's a

pretty hard rider, too. His horse dropped dead in the corral the

morning they got in from that last trip. Bud told me about it."




"Wasn't Bud with them?" asked Marvel.




"No, he stays here and sort of looks after the dude ranch for

Cory while he is away."




"Bud seems to be a pretty nice fellow."




"Yes, he is a nice boy," said the girl. "Everybody likes

Bud."




They rode on for a while in silence that was finally broken by

the girl. "I can't understand why it is," she said, "that I have

that peculiar feeling about Cory Blaine. He has always been

pleasant and accommodating, but away down inside somewhere I don't

seem to be able to trust him. What do you think of him, Bruce?"




"Oh, I have no reason to have anything against him," replied the

man. "He's always been decent enough to me, though it has probably

been hard work for him to be decent to a tenderfoot."




"You can't have much use for Butts though; he has certainly been

nasty enough to you."




"Butts is like having fleas," he replied. "They may annoy you,

but you can't really hate them. A thing's got to have brains before

a man could hate it. When the Lord was dishing out brains, He must

have sort of overlooked Butts."




Dora laughed. "When you first came to the ranch I used to think

that maybe He had overlooked you, too, Bruce," she said; "but I

know now that He didn't."




"Thanks," said Marvel.




At the head of the little party, trailing at comfortable

distances through the hills, rode Cory Blaine and Kay White. The

man had been unusually quiet, even taciturn; but the girl, alert

and eager for each new beauty of this unaccustomed trail, was glad

for the long silences.




Sometimes her thoughts reverted to the harrowing incident of

yesterday's lion hunt. Annoyingly persistent was the memory of a

strong arm about her and of her own arms about a man's neck. The

recollection induced no thrills, perhaps, but it had aroused a

lively consciousness of the man that she had not felt before. It

reminded her of the strength and courage and resourcefulness that

his act had revealed, transforming him from a soon-to-be- forgotten

incident in her life to a position of importance, where he would

doubtless remain enshrined in her memory always. She had never

given him much consideration. He had been agreeable in a

self-effacing sort of way, and he was undeniably good-looking; but

until yesterday he had never greatly aroused her interest.




We have all had similar experiences with chance acquaintances

who were but additional names in the chaotic files of memory until

some accident, perhaps trivial, precipitated them into the current

of our lives, never to be entirely lost sight of or forgotten

again, or perhaps to influence or direct our courses through rough

or tranquil waters.




Her reveries were interrupted when Cory Blaine finally broke his

long silence. "I can't help thinking," he said.




She waited for him to continue, but he did not. "Thinking what?"

she asked.




"Thinking that everything is wrong. A fellow starts wrong and

then he never gets the right break."




"What in the world are you talking about?"




"I never saw a girl like you before," he continued, "and now

that I have found you, it is too late. I am what I am, and a fellow

can't change in a minute. I might grow to be more like your kind,

but that would take too long."




"You are all right as you are," she said.




"No, I'm not. If I was, you might love me as I love you."




"That has nothing to do with it," she said. "Love is

unreasoning. It is purely instinctive. People are attracted to one

another in that way or they are not. Haven't you often wondered

lots of times what some married people saw in their mates that

would have caused them to select the one they did above all others

in the world?"




"I've wondered that about nearly all of them," admitted Blaine,

"especially Benson Talbot; and that offers me some encouragement.

One of them must have been attracted to the other first, like I am

attracted to you; and then in some way the other one was won over.

Don't you suppose, Kay, that I might win you?"




She shook her head. "No, Cory," she said. "I do not love you and

that is all there is to it. Please don't talk about it anymore. It

can only make us both unhappy."




"All right," he said, "I won't talk about it;" and then under

his breath he muttered, "But by God, I'm going to have you."




They stopped presently in a grove of trees beside a mountain

stream to rest and water their horses. Some of them had brought

sandwiches; and when these were eaten, they mounted and rode on

again; but this time Kay rode beside Bruce Marvel, and it was

evident to Cory Blaine that the girl had arranged it so

deliberately. He found himself paired off now with Birdie Talbot;

and, being a good business man, he sought to be agreeable, though

in his heart he had suddenly conceived an intense loathing for her,

from her high heeled shoes to her ill-fitted sombrero.




VIII. — FOURFLUSHERS, ALL
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KAY WHITE, on the other hand, found relief in her

escape from Blaine's society, which, with the avowal of his love,

she had found depressing and embarrassing. Marvel was companionable

in that he was silent when she did not wish to talk; or equally

willing to uphold his end of the conversation when she felt in the

mood for it, though even then the brunt of it fell upon her, to

which, being a woman, she was, naturally, not averse.




They had spoken casually of various things of interest along the

trail and there had been long silences. It spoke well for the

companionship of both of them that no matter how long these

silences they never became strained; and then their conversation

wandered to their horses, as conversations between horse lovers

always do.




"I can't understand why Lightfoot behaved as he did yesterday,"

she said, speaking of her own mount.




"Most any horse loses his head easy," he said. "They are not

like mules or cows. A mule isn't so nervous. If they get tangled up

in something they usually lie still and wait for somebody to

untangle them; but a horse will either kick himself free or to

death, and he doesn't seem to care much which it is. Of course,

they are not all alike. I saw an old horse once that had stood all

night with one foot caught in a wire fence, and he hadn't moved. He

just stood there till I happened along the next morning with a pair

of pliers and cut him loose. He was a right old horse, and he must

have got wise with age."




"Maybe if Lightfoot lives long enough he will have as much sense

as a mule," suggested Kay.




"Maybe," he replied, "and then again maybe he won't. There are a

lot of things, horses and men, too, who would never have any sense

if they lived to be a thousand years old."




"He must have been terribly frightened yesterday," said the

girl, "because he is always so sweet and gentle. Don't you suppose

he would have stopped before the trail dropped off into the

ravine?"




He shook his head. "I don't know," he said. "You can't always

tell what a horse will do. Some folks say they're blind when

they're frightened like that. I've seen them run right into a rail

fence when they were real frightened, without even trying to jump

it."




"It makes me shiver every time I think what might have happened

if it hadn't been for you," she said.




He glanced up at her quickly. "It makes me feel mighty shaky,

too," he said. "I am sure glad I was there."




"And you were the only one who thought to do it," she said.




"I reckon they knew their horses weren't fast enough," he said.

"You know I knew Baldy could run. I've seen him run every morning;

and he's built for speed, too. Anybody could see that. If I hadn't

been sure he could beat Lightfoot, it would have been worse than

useless to chase him, for then nothing on earth could have stopped

him; and if you had jumped, the other horse might have hurt

you."




"Every time I think of what you did I feel so ashamed of

myself," said the girl.




"What have you got to be ashamed of?" he asked.




"I did you such an injustice," she said.




"You never did anything to me," he replied good naturedly.




"I mean in my thoughts," she explained. "I—it is rather

hard to tell you, but I should feel like a hypocrite if I

didn't."




"You don't have to," he said. "I think I know."




"I was deceived by outward appearances," she said.




"These clothes are sort of silly," he said; "I realize that now.

Of course, though, when you are a stranger in a country it is hard

to tell what to wear. You solved it though by adopting a sort of

international garb. I guess overalls are worn everywhere."




"At least they are practical," she said, "and I am comfortable

in them. It always seemed silly to me to dress up like an actor

playing a part, especially when the part is one with which you are

not familiar. Hikers who have never hiked, fliers who have never

flown, golfers who have never golfed, and riders who have never

ridden raid the sport tog shops seeking the last word in equipment

and sartorial elegance, no matter how uncomfortable or weird the

result. I remember hearing my father telling how he and mother

fixed up when they got their first automobile—linen dusters,

gauntlets, and goggles; and mama wore a veil with streaming ends

that floated out in the wind behind the car. Now they haven't a

single thing specially for motoring."




"I remember reading a little while ago about some chap who was

after some trans-continental non-stop record, who had a special

sky-blue uniform made, while Lindbergh was apt to cop off a record

any afternoon in a business suit. No, you can't tell much about

people by their clothes."




"Sometimes people try to deceive through the clothes that they

wear," she remarked.




"Do you think that is wrong?" he asked.




"It depends upon what their purpose is, I suppose."




"Now Mrs. Talbot has the right idea," he said with a trace of a

smile. "She aint trying to deceive anyone. She's dressed for

hiking, golfing, riding or bridge. You can just take your choice,

and I reckon that underneath she's got on a bathing suit."




"That's mean," she said.




"Oh, no, it aint mean," he defended himself. "Everybody has been

making fun of me as though I was the only funny looking thing

around, but perhaps I'm the only one that is dressed sensible and

according to what he really is."




"Don't try to tell me that you are an Eastern polo player,

Bruce," she said.




"I haven't," he said.




"But your clothes have tried to tell that," she insisted.




"But Dora's clothes just rear up on their hind legs and shout

that she's a cowgirl, when she aint; and I'm sure I wouldn't be any

funnier playing polo than you would be working in a section

gang."




"I guess you're right," she said, laughing. "We are all of us

fourflushers."




"Except Bud, perhaps," he suggested.




"How about Cory and Butts?" she asked. "How do you think they

ought to be dressed?"




"If I told you you'd be surprised," he replied.




"'All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely

players,'" she quoted.




"'And one man in his time plays many parts,'" he added; "but a

lot of us are bum actors."




"You are an enigma," she said.




"Why?" he asked.




She shook her head and did not reply. His recognition of her

quotation from Shakespeare baffled her, for she had noted the

carelessness of his English and his many lapses into Western

vernacular; and, like Dora Crowell, with whom she had discussed

him, she had come to the conclusion that he was a Westerner playing

a part. It was Dora's theory that he had suddenly made a lot of

money in Texas or Oklahoma oil and that, prompted by silly vanity,

he was trying to pretend to be something that he was not. The more

she saw of him and the longer she talked with him, the more

convinced she became, however, that he was genuine at heart; and

before they rode into camp that night she would have had to have

admitted, had she asked herself the question, that she had found

Marvel tremendously congenial and that she was more than a little

interested in him.




Nor was she alone the troubled victim of an awakened interest.

Perhaps a consciousness of the girl's personality had been

developing within Marvel during the several days that he had known

her, but it had not been until this afternoon that it had made

itself objectively felt by him. It came suddenly, like an

awakening, and with it a realization that this girl, a type such as

he had never before met, had achieved a place in his thoughts that

he had believed reserved forever for another.




The man's loyalty was inherent and almost entirely apart from

any objective mental processes, so that the realization of his

interest in Kay came at first in the nature of a distinct shock. He

tried to put her out of his mind by conjuring the features of the

girl to whom he believed he owed all the loyalty of his heart and

mind; but if the features of the absent one faded easily to be

replaced by those of a little blonde in blue overalls, it was not

entirely surprising, for the one was close and very real, while the

other he had not seen for years.




When she had gone away there had been no understanding, only in

his own heart; but to that understanding he had always been loyal,

and upon it had been built a secret dream castle of hope and

longing.




Some day she would come back and he would claim her, or, if she

did not, he would go after her wherever she might be; and so it was

when he looked at Kay and thoughts that he could not govern came

into his mind, he felt a distinct sense of disloyalty to the other;

and then Fate stepped in and upset the applecart, for she caused

him to recall the moment that the girl had clung to him with both

arms about his neck. He felt again the soft, lithe body pressed

against his own; and in that instant he was lost. But he tried not

to admit it even to himself; and inwardly he swore that he would

never speak of it to her, or, at least, until he had laid his heart

at the feet of the other girl. If she would not have it; then he

could take it to Kay White with a clear conscience. But these were

only dreams. When he brought his reason to bear upon the subject,

he smiled cynically for he knew that there was little likelihood

that Kay White would want his heart after he had brought it to

her.




"A guy sure looks funny," he thought, "running around with his

heart in his hand, offering it to different girls. That's what

comes of reading poetry, I guess."








As the party sat around the fire that night after supper spinning

yarns and discussing the events of the trip, it was noticeable that

Cory Blaine had lost some of the suave and courteous manner of the

host, and that he was especially short and almost disagreeable in

the few remarks he was forced to address to Marvel.




The latter expressed his liking for Baldy. "Want to sell him,

Blaine?" he asked.




"No," replied Cory shortly.




"I've taken a sort of fancy to him," said Bruce. "I'll give you

more than he's worth."




"He wouldn't be much good to you," said Butts, "unless you hired

me to go along and top him for you every morning."




"Maybe I could learn to ride him," said Bruce. "I've learned

lots of things since I've been up here. I'll give you seventy- five

dollars for him, Blaine; and he aint worth over fifty, with the way

the cattle business is today."




"What do you know about the cattle business?" demanded

Blaine.




"Just what I hear," replied Marvel, "and since I've been out

here I aint heard anything very good about it."




"That Baldy horse is worth a hundred dollars if he's worth a

cent," said Cory, his avarice getting the better of his ill

temper.




Marvel reached in his pocket and drew out a roll of bills. He

handed Blaine five twenties. "Here you are," he said.




Blaine hesitated a moment and then reached out and took the

money. "Baldy's yourn," he said.




As Bruce returned the roll of bills to his pocket, he commenced

a hurried search of all the pockets in his clothes.




"Lost something?" asked Bud.




"Yes, I can't find my lucky tooth. I thought I had it this

morning."




"Lucky tooth?" asked Dora.




"Sure," said Bruce. "Horse's tooth—better than a rabbit's

foot."




"I never heard of such a thing," said Birdie Talbot.




"Live and learn," Marvel told her. "Now I'll have to find

another one. Wouldn't do without a horse's tooth for anything."




One by one the members of the party rose and sought their

blankets until only Kay White and Bruce Marvel were left sitting

gazing into the glowing embers of the cook fire; but neither one

felt the silence, and so they sat for some time until Kay finally

roused herself and rose. "We both better go to bed," she said; "we

have a long, hard ride tomorrow."




"Yes," he said, rising.




As she turned to go she paused. "Why did you buy Baldy?" she

asked.




"He saved your life," he said simply.




She stood looking at him for a moment, the firelight playing on

her golden hair and upon his bronzed face. Then she turned and

walked away into the darkness, making no comment.




Marvel lit a cigarette, strolled over to the chuck wagon and

picked up his bedroll; then he walked over and put it down close to

where Cory Blaine lay.




After he had unrolled it, he went back to the fire and threw

some more wood upon it before he removed his boots and crawled into

his blankets.




Silence had fallen upon the camp, a silence broken only by the

heavy breathing of some of the sleepers and the distant yapping of

a coyote.




A half hour passed. The fire was still burning merrily. Bruce

Marvel rose upon one elbow and listened attentively. Slowly he sat

up and looked about the camp; then he reached over and picked up

one of Cory Blaine's boots, where it lay under the edge of the

sleeper's blankets. Taking careful and deliberate aim, he threw the

boot into the fire; then he shouted loudly, "Get out of here, you!"

whereupon Blaine and the other men awoke and sat up on their

blankets.




"What's eatin' you?" demanded Blaine.




"There was a coyote sneaking around right in camp here," said

Marvel, "and I threw my boot at him."




Blaine grunted and lay down again; and once more quiet reigned

over the sleeping camp, and the smell of burning leather rose

upward from the dying camp fire.




IX. — THE SORREL COLT
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BEFORE dawn broke the cook was astir, growling and

grumbling among his pots and kettles; and then Cory Blaine awoke

and reached for his boots, but he found only one. He looked about

the camp in all directions and then he reached over and shook

Marvel by the shoulder. "Say," he demanded, as the sleeper awoke,

"who the hell's boot did you throw at that coyote?"




Marvel sat up and turned back the edge of his bed, revealing a

pair of natty English riding boots. "By golly, Blaine," he

exclaimed, "I'm awfully sorry. I must have thrown one of yours by

mistake. I'll get into mine and go out and find it for you."




"It's funny how you could get hold of mine instead of your own,"

grumbled Cory.




"Isn't it?" agreed Marvel.




After Bruce had pulled on his boots he searched the camp, but no

boot could he find. He questioned the cook and the cook helped him

in the search, but all to no avail. Then Cory Blaine joined them

with one foot bootless.




"The son-of-a-gun must have grabbed it and run off with it,"

suggested the cook.




"I sure am sorry," said Marvel.




Blaine mumbled something about damn fool tenderfeet and hobbled

back to roll up his bed.




At breakfast Cory and Bruce were the objects of a great deal of

good-natured raillery, which the former seemed to have considerable

difficulty in appreciating.




"I'd loan you one of my boots," said Bruce, "but I'm afraid it

wouldn't fit you."




"I wouldn't be buried in one of them things," replied Blaine

surlily.




Kay White did not enter into the joking. She was very quiet and

often she watched Bruce Marvel, as though she were studying

him.




When it came time to mount, Marvel stood holding Baldy by the

neck rope.




"Are you going to top him for me, Butts?" he asked.




"No," growled Butts, "I aint got time."




Marvel turned to Bud. "How about you, Bud?" he asked.




Bud grinned. "Aw, you can ride him all right," he said. "Anyway,

we aint had no fun for a long while."




"I don't like to ask Cory to top him," said Bruce, "because he's

only got one boot."




"Why don't you ask some of the ladies," suggested Butts. "Like

as not, they aint afraid."




"Well, I guess I'll have to try it myself then," said

Marvel.




"What sort of flowers do you want?" demanded Butts.




Bruce coiled the halter rope and gathered the reins in his left

hand. He spoke in a low voice to Baldy and stroked his neck; then

he swung easily into the saddle. Baldy did nothing. It was a great

disappointment to everyone, except Marvel.




"What's the matter with him?" demanded Benson Talbot in an

aggrieved tone.




"I don't think you're a bit nice," said Dora Crowell to Marvel.

"You might have got thrown once, at least."




"Sorry to disappoint you," said Bruce. "I'll fall off him,

anyway, if you say so."




"I wish you would," muttered Blaine under his breath, "and break

your fool neck."




As they started out Kay rode beside Bruce. He tried to engage

the girl in conversation, but soon saw that she did not care to

talk and desisted; nor was it until the party had stretched out

along the trail and the two were alone that she broke her

silence.




"After I got to my tent last night, I did not feel like

sleeping," she said; "and so I went out a little way from camp and

sat on a rock that I had noticed there before dark. In front of me

was the camp, illuminated by the camp fire. Behind me lay the

hills, mysterious under the starlight. I saw you pick something up

and throw it into the fire. Until this morning I did not know what

it was. I heard you yell at something, as though to chase it away;

but there was nothing there. I was so surprised last night that I

just sat there until the camp had quieted down again before I

returned to my tent. I cannot imagine why you did it, but I want to

tell you that I think it was a small and petty thing to do. I

should think that you would be ashamed of yourself. Even if you

were a little child, playing a joke, it would still be detestable."

Her voice was low, but her tone touched like ice. He could see that

she was thoroughly disgusted.




"I am sorry that you saw it." That was all he said.




The party had gotten an early start that morning with the

intention of riding all the way through to the ranch, leaving the

chuck wagon, which they no longer needed, to trail along in at its

own gait; so that the same trip that had required three days going

up into the mountains required only two coming out.




The hunters arrived at the home camp in the middle of the

afternoon; and after greeting those who had been left behind, each

repaired to his room to clean up and to read his mail.




Bruce Marvel had none; so he was soon out again, wandering about

the ranch yard. Presently Blaine emerged from his quarters and

walked down toward the corral. He had donned a pair of old and well

worn boots—boots that had once been resplendent with patent

leather designs in two colors embellishing their tops and with

little brass hearts set in the center of each heel.




As Bruce Marvel followed Cory Blaine into the dusty corral, his

eyes were on the ground and he appeared to be absorbed in deep

meditation; yet he was humming a gay little tune, an occupation

which was so much at variance with his accustomed quiet that it

elicited a comment from Blaine. "What's ticklin' you?" he demanded.

"Get a letter from your gal?"




"No," said Marvel, "I haven't got any gal; but I just got some

good news."




Blaine made no comment, but he had stopped as though he had

something more to say to Marvel; however, it was the latter who

spoke first. "Can you rent me a fresh horse, Blaine?" he asked.




"What do you want with a horse?" demanded the superintendent.

"You've been ridin' all day."




"I just want to ride around a bit and see if I can find me

another horse's tooth," explained Bruce. "There must be plenty of

old skulls around here somewhere."




"Sure they is," said Blaine, "if you can find them."




"I can try," said Marvel. "I don't feel safe without a horse's

tooth—greatest luck charm in the world."




"I aint got no very gentle horse up now," explained Blaine.

"They are all out in pasture, and it might take a half an hour to

get 'em up."




"What have you got?" asked Bruce.




"Nuthin' but an old crowbait that we use for wranglin' and a

colt one of the boys is bustin'."




"That sorrel there?" asked Marvel, indicating a horse standing

in a stall in the stable.




"Yes."




"I saw one of the boys riding him before we went on the lion

hunt," said Marvel. "He didn't seem very wild."




"You can take him if you want, but if you have to walk home

don't blame me none."




"I'm not going far anyway," said Marvel; "so it won't be a long

walk."




"Just as you say," said Blaine. "I'll saddle him for you."




He led the animal out of the stable, and Marvel held him while

the other man saddled and bridled him.




"I'll take him outside of the corral," said Blaine. "You'd

better mount him out there where there's lots of room. You may need

it."




Marvel stroked the colt's neck and spoke to him as he had with

Baldy; then he eased himself into the saddle, slowly and gently,

and started off down the road at a walk.




Blaine stood watching him, his brows knitted as the horse and

rider grew smaller and smaller in the distance. They were almost

out of sight when Blaine straightened up expectantly—the colt

had commenced to pitch.




Blaine grinned. "I guess that damn dude will walk home all

right," he muttered.




The sorrel was pitching and he was pitching hard. Even from a

distance, the watcher could see that; and he could see that he was

bringing into play every bronco artifice for unseating his rider

short of throwing himself to the ground.




Gradually the smile faded from Blaine's lips, and there crept

into his eyes an expression of astonishment not unmixed with

trouble. "The son-of-a-gun," he muttered, or something that sounded

like that; but whether he referred to the horse or the rider, one

may not definitely know.




Perhaps the sorrel pitched for four or five minutes—it

seemed like fifteen to Cory Blaine—and then the rider

evidently got the animal's head up and the two disappeared around

the shoulder of a hill, the horse moving at an easy lope.




"The son-of-a-gun!" repeated Cory Blaine; and then, "I never did

like that hombre anyway."








Bruce Marvel rode hard and fast, and he did not appear to be

looking for horses' teeth along the way. The sun was setting when

he rode into the railroad town at which, scarcely a week before, he

had left the train and taken the buckboard for the ranch.




He tied his horse to the rail before the general store in which

the postoffice was located; and after purchasing some stationery

and a postage stamp, he wrote a brief letter, sealed and addressed

the envelope, and dropped it into the slot for outgoing mail.




That he was the object of the amused interest of the few people

whom he encountered in the store and on the street did not appear

to concern him at all; and after watering the sorrel and

readjusting the blanket and cinches, he mounted and started back

through the growing dusk toward the ranch, where the guests were

already sitting down to supper.








"Where is Bruce?" asked Dora Crowell, when, the meal half over, he

had not appeared.




"He went out hunting horses' teeth," said Blaine. "I reckon he

didn't have much luck."




"Who ever heard of a horse's tooth bringing good luck?" demanded

Birdie Talbot.




"No one," said her husband.




"I think he's crazy," said Birdie.




"Oh, he seemed a very nice young man," said Miss Pruell.




"Birdie thinks anyone's crazy who doesn't play bridge with her,"

said Benson.




"Nothing of the sort," snapped Birdie. "I just think they're a

little peculiar."




"Do you remember the English lord, Birdie, who made such a

wonderful bridge partner at Fishkill-on-the-Hudson that

summer?"




"That might have happened to anyone," snapped Mrs. Talbot.




"Birdie was always quoting him as an authority on bridge and

everything else until they came and took him away. He had escaped

from Matteawan."




"And wasn't he an English lord at all?" asked Miss Pruell.




"No," said Talbot, "he had been a school teacher in Poughkeepsie

until the night he killed his wife for trumping his ace."




Experience had taught Cory Blaine that his Eastern guests

especially enjoyed the stories and the rough humor of the cowhands,

and so it was customary for some of the men to stroll up to the

house during the evening and join the group upon the wide

veranda.




X. — BLAINE IS JEALOUS
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TONIGHT they were later than usual in coming, and

only Bud and Butts put in an appearance.




"Where's the dude with the panties?" inquired Bud, noting

Marvel's absence.




"He is out looking for a horse's tooth," explained Dora.




"The poor nut," said Butts disgustedly, "hoofin' it around at

night looking for a horse's tooth."




"He is not on foot and he started out in the daytime," said Kay

White. "Don't you think someone ought to go out and look for him,

Cory?"




"What's he ridin'?" asked Bud.




"The sorrel colt," said Blaine.




Butts whistled. "Sure we better go out and look for him," he

said, "and we better take a basket or some blotting paper."




"Why?" asked Kay.




"That there sorrel's probably killed the dude by this time and

spread him all over the landscape," explained Butts. "He sure is

some ornery bronc."




"Oh, Cory, you shouldn't have let him take a bad horse like

that," said Kay.




"I warned him," said Blaine, "but he wanted to take the horse

anyway."




"You sure better send out a search party, Cory," said Butts.

"That colt has the makin's of a good horse in him. It would be too

bad to lose him."




"Here comes someone now," exclaimed Dora Crowell; and as all

eyes turned in the direction of the road they saw a horseman

approaching.




He rode up to the veranda. "Is Butts here?" he asked, and they

recognized the voice as Marvel's.




"Yea," said Butts. "What do you want?"




Marvel dismounted. "Take my horse, my man," he said.




If there is anything that will wreck a cowman's equanimity it is

to be treated like a menial; and no carefully studied insult would

have been more effective than the use of "my man" in addressing the

puncher; but Cory Blaine, who was sitting next to Butts, nudged him

with his elbow before the man could make an angry reply; and Butts

arose, boiling with rage, and taking the reins from Marvel led the

colt away toward the stables.




"Where you been so long?" asked Blaine.




"I guess I must have got lost," exclaimed Marvel.




"Did you have any trouble with the colt?" asked Bud.




"Not a bit," said Marvel. "He was just like a kitten."




"Didn't he pitch at all?" asked Blaine.




"Not a pitch," replied Marvel.




"And you didn't find a horse's tooth?" asked Birdie.




"No," replied Marvel, "I didn't; but I'm going to get Bud to

take me down tomorrow to where he knows there is a dead horse. Will

you do that, Bud?"




"What dead horse?" demanded Blaine.




"I heard somebody say something about a horse dropping dead here

a few weeks ago," explained Bruce.




"Sure I'll take you down tomorrow," said Bud.




"You must be hungry," said Kay. "You haven't had any supper,

have you?"




"It won't hurt me any to miss a meal," said Bruce.




"Come on, I'll get you a sandwich," said Kay. "I guess the cook

won't murder me." She arose and led the way into the kitchen.




"This is mighty good of you, Kay," said Marvel; "but I didn't

want to put anyone to any trouble. I should not have been

late."




The darkness hid the scowl upon Blaine's face. He muttered

something under his breath.




"What was that, Cory?" asked Dora.




"There's something fishy about that bozo," said Blaine,

recalling Marvel's statement that the colt had not pitched with

him.




"Oh, any tenderfoot might get lost here after dark," contended

the girl.




"Tenderfoot, my hat!" mumbled Blaine.




"The colt would have come back by himself, if he'd given him his

head," said Bud. "He's raised right here on the ranch."




By the time Kay and Bruce had returned from the kitchen, Butts

had come back from the stables. "You must have rid that horse

pretty hard, Mister," he said to Marvel.




"Must I?" inquired Bruce.




"That's what I said, Mister," snapped Butts in an ugly tone.




"I heard you, my man," replied Marvel. "I aint deaf."




Butts started to rise. It was evident to him, as it was to some

of the others, that Marvel was deliberately baiting him. His voice

had been soft and low, but he had put just the right inflection on

certain words to raise them to the dignity of insults.




Blaine laid a hand upon Butts' leg. "Sit down," he said in a low

voice.




"I aint goin' to let no—"




"Sit down," said Blaine sharply, "and shut up." And Butts did as

he was bid.




"What's new?" asked Marvel. "It seems almost like I've been gone

a week."




"I got a letter from my father," said Kay. "He may be along here

any day."




"Is that so," said Bruce. "Well that surely is nice."




"When did he say he'd get here?" asked Cory.




"He didn't say exactly; in fact, he didn't know when he could

start; but from what he did write I imagine that he may be here any

time now."




"Well, he'd wire you, wouldn't he?" asked Blaine; "so that we

could meet the train."




"He is not coming by train," replied Kay. "He's driving on."




"Oh," said Blaine; and then, "When was the letter dated?"




"About four days ago. You see it came while we were on the lion

hunt."




"How long would it take him to drive here?" persisted Cory.




"He likes to take it easy; so I imagine it would take him three

or four days."




"Oh, by the way," exclaimed Dora Crowell, "there's a friend of

mine coming up, Cory. I want you to save a room for her."




"When is she coming?" asked Blaine.




"Well, I don't know that, either. She said she would come just

as soon as she could get away. It's Olga Gunderstrom, you know. You

heard me speak of her before. She said she had a few more matters

to settle up; and then she could get away for a week or ten days,

and she wants to come up here with me and rest. I imagine it has

been pretty hard for her."




"The poor child," said Miss Pruell sympathetically.




"Did she say whether they found the murderer yet or not?" asked

Cory.




"No, but they are pretty sure now that it was Buck Mason. They

can't find trace of him anywhere."




"Is that the only reason they got for suspecting him?" asked

Marvel.




"What more reason do you want?" asked Butts. "Who else could it

have been?"




"Well, maybe you're right," said Marvel; "but that's sort of

slim evidence to hang a man on."




"They have more than that," said Dora.




"Oh, have they?" asked Marvel.




"An Indian turned up two or three weeks after the murder who

said that he saw Buck Mason riding away from Mr. Gunderstrom's

cabin late in the afternoon of the murder."




"I guess they got that guy hogtied all right," said Butts.




"It certainly looks like it," agreed Marvel.




"There aint no doubt but what he done it," said Butts.




"They are trying to find the man who telephoned the sheriff's

office and gave the clue," said Dora. "They can't imagine who it

could have been; but now they are commencing to think that Mason

was one of the gang that has been robbing banks and paymasters all

around there for the last year, and that one of his own men, who

had it in for him, tipped off the sheriff."




"That certainly sounds like a good theory," said Marvel, "but

how are they going to find the fellow that called up?"




"That's where the trouble comes in," said Dora. "Olga wrote me

that the only clue that they have to him is that an old man by the

name of Cage, who received the message, said that the man talked as

though he had a harelip."




"That's not much of a clue," said Blaine. "There's a lot of men

in the country with harelips."




"Well, if they're going to hang all the men with harelips and

all the men that haven't been seen around Comanche County for the

last three or four weeks, they've got some wholesale job cut out

for themselves," said Bruce with a laugh. "When did you say Miss

Gunderstrom was coming, Dora?"




"I may get a telegram most any time," replied Dora.




"I'll save a room for her," said Blaine. "I'm expecting a party

of four or five on from Detroit, but we'll make room some way for

Kay's father and Miss Gunderstrom."




Birdie Talbot suppressed a yawn. "My gracious," she said, "I'm

nearly dead. I think we should all go to bed."




"That's the first really bright remark anyone has made this

evening," said Dora.




The suggestion seemed to meet with general approval; and as the

guests rose to go to their rooms, Cory motioned to Marvel. "I want

to see you a minute," he said. "See you fellows in the morning," he

said to Butts and Bud; and then when the two were alone, he turned

back to Marvel. "How much longer you figurin' on bein' here?" he

asked.




"I like it first rate here," replied Marvel. "I was planning on

staying awhile."




"Well, I got all these people comin' now," said Blaine, "and

I'll be needin' your room pronto."




"When do you expect the people from Detroit?" asked Marvel.




"They may be along any day now," replied Blaine.




"Then I'll wait 'till they come," said Marvel; and turning, he

entered the house.




"Wait," said Blaine, "there's one more thing."




Marvel turned in the doorway. "What is it?" he asked.




"I'm sort of responsible for these girls here," said Blaine. "I

got to look after 'em. It's just hands off, do you understand?"




"I hear, but I don't understand," replied Marvel.




"If you know what's good for your health, you will understand,"

snapped Cory.




For a moment the two men stood looking at each other, and the

air was charged with hostility. Then Blaine walked down the porch

to the entrance to his own room, and Bruce Marvel disappeared

within the interior of the ranch house.




"So," thought Marvel, as he entered his room and lighted his oil

lamp, "Mr. Blaine is jealous. I'm glad that it isn't anything else.

He sure had me guessing though at first."




After he had taken off his outer clothing, Marvel opened his

trunk and extracted a suit of silk pajamas. They were brand new and

had never been worn. He examined them critically as he had upon

several other similar occasions and then he replaced them carefully

in the trunk and slipped into bed in his underclothing. "I suppose

I'll have to learn to wear 'em some day," he murmured; "but, Lord,

what if the house would get on fire when a fellow was wearing

things like that?" And he was still shuddering at the thought as he

fell asleep, to dream of a blonde head and blue denim overalls.




Late that night a fire burned upon the summit of a rocky hill

below the ranch house, but none of the sleeping inmates saw it, and

by morning it was only cold ashes.




XI. — "THAT WOULD BE

EDDIE"
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BRUCE MARVEL was a few minutes late for breakfast

the following morning, and all of the guests were seated when he

entered the dining room. He greeted them with the quiet smile with

which they had become so familiar, and a casual word here and there

in reply to the banal remarks to the accompaniment of which a group

of human beings usually starts the day. Cory Blaine alone did not

look up as he entered, a fact which did not seem to abash Marvel in

the least.




"Good morning, Cory," he said cheerily.




"Mornin'," grumbled Blaine.




"Ready for the paper chase, Bruce?" asked Kay White.




"What paper chase?" he asked.




"Oh, that's so, you weren't at supper last night, were you?"

continued the girl. "We arranged it all then. We are going to have

a paper chase today."




"I'm sorry," spoke up Cory, "but I can't go today. I've got to

attend to a little business, and I figured on letting Bud take you

all over to Crater Mountain. There aint any of you seen that, and

it's worth seein'. Tomorrow we'll have the paper chase."




"One day is as good as another," said the girl, "and I've always

wanted to see the crater of the old volcano."




"Pshaw!" exclaimed Marvel. "I was figurin' that Bud could help

me find a horse's tooth this morning."




Blaine looked up at him in disgust and then suddenly the light

of inspiration shone in his eyes. "Why that can be fixed up all

right," he said good-naturedly. "Butts can just as well take the

folks over to Crater Mountain, and you and Bud can go tooth

huntin'."




"Oh, that's mean," said Dora; "why don't you come along with

us?"




"Maybe I'll find the tooth and catch up with you," he said; but

his thoughts were not upon his words; instead they were occupied

with the wish that Kay White had said that instead of Dora

Crowell.




After breakfast they all went to the corral while the men caught

up the horses for the day. There was the usual rush and movement

and excitement that seems never to pall even upon those most

accustomed to seeing it. The cleverness of the horses and the

cleverness of the men, the kaleidoscopic changes of form and color,

the smell of horses, the clashing hoofs, the dust of the corral all

combine to produce a spell that lingers forever in the memory.




Blaine was issuing instructions to his men, selecting for the

riders horses that had been left at home during the lion hunt.




"I think I'll ride Baldy," said Marvel. "I won't be doing much

today."




"Suit yourself," said Blaine. "Bud, you're going with Mr. Marvel

hunting teeth. Butts will take the folks over to Crater

Mountain."




"You better pack along a thirty-thirty," said Butts to Bud.

"Some of them teeth is pretty wild. I knew a tenderfoot once who

come out from the East huntin' teeth. He went out alone without a

gun and he got bit all up."




It being customary to laugh at such witticisms, everyone now

laughed, including Marvel, who stood speculatingly scrutinizing

Butts' bowed legs. "I wish Butts was going with me instead of Bud,"

he said.




"Why?" demanded Butts. "I aint no wet nurse."




"But you're just what a fellow needs when he's hunting teeth,"

insisted Marvel.




"How do you make that out?" asked Butts.




"Well, you see, I'd take along a gunny sack and stretch it

between your legs and chase the teeth in."




"Well I won't be along," said Butts; "so you better shoot 'em;

but be sure to aim at somethin' else or you won't never hit

'em."




"I guess that'll hold you, Bruce," said Dora.




"I guess it ought to," he said grinning.




A moment later, as Kay White's horse was led out of the corral,

Marvel stepped over as she was about to mount and examined the

bridle, the bit, and the cinches.




"I'm sorry you are not going today," she said in a low

voice.




"Are you really?" he asked.




She nodded. "But I suppose there is nothing so important as a

horse's tooth."




He looked at her and smiled. "It means a lot to me, Kay," he

said. "Anything would have to mean a lot to keep me from riding to

Crater Mountain today."




There was something in his tone that checked whatever reply she

might have made, and in silence she mounted as he held her horse;

and then the others rode up around them and carried her along, but

he watched her for a long time as she rode away toward the hills to

the East.




"Here's your horse, Mister," called Blaine from the corral,

interrupting Marvel's reverie. "Want me to top him for you?"




"Oh, I don't think he'll do anything."




"He certainly won't do anything more than the sorrel colt," said

Blaine.




"Well he didn't do nothing; so I guess I'm safe," said

Bruce.




As Marvel and Bud rode away down the valley, Blaine stood

looking after them. "I sure don't like that bozo," he said aloud.

"I just aint got no time for him; but," after a pause, "I'll be

damned if I know why."








Marvel and Bud rode side by side at a slow walk. "We might have a

look at that horse of Blaine's that fell dead a few weeks ago,"

suggested the former.




"I'm afraid it's pretty fresh," said Bud.




"We can have a look at it anyway," said Marvel. "Where is

it?"




They rode down the valley for about a mile and well off the road

when, suddenly, several vultures rose just ahead of them.




"There it be," said Bud.




They rode closer. "It is a bit fresh, isn't it?" asked Marvel.

Between coyotes, vultures and rodents the horse had pretty well

disappeared; but the stench was still overpowering, yet Marvel rode

close up to the putrid remains.




He sat looking down at the grizzly thing for half a minute; then

he turned and rode away. "I guess it's a little bit too high even

for me," he said.




"Well," said Bud, "there ought to be others. It seems to me I

seen a horse's skull down the wash about a half a mile farther,"

but Marvel seemed suddenly to have lost interest in horse

teeth.




"Oh, never mind, Bud," he said. "I guess I'll let it go till

another day."




"That's funny," said Bud. "You sure was keen for it a little

while ago."




He did not see the figure of a horseman winding into the hills

in the West, and had he, he might not have connected it with the

tenderfoot's sudden loss of interest in horse teeth; but Marvel had

seen and he had recognized both horse and rider, even though they

were little more than a speck against the hillside.




Marvel and Bud rode slowly toward the ranch. The former, riding

slightly in the rear, was scrutinizing his companion

meditatively.




"How long you been with this outfit, Bud?" asked Marvel

presently.




"I've always been on the ranch. I was born there. My uncle used

to own it. When Cory turned it into a boarding house I went to work

for him."




"Known him long?"




"Couple of years."




"I don't see how he makes a living out of his boarders," said

Bruce.




"It's been tough goin' until lately," replied Bud. "It's pickin'

up now; but he always seems to have plenty of dough. He has a mine

somewhere, he says, and a ranch, too."




"I guess he'd be needing them," said Bruce, "to keep up this

outfit; but I don't see how he runs two or three businesses."




"Oh, he and Butts go away every once in a while to look after

his other interests."




"You never went with him?" asked Marvel.




"No, he never took me along. He leaves me here to look after

things while he's away."




As they talked, Marvel had dropped back until Baldy's head was

about opposite Bud's knee. Riding in this position, Bud did not see

his companion raise one of his feet and remove a spur, which he

quietly slipped inside his shirt.




"I should think all these boarders would get on his nerves,"

said Bruce.




"Some of them do," replied Bud.




"Me, for instance," suggested Bruce. Bud grinned.




"Hell!" exclaimed Marvel, "I've lost a spur." He reined in and

so did Bud.




"Let's go back and look for it," said Bud.




"No," replied Marvel, "you go on back to the ranch. I'll look

for it myself."




"Pshaw!" exclaimed Bud. "I'd just as soon help you find it."




"No, you go on back to the ranch. I've learned what a nuisance a

dude is, and I'll feel better if you just go on and let me find it

for myself."




"Whatever you say," said Bud. "We aim to please, as the feller

said."




"See you later," said Marvel; and reining Baldy about he started

back down the valley.




At a point where a dry wash came out of the hills from the West

he stopped and turned in his saddle. Bud was jogging quietly toward

home, his back turned. For a few seconds Marvel watched him; then

he headed into the dry wash, the high banks of which would hide him

from Bud's view should the latter happen to turn his eyes

backward.




Now he rode more swiftly, spurring Baldy into a lope, until the

ascent toward the hills became too steep.




The arroyo he was following led to the summit of low hills near

the point where he had seen the rider disappear shortly before; and

as he neared the top he went more slowly, finally stopping just

before he reached the ridge. Dismounting he dropped Baldy's reins

to the ground and covered the remaining distance on foot.




It was a barren ridge, supporting but a scant growth of

straggling brush. As he neared the top he dropped to his hands and

knees and crawled the remaining distance to a point just behind a

small bush that grew upon the crest of the ridge. Here he lay on

his belly and wormed himself a few inches farther upward until his

eyes topped the summit.




Beyond the ridge and below him lay a barren gully, in the bottom

of which, a hundred yards up from the point at which he was spying

on them, three men sat in their saddles; and one of them was

addressing the other two rapidly and earnestly. This one was Cory

Blaine.




An expression of satisfaction crossed Marvel's face. "That," he

said enigmatically, "will be the other two."




For ten minutes Marvel lay there watching the three men in the

gully below. Then he saw them gather their reins. Blaine spurred

his horse up the side of the gully, while the other two turned down

toward the valley.




Half way up the hillside Blaine reined in his mount and turned

in the saddle. "Don't you fellers do no drinking tonight," he

shouted back at the two below him, "and see that you are there on

time tomorrow."




"Sure, boss," shouted back one of them in a thick, almost

inarticulate voice.




"And that what I said about drinking goes double for you,

Eddie," called Blaine, as he turned his horse's head upward again

toward the summit of the ridge.




Marvel returned to Baldy and mounted him. Then he urged the

horse at a reckless pace down the rough wash. Near the mouth of the

arroyo he reined to the left, urging Baldy up the steep bank and

across a low ridge; then he put the spurs to him, and ignoring the

rocky terrain and the menace of innumerable badgers' holes he cut

downward across the rolling hills parallel with the valley at a

run.




Where the ridge finally melted into the floor of the valley, he

reined Baldy to the left and so came at last into the mouth of the

barren gully in which he had seen the three men talking.




Riding toward him now were two of the men, and as he came into

view they eyed him intently. With what appeared to be considerable

effort, he stopped Baldy in front of them, while they reined in

their own ponies and viewed him with ill-concealed contempt.




"Who let you out, sister?" demanded one of them.




Marvel looked embarrassed. "My horse ran away with me," he

explained, "and I guess I'm lost."




"Where you lost from, sis?" demanded one of the riders with

exaggerated solicitude, and in the scarcely articulate tone that

Marvel had previously heard when the speaker had addressed

Blaine.




"That," soliloquized he, "would be Eddie;" and then aloud, "I'm

stopping at the TF Ranch. Could you direct me how to get

there?"




"Certainly," said Eddie. "Go straight up this here gulch." Then

the men moved on.




"Them directions," said the second man, "will land the son-of-

a-gun in Mexico, if he follows them."




"Well, they aint got no business roamin' around Arizona without

their nurses," replied Eddie.




Marvel watched the two for a moment, his keen eyes taking in

every detail of both men and horses. Then he rode slowly up the

gulch, following the trail that the two had made going up and

coming down, his eyes often bent upon the ground. When he reached

the point where Blaine had spurred up over the ridge, he did

likewise and presently dropped down into the valley on the other

side where the ranch lay; and as he rode into the ranch yard,

Eddie, far away, was still chuckling over the joke he had played

upon the tenderfoot.






Today, seeing no one about the corral, he removed the bridle and

saddle himself and turned Baldy into the pasture.




As he approached the ranch house, Blaine and Bud emerged from

the former's room, which was also his office. "Find your spur?"

asked Bud.




"Yes," replied Bruce.




"You must have had to chase it all over the county," said

Blaine. "Bud says he left you three hours ago."




"I guess I got lost again," explained Bruce.




"You dudes are a damn nuisance," snapped Cory, all his usual

suavity gone.




Marvel raised his eyebrows. "Our money aint such a nuisance, is

it?" he asked.




"I got all your money I'm going to," said Blaine. "You'll be

leavin' now. Them folks are comin' from Detroit right away."




"I'm about ready to leave anyway," replied Marvel, "but I think

I'll stay until after the paper chase. I certainly would like to be

in on that."




"The paper chase needn't detain you none," snapped Blaine, "and

I'll be wantin' your room tomorrow morning."




"What's the rush?" demanded Marvel. "Whenever those folks come

they can have my room."




Whatever reply Blaine may have contemplated was interrupted by

Bud. "Here comes the bunch back from Crater Mountain," he

announced; and he and Cory hurried down to the corral to meet them,

followed more slowly by Marvel.








Conversation during dinner was occupied largely with the events of

the day and plans for the paper chase on the morrow. Cory explained

that he and Bud would be the hares, taking one other member of the

party with him, whom he would select in the morning.




XII. — "GOODBYE, KAY"
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THE guests retired early that evening, with the

exception of Marvel, who sat alone on the veranda smoking. Blaine

and Butts were sitting on the top rail of the corral talking. "I'm

gettin' rid of Marvel tomorrow," said Cory.




"What you so asceared of him for?" demanded Butts. "He's

harmless."




"He's sweet on Kay White," replied Blaine. "I want her for

myself."




"Well, aint you goin' to get her?"




"Yes, but I think she sort of likes the dude; and if he's around

he may bust it up after I get it fixed."




"Now that he's goin'," said Butts, "I sure would like to make

him dance."




"Nuthin' doin'," said Blaine. "Anything like that would give us

a bad reputation."




"I sure would like to take a shot at that dude just the same,"

said Butts.




"Well, you aint goin' to," said Blaine. "He don't mean nuthin'

to me except to get him out of the way of Kay White as easy as I

can. See that you don't go mussin' things up."




"Just as you say, boss," replied Butts, "but my trigger finger

sure itches every time I look at that son-of-a-gun."








On the ranch house veranda Marvel had stamped out the fire of his

last cigarette and was sitting with his feet on the rail

thinking.




"I guess," he meditated, "that it's just about as well that I

get out of here anyway, for if I don't I'm going to fall in love

with Kay White—if I haven't already fallen. Of course, I aint

give no one else a promise except in my own heart, and I think she

knew before she went away that I'd be waiting for her when she came

back. It's a funny world. I wonder what she'll be like."




He was sitting in the shadows at the end of the porch when a

light step attracted his attention; and looking down the long

veranda he saw a slender figure emerge from the house, and as he

saw it a little thrill ran through his frame.




He did not speak nor move, fearing perhaps that he might

frighten her away. She came slowly along the veranda toward him,

reveling in the cool night air and the star-shot heaven against

which the black hills stood out in sharply defined silhouette. She

was quite close before she discovered him, and when she did she

voiced a little exclamation of surprise.




"I didn't know that there was anyone out here," she said; and,

coming closer, "Oh, it's you."




"It's so much nicer out here," he said, "that I hated to go into

that stuffy little box."




"That's the way I felt. I could not sleep."




"I am glad that you couldn't."




"That is not very nice," she said, smiling.




"You know what I mean," he said. "Won't you sit down?" Rising,

he drew another chair closer to his own.




"I might for a minute," she said, "but..."




"But you would rather be alone. I know how that is. Lots of

times I feel that way myself, most of the time in fact; but I'll

promise not to talk."




"I don't mind if you talk," she told him, "if you don't make me

talk."




"Then I reckon it won't be very noisy out here."




She settled herself comfortably in her chair. "That will be

nice. There are so few people who know when to keep still."




He smiled contentedly, but made no reply; and, having purposely

arranged the chairs to this end, he sat admiring her profile and

lazily permitted himself to indulge in thoughts that were not

entirely loyal to another girl. It was a long silence that

followed—a silence which the girl was first to break.




"Do you think the paper chase will be good sport?" she

asked.




"I hope so," he said.




"Cory has promised that I can be one of the hares," she

continued.




"Oh."




"Do you think you can catch us?"




"I am not going along," he said.




"Why?" she asked in surprise.




"I'm leaving tomorrow," he told her.




"Leaving!" she exclaimed, sitting erect and turning toward him.

"Not leaving for good?"




"Yes."




"Oh, I am sorry. I thought perhaps that you would be here

longer."




"Cory wants my room. He has other guests coming."




"Did he ask you to leave?"




"Yes, but I was about ready to go anyway."




"I don't see why he couldn't make room for you," she said. "Dora

and I could double up, or you could go in with Bert Adams."




"I sort of guess Cory wouldn't thank anyone for the

suggestion."




"You mean that he doesn't want you to stay? Why in the world

shouldn't he?"




"Maybe I haven't paid my bill."




"I know better than that," she said. "You paid a week in advance

when you came. I heard you and Cory talking about it, and I saw you

pay him for Baldy; so I know that you can't owe him anything."




"I suppose he's got his own reasons," said Bruce.




"I don't see what they could be."




"Don't you?" he asked.




There was a curious inflection to the question that perhaps he

did not intend, but she sensed a hidden meaning which piqued her

curiosity. "Why should I?" she demanded.




"Oh, nothing," he said, moving uneasily in his chair.




"It is something," she insisted. "It sounds as though in some

way I were responsible."




"Oh, you aint to blame. It's just that Cory has foolish ideas in

his head, though perhaps they aint so foolish after all," he

added.




"You have got to tell me," she said. "I certainly have a right

to know if I have done anything."




"I told you you haven't done anything."




"Well, then, I want to know anyway," she said with finality.




"It's just that Cory thinks," he started, and then he gave a

nervous cough and started over again. "It's just that Cory

thinks—by golly, Kay, I can't say it."




She looked at him, her eyes wide; for he had told her everything

in his halting speech and embarrassed manner, though doubtless he

would have sworn that he had told her nothing.




She rose slowly from her chair and stood looking out into the

night for a moment. Now she was moving away, along the veranda

toward the doorway. "Good night," she said.




"Goodbye, Kay."




She did not reply as she moved rapidly toward her room.




He sat there alone and in silence until midnight, while Kay

White tossed sleeplessly upon her bed. Here was another problem,

and that it had suddenly become a serious one she recognized now

that the man's unconscious avowal had brought a realization of the

depth of her interest in him—an interest that had been

constantly mounting since the day of the lion hunt.




She was glad that he was going away on the morrow and that she

would never see him again, for something seemed to tell her that he

might be a very difficult person to resist; and perhaps, too, she

realized he might be almost as equally difficult to forget.




She kept congratulating herself over and over again that she had

not fallen in love with him, and thus she fell asleep.








At breakfast the next morning, Bruce Marvel appeared in his street

clothes, much to the surprise of every one, except Cory Blaine and

Kay White.




"Why the smart togs?" demanded Dora Crowell. "Are they the last

word in paper chase raiment?"




"I'm leaving today," he explained.




"Oh, I think that is real mean," said Birdie Talbot. "We haven't

had a single game of bridge."




"We shall certainly be sorry to see you go, Mr. Marvel," said

Miss Pruell.




"Well, we made a horseman of him, anyway, before he left,"

chimed in Bert Adams.




"I envy you, Bruce," said Benson Talbot; "I'd like to get back

to God's country, where there's a golf course, myself."




"Butts is goin' down to the train to meet a party," announced

Blaine. "He'll take you and your stuff along with him."




"What are you going to do with Baldy?" asked Dora.




"I'm going to take him along with me," replied Marvel.




"Want to sell him?" asked Adams. "I'll give you what you paid

Cory for him."




"I'm not aimin' ever to sell Baldy," replied Marvel; and Kay

White knew that the words were meant for her.




XIII. — MARVEL BUYS AN

OUTFIT
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AFTER breakfast Bruce watched the party get away

on the paper chase. He saw Cory and Kay and Bud start up the valley

fifteen minutes ahead of the others. At the last minute the girl

had come and given him her hand in parting. "Good bye, Bruce," she

said. "I'm sorry that you are not going to be here when my father

comes. He will be sorry not to have been able to thank you for what

you did that day."




"I didn't do it for thanks, Kay," he said. "They are taken for

granted anyway. Anyhow, Kay, he couldn't be any more thankful than

I."




"Hurry up!" growled Blaine. "If we want to get back tonight, we

better get started."




Marvel pressed the girl's hand. "Good bye, Kay," he said, and a

moment later she was gone.




When the rest of the party had ridden away, Marvel and Butts

found themselves alone at the corral.




The cowboy turned toward the city man. "We'll be leavin' right

after dinner, Mister," he said. "The train's due about three."




"I'll be ready," said Marvel, and turned back toward the house,

where Miss Pruell was sitting on the veranda, her embroidery lying

in her lap, her eyes strained up the valley following the dust of

the riders.




Marvel joined her. "Rather lonesome for you, Miss Pruell," he

said.




"Oh, I don't mind it a bit," she replied, "only that I worry so

much about Kay. I shall be glad when her father gets here, because

I don't like the idea of her riding off alone with strange

men."




"Mrs. Talbot and Dora are along."




"But Kay and Cory and Bud started fifteen minutes ahead of the

others, and I don't think it's proper at all. I just can't get used

to the ways of modern young people, Mr. Marvel. I'm too old-

fashioned, and I always shall be."




"I guess I'm a little bit old-fashioned myself, Miss Pruell. I

would rather have seen one of the other ladies go along with

Kay."




"Do you think there is any danger?" she asked, perturbed.




"Oh, my no," he assured her. "It is you and I probably who are

wrong."




"Well, I suppose so," she admitted. "That is what Kay is always

telling me. It would just about kill her father and me if anything

happened to Kay. She is all we have left. My sister, who was Kay's

mother, died when Kay was a little girl; and I have always had the

care of her; so that she is just as dear to me as though she were

my own."




"I can see how that is," said Marvel. "You sure ought to be

mighty proud of yourself, Miss Pruell," he added.




"Why?" she asked. "What do you mean?"




"Kay is such a fine girl," he explained.




"She is a fine girl," said Miss Pruell, "whether I had anything

to do with making her one or not; but the trouble with Kay is she

is too trusting. She thinks everybody is just as fine as she is.

She is self reliant enough; but somehow she doesn't seem to be as

sophisticated as some of the other girls, and I am always afraid

that she is going to be imposed upon."




"Now no one would have to worry if Dora Crowell was riding

without a chaperon," suggested Marvel, "and she's a mighty nice

girl, too."




"Dora impresses one as being able to take care of herself," said

Miss Pruell.




"Well, Kay can take care of herself, too," said Marvel. "Oh

shucks, Miss Pruell, she'll be all right."




"Oh, I know it," admitted the woman, "but just the same I'd feel

safer if you'd been along, Mr. Marvel."




He looked at her in surprise. "But I'm more of a stranger than

Cory," he reminded her.




"I know what Kay thinks of you," she said. "We have both felt

that she was so much safer when you were along since what you did

that day."




"I'm very glad to know that you have confidence in me," said the

man.




"Yes, we both have a lot of confidence in you, Mr. Marvel,

especially Kay. She was all broken up this morning when she told me

you were going away."




He made no reply; but he was thinking that the girl had very

successfully hidden her regret from him; but then girls were funny.

He had read enough about them in books to know that. Everyone said

they were funny.




"I guess I won't ever understand them," he said.




"Who?" she asked.




"Did I say anything? I must have been thinking out loud." He was

looking out across the ranch yard down the valley; but his thoughts

were in the other direction, where a golden haired girl in overalls

rode with a man he did not trust. "Here comes a car," he said. "You

don't see many cars up here."




Miss Pruell looked up. "Why bless my heart," she exclaimed, "I

believe that's Mr. White. Yes, that's Kay's father. I recognize his

roadster."




The two sat watching the approaching car as it came swiftly up

the rough road and, slowing down, turned into the ranch yard. Then

Miss Pruell stood up and waved her hand, and as the car stopped

before the house she went down the steps to greet a well built man

of fifty with graying hair that accentuated the bronze of his

tanned face.




"Hello Abbie," he said.




"I am so glad you've come, John."




"Where is Kay?" he demanded.




"She's out for the day—gone on a paper chase." He had

opened up the rumble seat and was getting out his bags.




"Can't I help you, sir?" asked Marvel, coming down the

steps.




"John, this is Mr. Marvel," said Miss Pruell. "This is Kay's

father, Mr. Marvel."




The two men shook hands; and in the brief keen scrutiny of the

instant, each saw something in the other that he liked.




"Mr. Marvel saved Kay's life the other day, John."




"They are going to make a good story of that before they get

through with it," said Marvel laughing; but he had to listen again

to a detailed narration of the whole affair.




"I'm sorry that I can't tell you how I feel about this," said

John White; "but until you are a father yourself you can't

understand what I owe you."




After helping White in with his bags, Marvel left the two and

strolled down to the stable, guessing that they might probably have

much of a personal nature to discuss; so that he did not see them

again until dinner was served at noon.




During the conversation at the table, Marvel learned that John

White had started in life as a cowpuncher, that he had become

foreman of a big ranch in California and then a partner; and that

with the accumulation of wealth and the growth of the community in

which he lived, he had drifted into banking. It seemed almost like

a fairy story to Marvel, and he wanted to ask a great many

questions; but his natural reticence prevented, and presently the

conversation drifted to other topics; and soon the meal was over

and Butts was calling him from the veranda.




"You better shake a leg, Mister, if you're goin' along with me,"

he said.




"Just a moment, my man," replied Marvel; but he rose from the

table. "I'll say goodbye before I leave," he said to Miss Pruell

and White. "It will take a few minutes to get my baggage roped on

to the buckboard."




When he reached the veranda, Butts met him with a surly scowl.

"Give me a hand with my stuff, Butts," he said.




"Hustle it yourself," growled the cowpuncher. "I aint flunkyin'

for no tenderfoot."




"Have it your own way," said Marvel. "I aint in any hurry to

leave; but I don't leave without my trunk, and I aint goin' to

carry it alone. If Blaine finds me here when he gets back he's

goin' to be peeved at you."




Butts hesitated for a moment, and then he growled something

under his breath.




"Come on then," he said. "Where is it? I don't want to see you

around here no longer than I have to."




Together they went to Bruce's room and carried his trunk and bag

out to the buckboard; and while Butts was roping the baggage on to

the vehicle, Marvel returned to the house and bid Miss Pruell and

Mr. White goodbye.




"I hope I see you again some time, young man," said White, as

they parted.




"You don't hope it half as much as I do," thought Marvel as he

turned and left them.




"Well, are you about ready?" demanded Butts.




"Just as soon as I get Baldy," said Marvel.




"What you goin' to do with Baldy?" demanded the cowpuncher.




"I'm goin' to lead him down to the railroad."




"Who said so?"




"I do."




"You aint goin' to lead him behind this buckboard," said

Butts.




"Then I stay right here. Take my trunk off."




"Well you got me again," said Butts, "but you're sure goin' to

be sorry for it."




"Not if I know it," replied Marvel.




"Goodbye, Mr. Marvel," called Miss Pruell, who had come out onto

the veranda. "I hope you have a pleasant trip."




"I'm expecting to," replied Bruce.




Butts drove down to the stable; and Marvel went in and led Baldy

out, taking him up close to the side of the off horse.




"What you doin' there?" demanded Butts.




"I'm goin' to tie him up here where you can't get funny and lose

him," replied Marvel.




"You know too damned much for a tenderfoot," said Butts.




"He'll travel better up here anyway," said Marvel, "besides

removin' all temptation from your soul."




After he had tied Baldy's halter rope to the ring in the snaffle

bit of the off horse, he came back and climbed into the buckboard

and Butts started the team toward town.




At first Baldy was inclined to make things awkward; and Butts

indulged in much grumbling and profanity, but after awhile the

horse settled down to the gait of his fellows and thereafter

travelled easily.




From the ranch stable to the little town sprawling along the

railroad, two and a half hours away, neither man spoke, except that

at the end of the journey Marvel told Butts to leave him and his

stuff off at the hotel; for the next eastbound train did not leave

until early in the morning.




The westbound train on which Butts expected his passengers was

late—how late the station agent could not tell. All he knew

was that it was held up by a wrecked freight train, and that it

might be several hours before the track was cleared.




Marvel got a room in the hotel and took Baldy to the livery

stable.




The proprietor of the livery was a bleary eyed, red nosed

individual, who appeared much interested in Marvel's clothes.




"I reckon you be one of Cory Blaine's dudes," he said.




"Do you?" inquired Marvel politely.




"Your horse?" asked the proprietor.




"Yes. You haven't got a saddle and bridle you want to sell, have

you?"




"I've got an outfit I've been holdin' for a board bill for

more'n a year now," replied the proprietor. He took the halter rope

from Marvel and led Baldy into a stall.




"What you feedin'?" asked Marvel.




"I got some good alfalfa hay."




"Nothing else?" asked Bruce.




"What you want for this cayuse? T-bone steaks?"




"I seen some oat hay stacked in the shed when I come in," said

Marvel. "Give him that."




"You're sure particular."




"Just like you would be with one of your horses," said Bruce. "I

know a horseman when I see him, and I'll bet yours get nothing but

the best."




The bleary eyed one swelled perceptibly. "You're dead right,

young feller," he said.




"And where's your grain?" demanded Marvel.




"Grain?"




"Sure. You can't never make me think a man like you don't grain

his horses. Oh, I see. It's in that bin back there. You fork him in

some of that oat hay, and I'll get the grain;" and he started

toward the end of the barn where the grain bin stood.




The proprietor hesitated; then he shook his head and went

outside to fork the hay into Baldy's manger. When he returned Bruce

had already measured out a generous ration of oats for his

horse.




"Now let me see that outfit," he said.




Ten minutes later he had purchased an old but serviceable

saddle, to the pommel of which was tied a forty foot hemp rope, had

also acquired a bridle of sorts, and was on his way back to his

hotel room.




XIV. — KIDNAPPED
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AS Cory Blaine, with Kay and Bud, rode away from

the ranch house ahead of the others, they bore to the southwest

through a low pass that took them out of the main valley in which

the ranch lay.




At the horn of his saddle, Bud carried a sack filled with paper

cut into small pieces; and some of this he dropped occasionally as

Blaine instructed him to do so.




"You might as well ride on ahead, Bud," said Cory. "Follow that

old, dry spring trail for about five miles and then cut across to

the left, back into the valley. Drop a little paper when you enter

a main trail; and then you don't have to drop no more, as long as

the trail is plain, until you leave it. After you leave a trail,

ride about fifty yards before you drop any more paper. That'll make

'em hunt around a bit to pick up your trail again. After you get

into the valley, keep out of sight as much as possible. Use washes

and high brush to hide yourself, and keep on up the valley quite a

bit before you cross. I don't care if you go as far as Mill Creek.

We're goin' to give 'em a ride today that they'll remember."




"If I go that roundabout way to Mill Creek," said Bud, "it'll be

nigh on to forty miles before we get back to the ranch."




"I don't believe some of us can stand it," said Kay.




"They'll have somethin' to talk about for the rest of their

lives," said Cory, "and that's what most of 'em are out here for.

It won't kill 'em."




"Bert Adams won't never sit down again," said Bud.




"That's his funeral," said Blaine. "You mosey along now, Bud;

and we'll follow. You got the best horse in the outfit, and there

aint no use of our tryin' to keep up with you."




"All right," said Bud. "So long," and he rode away.




Blaine held his horse to a walk until Bud was out of sight. He

did not talk to the girl, who followed behind him along the narrow

trail, but presently she spoke to him.




"You're off the trail, Cory," she said. "This isn't the main

trail, and Bud hasn't dropped any paper."




"Oh, that's all right," said Cory. "I know where Bud's ridin'

and this is an easier way. It's a short cut."




"I don't see how it can be a short cut," said the girl, "when

it's bearing off to the west, while Mill Creek is southeast of

us."




"Well, it aint shorter in distance, Kay," he said; "but it's a

whole lot easier, and we'll make better time. The trail Bud's on

gets mighty rough a bit farther up, and we'll dodge all that and

may even beat him into the valley."




They dropped down into a gully and crossed a low ridge, beyond

which lay a barren and forbidding gulch, carved from the red soil

by the rains of ages.




It did not look like an easier way to Kay; but she had

confidence in Blaine's knowledge of the country and was content to

follow where he led.




A steep and precarious cattle trail led down into the bottom of

the gulch, where they were entirely hidden from view in the winding

bed of a dry wash.




"What a lonely place," said Kay.




Blaine made no reply. He was unusually quiet and

preoccupied.




Despite herself, the girl felt nervous. She wished now that she

had insisted upon continuing on with Bud; and then she noticed for

the first time that Cory carried no gun, as was habitually his

custom.




"You forgot your gun," she said.




"That's right," he replied, "I did. I was so busy this morning I

must o' plumb forgot it."




"I don't like this place, Cory," she said after another silence.

"I wish you'd take me out of it."




They were crossing the mouth of another deep wash that entered

that in which they were riding. The sides of these washes were

unusually perpendicular and sometimes ten or fifteen feet in

height, forming narrow, tortuous corridors, their walls broken

occasionally by well worn cattle trails that led down one bank and

up the other.




Something attracted Kay's attention up the wash they were

passing. "Cory!" she exclaimed in a startled whisper. "I saw a man

up there. He had a handkerchief tied across his face."




Just ahead of them the wash turned abruptly to the left, and the

girl had scarcely ceased speaking when a rider blocked their

further progress. He, too, wore a bandana about the lower part of

his face, hiding all but his eyes.




"Stick 'em up," he said.




Cory's hands went up; and at the same instant Kay wheeled

Lightfoot in an effort to escape; for in that instant she sensed

that she had been led into a trap.




Quick though her action was, it was too late, for as Lightfoot

wheeled, the other rider spurred into the wash, blocking her

escape.




"Set tight, Miss," he said, covering her with his forty-

five.




"Climb down!" ordered the man confronting Blaine.




"What do you want?" asked Cory. "If it's money, take what you

want. I aint armed."




"Shut up and climb down," growled the bandit.




Cory did as he was bid, and the man also dismounted and came

toward him. "Turn around," he said, "and don't make no funny moves

if you don't want to get kilt."




He took the riata from Blaine's saddle, had the man lower his

arms behind his back and then secured his wrists there with one end

of the rope. Looping the reins of Blaine's horse over the horn of

his own saddle, he turned back up the wash leading his horse, while

Blaine followed at the end of the rope, with Kay and her captor

trailing in the rear.




Around the bend a cattle trail led up onto the bank, and here

the party climbed out of the wash and halted beside a clump of high

bushes. Here the man who had Cory in charge made the latter lie

down and quickly bound his ankles, after which he removed Blaine's

bandana from about his throat, twirled it into a cylinder, the

center of which he made Blaine take in his mouth, after which he

tied the ends tightly at the back of his neck, effectually gagging

him. Then he tied the prostrate man's horse to the other side of

the bush.




"I reckon they'll find you in a couple of days," he said.




In the meantime the other man had taken down Kay's halter rope

and was holding it to prevent another attempt at escape.




"What are you going to do with me?"




"You're goin' along with us, Miss," said the man who had been

tying up Cory. "As long as you don't get to actin' up, you won't

get hurt." Then he mounted, and the three rode up the gulch toward

the south.








It was five o'clock in the afternoon when Bud rode into the ranch

yard, unsaddled his pony, and turned it out to pasture. As he

walked toward the bunk house, Miss Pruell called to him from the

veranda, where she was sitting with John White.




"Where are the rest of them?" she asked, when he had come

over.




"I guess they aint far behind," he said. "I seen 'em a couple of

times."




"I thought Kay and Cory were with you," said Miss Pruell.




"They dropped behind the first thing this morning," said Bud,

"and I haven't seen 'em since. I reckon they'll be in directly

though."




A half hour later the other riders commenced to straggle in.

Dora Crowell was first; and fifteen minutes later the Talbots

appeared and joined them on the veranda.




Miss Pruell had introduced John White first to Dora and then to

the Talbots; and of each he had inquired about Kay, but none of

them had seen either her or Cory.




"Look there," exclaimed White, pointing up the valley. "Here

comes a riderless horse."




"That is probably Adams'," said Benson Talbot. "The last time I

saw him he looked like he'd a whole lot rather walk than ride."




Bud was standing at the foot of the steps and now he strained

his eyes through the growing dusk. "That aint Adams' horse," he

said. "That's Cory's. Somethin' must have happened."




With the exception of Miss Pruell and Birdie Talbot, they all

went down to the corral to meet the horse as he came trotting in.

The animal was dragging his halter rope, the loose end of which was

knotted about a bit of broken brush wood.




"Cory had him tied and he busted loose," said Bud. "I reckon

he's walkin' in and that Miss White is stayin' with him."




"Why didn't they continue on with you?" demanded White.




"That's just what I'd like to know," said Bud. "I can't figure

it out."




"Did the rest of you follow this man's trail all the way?" asked

White, turning to Talbot.




"Yes," replied Talbot, "it was plainly marked; and I think we

never got off of it once."




"Then if they weren't considerably off the trail you should have

seen something of them," continued White. "There is something wrong

here. It doesn't look good to me at all."




"It doesn't look good to me either, Mr. White," said Dora

Crowell, "and there is something wrong."




"We should send out after them at once," continued White. "How

many men have you here?" he turned to Bud.




"There's me and two other fellers," said Bud. "We'll start right

out if you say so."




"I wish you would," replied White; "and you will be well

rewarded if you find them."




"We'll have to catch up some fresh horses," said Bud. "We'll

find them all right, Mr. White. Don't worry." He turned to the two

men in the corral. "Get up the horses," he said, "and get saddled

up. I want to get a snack of grub before I start. I aint had

nothin' to eat all day."




When he had departed in the direction of the kitchen, Dora

Crowell drew John White to one side. "I don't want to alarm you

unnecessarily, Mr. White," she said; "but if I were you I wouldn't

trust entirely to these men. There's a deputy sheriff down in town.

I think you should telephone him to start a posse out after

them."




"Do you think that it is as serious as that?" he asked.




"I don't know," she said; "but if you were not here, I should

have done it myself."




"You must have some grounds for your suspicions," he said. "I

wish that you would be frank with me."




"Blaine is in love with your daughter," said Dora; "and," she

added, "I don't think that he is any too trustworthy."




"Does she care for him?" he asked.




"No, and that is where the danger lies."




"Where is the telephone?" asked White.




"In the office," replied Dora. "Come with me, and I'll show you

where it is."




As the two returned to the ranch house, Bert Adams rode into the

yard and up to the corral. He was swaying in the saddle when his

horse came to a stop. Painfully and laboriously, he dismounted;

then he lay down in the dirt, while his horse walked on into the

stable.








Bruce Marvel was sitting in the office of the hotel in the little

cow town when the telephone bell rang. The proprietor was washing

his face in a tin basin just outside the door. His hands and his

hair and his eyes and his nose and his mouth were covered with

lather. "Will you answer the danged thing for me, young feller?" he

asked; and in compliance with the request Bruce crossed to the

instrument.




"Hello!" he said, as he took down the receiver.




"Hello!" said a voice at the other end. "This is John White at

the TF Ranch. I want to speak to the deputy sheriff."




"Wait a minute," said Bruce, and then turning to the proprietor

"Here's a fellow wants to talk with the deputy sheriff," he

said.




"He's out to his ranch, and he aint got no telephone. Take the

message."




"I can't get hold of him now," said Marvel into the transmitter,

"but if you'll give me your message I'll get it to him."




"My daughter and Cory Blaine are lost somewhere in the hills,"

said White. "They went out on a paper chase early this morning.

Every one else is in but them. Blaine's horse came in alone five

minutes ago. I want the sheriff to form a posse and make a thorough

search for them. I'll stand all the expenses and pay a reward in

addition."




Marvel was almost stunned by the information, but his voice

showed no indication of excitement as he answered. "One man will

start right now, Mr. White," he said, "and the sheriff will be

notified to follow with a posse. Good bye," and he hung up without

waiting to hear more.




In a few brief words he explained the situation to the hotel

proprietor. "Can you get word to the sheriff at once?" he

asked.




"I'll have a man on the road in five minutes."




"Good. And now listen to me. Tell 'em never to mind huntin' the

hills. Ride straight to Hi Bryam's shack at the head of Mill Creek

canyon. If they don't find nuthin' there, tell 'em to keep on along

the One Mile Creek trail to Kelly's place in Sonora."




"You seem to know a lot about this here country for a

tenderfoot," commented the proprietor.




"Never mind what I know. Get busy," and, turning, he took the

steps two at a time to his room on the second floor.




Quickly he stripped off his clothes, and opening his trunk

dragged out well worn boots and spurs, overalls, flannel shirt,

Stetson, chaps and bandana. Quickly he donned them, and then

strapped about his hips a cartridge belt that supported two old

forty-fours in holsters as darkened and mellowed by age as were his

chaps and his cartridge belt.




As he ran down the stairs, crossed the office and stepped out

into the night, no one saw him, for the proprietor had gone to find

a man to send after the sheriff. The train from the east was

pulling into the station; and Butts was waiting for his passengers;

so that he did not see Marvel as the latter hurried to the stable

as Olga Gunderstrom alighted from the train.




No one was at the livery stable as Marvel entered and saddled

and bridled Baldy, for the proprietor was eating his supper in his

home across the street.




Earlier in the afternoon, while it was still light, Marvel had

noticed a pile of empty gunny sacks on the floor beside the grain

bin. Into one of these he dumped several measures of oats, tied the

sack securely back of his saddle and a moment later rode out into

the night toward the south.




XV. — ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND

DOLLARS
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BUTTS' none too lovely disposition had been badly

strained by his enforced wait for the delayed train. There were

urgent reasons why he should have been back at the ranch early; and

now as he wrestled with two trunks and three suit cases in an

endeavor to strap them all securely to the back of the buckboard,

he inwardly cursed everything and everybody that came out of the

East, and especially the supercilious young woman who spoke to him

in the same tone of voice as she had addressed the colored porter

as she tipped him at the Pullman steps. But at last he had

everything tied on securely; and then he turned to the girl, "Get

in, Miss," he said brusquely; and when she had seated herself

beside him "You better hang on tight. We're goin' to travel."




Once across the railroad tracks he gave the broncos a cut with

the whip; and as they bounded forward, Olga Gunderstrom's head

snapped back.




"Mercy!" she exclaimed. "Please be more careful, my man."




Butts gritted his teeth and struck the horses again.




"I shall report you for this," snapped the young lady.




"Report and be blowed," snapped Butts. "I'm sick of this job

anyway. I'm fed up on dudes and dudesses."




A short distance out of town they passed a lone horseman who

spurred his horse to one side of the road as they dashed past. Out

of the corner of his eye Butts saw the rider; but so quickly did he

pass that he recognized nothing familiar in the figure, which is

not surprising, though had he been able to note the horse more

closely he would doubtless have found much that was familiar about

him.




It was a dusty and angry young woman who alighted from the

buckboard at the foot of the TF Ranch house steps. Dora Crowell

recognized her immediately and ran down to greet her.




"Why, Olga Gunderstrom!" she cried. "Cory Blaine never told me

you were coming today."




"Well, here I am," snapped Olga; "and it's no fault of this man

here that I am here alive. I never saw such a surly, impudent

person in my life. Where is Mr. Blaine? He ought to discharge him

at once."




"Mr. Blaine is missing," said Dora. "We are afraid that

something has happened to him and Miss White in the hills. Did you

hear what I said, Butts?"




"Yes, I heard you, Miss," replied the man, who received the news

without any show of excitement.




"Bud and the other two boys have gone out to search for them,"

continued Dora. "Don't you think you better go too, Butts?"




"That's what I'm aimin' on doin'," replied the man. "If there

was anything here but dudes I could get started right away, but

I've got to unload all this junk and then put the team away."




"We'll attend to that," said John White. "I'll certainly be glad

to have another man who knows the hills out looking for them."




As he came down the steps toward the buckboard, Benson Talbot

arose. "I'll help you, Mr. White," he said.




"I'd like to," murmured Bert Adams weakly, "but I don't think I

can get up."




"We can manage it all right, I guess," said White.




"Thanks!" mumbled Butts ungraciously, as he started for the

corral.




The only horses up were the sorrel colt and the old horse that

was used to drive in the saddle horses; and Butts, being for some

reason, in a great hurry, saddled the former. He rode straight

toward the west, crossed two ridges and dropped down into a dry

wash.




After he reached the bottom of the wash, he commenced to whistle

occasionally, a few bars from an old time air that had once been

popular. Presently, from the distance, it came down to him again

like an echo. He urged the sorrel into a faster walk, and a few

minutes later a voice hailed him.




"Hey, you!" it called. "I'm up here on the bank."




Butts found the trail that led up from the bottom of the wash,

and a moment later he dismounted beside Cory Blaine.




"You long eared idiot!" exclaimed Blaine. "Did you figure I

expected to be left here all the rest of my life? The next time I

pick a man for a job like this, it won't be you."




"I couldn't help it," said Butts. "The train was late, held up

by a wreck. I run the broncs all the way from the railroad and then

started right out after you. I aint had nuthin' to eat,

either."




"That's too bad about you," grumbled Blaine, as Butts fumbled

with the knot of the rope that secured his ankles and wrists. "I've

been lying here all day with nothing to eat and nothing to

drink."




"What happened to your horse? They say he came in just before

dark?"




"The damn fool got frightened at somethin' and pulled back 'till

he busted the brush he was tied to; then he beat it."




"Everything work all right?" asked Butts.




"Sure, all except this. I sure didn't aim on lyin' here all day

and half the night."




"You should have brung a bed," said Butts.




"Do you think that sorrel will carry double?" asked Blaine.




"I reckon he's gonna have to," said Butts, "for I sure aint

goin' to walk."




"Maybe we'll both have to walk," said Blaine.




"We'll try it down in the bottom of the wash," said Butts. "If

he started pitchin' up on the bank here he'd be sure to fall

in."




"Let me have him," said Blaine. "You can ride behind."




"I always get the worst of it," said the other.




Cory mounted and rode down into the wash, reining the sorrel

close to a low spot along the bank, from which Butts lowered

himself gingerly onto the animal's rump.




"I guess he aint goin' to do nuthin'," said Blaine.




"I hope not," said Butts.




"I suppose there is a lot of excitement at the ranch," said

Blaine, as the sorrel walked off like an old family horse.




"I guess they is," said Butts. "I wasn't there long. Her father

came today."




Blaine whistled. "Has he offered a reward?" he asked.




"He'll give a reward all right, but he didn't say how much."




"Well, it's goin' to be plenty," said Blaine,

"unless—"




"Unless what?" asked Butts.




"When I pull this rescue stunt from Kelly's ranch, I won't want

no reward or ransom money nor nuthin', if she'll marry me; for if

I'm ever John White's son-in-law, I'll be sittin' pretty for the

rest of my life."




"But how about the rest of us?" asked Butts. "Where do we come

in? We aint goin' to be no son-in-laws, and we want our cut of the

ransom."




"That's so," said Blaine, scratching his head. "Well, I reckon

he'll have to pay the ransom; but he won't have to pay no

reward."




"You be a regular hero and refuse to take it," said Butts.

"That'll make a hit with him."




"But I still get my cut of the ransom," Blaine reminded him.




"I don't care what you get as long as I get mine," and then they

rode on in silence for some time.




"I'd hate to trust my girl to that bunch," said Butts,

"especially Hi Bryam."




"They know I'd kill 'em," said Blaine.




"Well, she's your girl," said Butts; "but I wouldn't trust

Bryam, at least not way down in Mexico where he could make his

getaway."




"I aint worryin' none," said Blaine, and then as though the

subject bored him, "Did that Marvel fellow get away today?" he

asked.




"Say, don't mention that son-of-a-gun's name to me. Every time I

think of him I could chaw the head off a rattlesnake."




"There was somethin' fishy about him," said Blaine. "He sure had

me worried. Did I ever tell you how he rid this colt?"




"I knew he took him when he went to look for them fool horse's

teeth," said Butts.




"I was watchin' him when he rid away, and I seen this little

son-of-a-gun start to pitch down there just before the road makes

the big bend around the hill. He sure gave that dude the works, but

it never seemed to faze him; and when he come in that night, sayin'

he's been lost, he swore the colt never did a thing and was gentle

as a kitten."




"I can't figure it out," said Butts. "Maybe it was just an

accident, and then again maybe he kin ride, but he sure can't

shoot; and he aint got real good sense, either—huntin' for

horse's teeth."




"Did he ever find a tooth?" asked Blaine.




"He found a whole mouth full of 'em in that pinto o' yourn; but

it stunk so that Bud said he lost interest, real sudden like, and

wouldn't even look for no more."




"He sure was a damn fool," said Blaine, "throwin' my boot away.

I think he done it apurpose."




"And shootin' a hole in his bedroll," scoffed Butts. "That dude

sure was loco."




"I wish I was sure he was a dude," said Blaine.




"What do you think he was?" demanded Butts.




"I dunno," said Blaine; "but he sure was the funniest dude I

ever seen, if he was a dude."




"Well, he's gone now. You won't never see him again."




"I hope not."




When Blaine and Butts rode into the yard at the home ranch they

found a depressed and worried company gathered on the veranda of

the big house.




Dora Crowell was the first to recognize him as the two rode up.

"There's Cory now!" she exclaimed, and immediately the entire party

came down the steps and surrounded him as he and Butts dismounted

from the sorrel colt.




"What happened?" demanded John White. "Where is my

daughter?"




"You are Mr. White?" asked Blaine; and without waiting for a

reply, "Something terrible has happened, Mr. White," he said. "Two

fellows stuck us up this morning. I was unarmed, and we didn't have

a chance. I thought they just wanted money; so I didn't even try to

make a fight, though it wouldn't have done no good if I had and

maybe your daughter would have been shot during the rumpus. They

bound and gagged me and then rode off with her. During the day I

managed to work the gag out of my mouth, but I couldn't get my

hands and feet loose."




"I found him tied up like a sack of barley over in Dry Spring

Gulch," said Butts. "If he hadn't of got that gag out, I'd of rid

right by him in the dark."




"Which way did they take her?" asked White.




"They went west over the ridge," said Blaine.




"I wish we had known that sooner," said White, "the sheriff was

just here with a posse; and it might have helped him to know which

way they went."




"Which way was he aimin' to look?" asked Blaine.




"He wouldn't tell me," said White. "He just said that he had a

tip. They only stopped here long enough to see if we'd heard

anything, and then they rode on."




"How did the sheriff hear of it?" asked Blaine.




"I telephoned to town just as soon as it was obvious that

something must have happened to you and Kay," explained White.




Cory seemed thoughtful. "I wonder where he got his tip and what

it is?"




Butts had departed, taking the sorrel colt to the stable. "Ask

one of the boys to get Blue up for me, Butts," Blaine called after

him.




"None of the boys are here," said Dora. "They are all out

looking for you and Kay."




"I'll get him up," said Butts.




"What are you going to do?" asked White.




"I'm goin' out to look for your daughter, Mr. White," replied

Cory, "and I'll never come back until I find her."




"It will mean ten thousand dollars, Mr. Blaine, to you or any

other man that brings her back alive," said White.




"I don't want no money, sir," Blaine assured him. "It means more

to me than all the money in the world to get her back to you safe

and sound. I feel like it was all my fault that this happened."




"Don't take it too hard, Blaine," said White generously. "I

don't see what you could have done to prevent it."




"I'm all broke up over it," said Blaine, "but by God, sir, I'll

get her back; and if anything's happened to her, somebody's goin'

to get kilt."




"Whoever they are," said White, "you may rest assured that they

shall be brought to justice. I have already telegraphed to business

associates in Mexico and to the sheriffs of adjoining counties to

be on the lookout. If they get away, it will be a miracle."




For a moment Cory Blaine stood in thoughtful meditation.




"Perhaps that wasn't the right thing to do, Mr. White," he

suggested. "Them sort of fellers is desperate. If they're

surrounded they might make away with her in some lonely spot and

bury her where she wouldn't never be found in a hundred years; then

they could scatter, and even if some of 'em was caught, it would be

hard to prove anything on 'em; for they was masked and I couldn't

never identify 'em. If I was you I would telegraph all them people

to lay off for awhile 'till I see what I can do. I know this

country better than anyone, and if I can't find her nobody

can."




"I'll think over what you have said," replied White

noncommittally.




"I reckon I'll go and get me something to eat," said Cory. "I

aint eat since breakfast, and I may not get a chance to eat again

for some time."




As he ran up the steps and entered the house, some of the party

returned to the veranda; but John White detained Dora Crowell.

"Don't you think now that you were mistaken about Blaine?" he

asked. "He certainly had no part in the abduction, and it is

evident that he is terribly cut up about it."




"Nevertheless, Mr. White, if I were you, I wouldn't call off

those telegrams," said Dora. "If those men are so desperate, they

are not going to let Cory Blaine take Kay away from them single-

handed."




"I guess you are right at that," said White, "and it won't hurt

to give him all the help that we can get for him, but still I can't

help having confidence in him."




"I wish I could," said Dora.








Butts had gotten the horses up, and after considerable difficulty

he managed to get ropes on two of them. These he had saddled and

tied to the corral posts, and then he had gone to the bunk

house.




Rummaging in the duffle bag that was tucked beneath his cot, he

finally extracted a piece of note paper. The bunkhouse was dark,

and no one had seen him enter it from the veranda of the ranch

house; nor did they see him emerge, but presently they saw him

hurrying excitedly toward them.




"Look here," he cried as he reached the foot of the steps.

"Here's a note from the kidnappers. It was stuck to the side of the

bunkhouse door."




White took the slip of paper from him eagerly and, followed by

the others, went into the ranch house where, by the light of the

kerosene lamp, he deciphered the crude scrawl.




"Tell Mr. White," it read, "that if he wants to see his daughter

alive again to have one hundred thousand dollars in twenty dollar

bills ready one week from today at TF Ranch. He will get further

instructions then how to deliver the money and get his girl. No

funny business or we'll slit her throat."




There was no signature, and the characters were printed in an

obvious effort to disguise the hand.




Cory Blaine had eaten, and as he joined them White handed him

the note. "What do you think of it?" asked White, after Blaine had

read it.




"Where did it come from?" demanded Blaine.




"I found it stickin' on the side of the bunk house beside the

door," said Butts. "It sure gave me a shock when I read it."




"How could you read it?" asked Dora Crowell. "There is no light

at the bunkhouse."




Just for an instant Butts' jaw dropped. Perhaps no one noticed

it, for he caught himself so quickly. "I seen the paper and I

struck a match," he said.




"Oh!" was Dora's only comment.




"What would you advise, Blaine?" asked White.




"I might fail, Mr. White," replied Cory; "and after all the

first thing we care about is getting Kay back, so maybe you better

get the money in case I do fail."




"If you get in touch with them, Blaine, you may offer them the

reward in my name," said White. "It is a great deal of money; but I

think that I can raise it; and, of course, it is needless to say

that I would make any sacrifice to get Kay back alive and

well."




"I'll sure do all I can, Mr. White," said Cory. "You may

absolutely depend on me."




"I got two horses up, Cory," said Butts. "I'm goin' with

you."




"You stay here," said Blaine. "I don't need no help, and if any

other clue should turn up while I'm gone there ought to be someone

here who knows the country and who can ride hard."




Butts said nothing, but he accompanied Blaine as he walked down

to the stable for his horse. "One of us has got to be here," said

Cory. "If anything goes wrong and it aint safe for me to return,

light a fire on the hill. I'll make a signal on Horsecamp Butte on

my way back. You keep your eye peeled for it, and if I don't get no

signal from you that night I'll know that everything is jake and

I'll come on in."




"All right," said Butts, "but I hate to have to hang around

here. I feel sort of nervous."




"Why?"




"That Crowell girl. She came near getting me. I sure do hate all

them damn dudes."




"Keep your mouth shut, and you won't get in trouble," advised

Blaine.




A minute later he had mounted and ridden off into the night.




XVI. — AT BRYAM'S CABIN
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BRUCE MARVEL conserved the energies of his horse,

for he knew that he might have a gruelling grind ahead of him. His,

he realized, was an endurance race in which speed might readily

prove a liability rather than an asset; for were he to reach his

goal with an exhausted mount, failure must be his only reward.




He believed that he was pitted against a hard and desperate gang

and that even should he be so successful as to wrest Kay White from

them, his ability to return her in safety to the TF Ranch might

still depend solely upon what of stamina and speed were left in

Baldy.




He rode steadily until shortly after midnight when he dismounted

and removing the horse's saddle and bridle permitted him to

roll.




A short time previously he had watered him in Mill Creek; and

now when he had stretched his muscles in a good roll and both of

them had rested for five or ten minutes, Bruce gave the animal a

small feed of oats; and after he had cleaned them up they were soon

on the trail again.




All night he rode; and just before dawn he halted again for a

brief rest, during which he removed the saddle and bridle from

Baldy, rubbed down his back, turned the blanket and re-saddled

immediately.




As he mounted he glanced back down the valley, his eyes

immediately attracted by a twinkling light ten or a dozen miles

away.




"That must be the sheriff and his posse," he thought, "for there

wasn't nobody there when I came past."




And far up, toward the head of Mill Creek Canyon, other eyes saw

the light—the eyes of a watcher posted on the hillside above

Hi Bryam's cabin. "Not so good," muttered the watcher, and,

descending, he awakened two men who were sleeping outside the

shack.




"What's wrong, Mart?" demanded one of them.




"They's a campfire this side of Mill Creek camp," replied the

man. "I think we better be movin'. There shouldn't be nobody comin'

this way that would build a campfire."




"Cory told us to rest here for one day."




"I don't care what he told us. I'm lookin' after my own neck,

and I aint goin' to wait around here for no man."




"Me neither," said Bryam. "He sure give us credit for sense

enough to get out of here if you fellows were followed, and it

looks like you was, all right."




"It's all the same to me," said the third. "I aint hankerin' to

have no one see me with this girl here, whether they're followin'

us or not."




"He was just figurin' on givin' the girl a rest, thinkin' she

couldn't stand so much ridin'," said the first speaker.




"She's had five hours rest now," said Bryam, "and that's all

she's goin' to get for awhile. You and Mart get saddled up, while I

rustle some grub. We got plenty time to eat and get a good start,

even if they start now, which like as not they won't."




"Probably they'll be waitin' till mornin'," said Eddie,

"thinkin' they could pick up our trail better then."




"That's sure a long way off," said Mart. "I don't see how you

seen it in the first place, Eddie;" and, in truth, the distant

campfire was little more than a glowing speck in the far distance.

Only the keenest eyes could have detected it at all and even to

such it did not burn steadily, but twinkled like a distant star of

lesser magnitude.




"Well, you fellers get busy," said Bryam. "I'll wake the girl

and get the grub."




"Better let her sleep as long as we can," said Eddie.




"The hell with her," said Bryam. "She aint no better than we

are."




"She's a girl," said Eddie, "and we ought to treat her as decent

as we can."




"Don't be so soft," snapped Bryam.




"I aint soft," said Eddie, "but I aint stuck on this business.

Kidnappin' women aint never been my particular line of

business."




"Quit beefin'," said Mart, "and come on;" and Eddie followed off

into the darkness in search of the hobbled horses.




Bryam went to the cabin door and opened it. "Say, you!" he

called. "Wake up. We're leavin'."




Wake up! Kay White had been sitting wide eyed through the long

hours since they had brought her to Bryam's shack. She could

scarcely have forced herself to lie down upon the filthy thing that

Bryam called a bed, but she knew that even had she done so, she

could not have slept. She felt physical fatigue; but her mind was

too awake, too active to entertain any thoughts of sleep.




"Dya hear me?" demanded Bryam.




"I heard you," replied the girl. "I am ready."




"I'm fixin' some grub," said Bryam. "When it's ready, I'll call

you."




The girl, sitting in the rickety chair before the rough table,

made no reply, as her thoughts, bridging the interruption, attacked

once more the tangled skein they sought to unravel. She had been

able only to guess at the motive for her abduction, since her

captors would tell her nothing; but the logical surmise was that

she would be held for ransom.




In the first instant of her capture she had sensed intuitively

that Cory Blaine had deliberately led her into the trap; but when

she had seen how roughly they had treated him and how heartlessly

they had left him bound and gagged in the desolate gulch, that

theory had been somewhat shaken. Then, again and again, the idea

had forced itself upon her that perhaps in some way Bruce Marvel

was responsible. There had been something mysterious about him.

Both she and Dora Crowell had sensed that. He certainly was not

what he had tried to lead them to believe he was, and this fact

furnished a substantial groundwork for her suspicion.




Yet always she put the thought aside, refusing to accept it; and

when the two men had brought her to Hi Bryam's cabin, her suspicion

settled once more upon Cory Blaine; yet why had Marvel chosen to

leave the ranch at this particular time? That question troubled

her, for she knew that he had been planning to remain longer. Could

it be that the paper chase had given him the opportunity for which

he had been waiting. She remembered his refusal to accompany the

party to Crater Mountain and that this refusal had followed the

announcement that the paper chase would take place the following

day and what a silly excuse he had given for remaining at the

ranch—hunting horse's teeth indeed! Added to all this was the

fact that he had quickly given up his search for teeth and had

absented himself alone from the ranch for hours; but further than

that she could never pursue this line of thought, since it

invariably stopped before the blank wall of unreasoning belief in

the integrity of the man.




"He could not have done it," she murmured. She sprang to her

feet almost defiantly and raised her eyes to the black shadows

among the rafters. "He did not do it," she said aloud.




"What's that?" asked Bryam from beyond the doorway.




She walked out to where the man stood beside the fire. "Cory

Blaine did this," she said, "and you may tell him for me that there

are two men in the world, one of whom will kill him for

it—the one who catches him first."




"Blaine had nothing to do with it," snapped Bryam. "Here's the

grub and you better eat. You got a long ride ahead of you."




In silence she ate the rough fare, for she knew that she must

maintain her strength; and the three men with her ate, too, in

silence, while the hounds nosed among them, whining for scraps.




"What you goin' to do with the pooches, Hi?" asked Mart, after

he had finished eating.




"Leave 'em here," replied Bryam. "They can rustle plenty grub in

the hills."




"Won't they follow us?" asked Eddie.




"Not if I tell 'em to stay here," replied Bryam.




"I've been thinkin'," said Mart suddenly.




"That aint one of the things that nobody aint expectin' of you,"

said Bryam.




"You listen," said the other.




"I'm listenin'."




"That campfire down there has upset all our plans. Everybody

knows you're batchin' up here, huntin' lion. If they find you gone

and your dogs here, that'll look funny to 'em."




"Well, what's to be done about it?"




"You ought to stay here," continued Mart. "It will be a whole

lot safer for you and for us, too."




"How do you make that out?" demanded Bryam.




"If they find you here they aint goin' to suspicion you, are

they?"




"No. That's right, too."




"And if you're here when they come, you can send them off on a

wrong trail after us."




"That's where your head aint no good," said Bryam. "If you come

here with the girl, then I must have known somethin' about it; and

if you didn't come here, how could I tell 'em what trail you went

on?"




"You don't have to tell 'em the girl was here. Tell 'em two

fellers you never seen before rid in over the ridge from the east,

bummed some grub and asked the trail to Deming; then say that they

rid back up over the ridge to the east."




"That would be a hell of a trail to Deming," said Bryam.




"Sure it would," agreed Mart; "but don't you see that fellers

stealin' the girl would just naturally beat it for the roughest

country they could find?"




"That aint such a bad scheme," said Eddie.




"It's a durn good one," admitted Bryam.




"We'll ride up the canyon a bit, then cut across to the west

ridge and follow that to the One Mile Creek Trail. You can easy

brush out our trail above camp for a ways, then ride your horse up

the east trail to the summit, come down somewhere else and ride him

up again, pickin' another new place to come down into camp. That'll

give a fresh horse trail to the east summit, and they aint goin' to

stop to try and figure out whether there were two horses or three

went up, even if they could tell, which probably they

couldn't."




"You aint such a fool as you look," admitted Bryam

grudgingly.




"Well, let's get started," said Eddie. "Come on, Miss, here's

your horse."




"May I go back into the cabin a moment?" asked Kay. "I left my

handkerchief there I think."




"Well hurry up," said Bryam.




She ran quickly into the cabin, but she did not search for any

handkerchief. Instead she gathered up a deck of greasy playing

cards that had been lying on the table and slipped them into the

pocket of her leather coat. A moment later she was outside again

and had mounted.




Mart led the way up the canyon, his horse following the trail in

the darkness. Directly behind him rode Kay, and following her was

Eddie. They had temporarily, at least, discarded their original

plan of leading Kay's horse, for it was obvious that this would

have been most difficult upon the steep, rough trail, zig-zagging

up the canyonside to the summit of the western ridge. They had

warned her against the danger of attempting to escape, since a

single misstep from the trail might result in injury or death to

her; and she knew that they were right.




In the darkness Kay took one of the playing cards from her

pocket and tied her handkerchief tightly about it. When she saw

Mart turn abruptly from the trail toward the ridge at their right,

she dropped the handkerchief and the card to the ground, knowing

there was no likelihood that he would perceive what she had done.

Then she took another card from her pocket and tore it in two,

dropping the halves at intervals; and so she marked their way until

they entered the main trail leading up the hillside.




Perhaps no one would come that way to see. Perhaps, if they did,

they might not interpret the significance of the signs that she had

left; but if someone did chance to see and guess the truth, she

knew that she had plainly blazed for such the trail of her

abductors onward from Bryam's shack.




The trail, bad enough in the daytime, seemed infinitely worse at

night, yet they reached the summit of the ridge in safety and were

moving southward on more level ground.








With dogged determination, Bruce Marvel followed the trail upward

into Mill Creek Canyon. Baldy had responded nobly to the call upon

him; but as the man had done all that he could to conserve his

horse's strength, the animal had not, as yet, shown indications of

fatigue.




"Baldy, I'm banking on you," said the man in low tones. "You

saved her once and you're going to again. If we find her at

Bryam's, it won't be long now; but if they've left and hit the

trail for Kelly's in Sonora, you and I got some ride cut out for

us; but I reckon we can catch 'em, Baldy. I seen their horses

yesterday, and they aint one-two with you. No, sir, old man, beside

you they is just plain scrubs."




Once again he lapsed into his usual state of silence, but his

mind was active with plans and memories.




He recalled, as he often did, Kay's tone of disgust when she had

reproached him for having thrown Blaine's boot into the fire. She

had never spoken of it again, but he knew that she had not

forgotten it and that by that much he had lowered himself in her

estimation. He admired her for not reverting to it

again—another might have reminded him of it. Yes, she was a

brick all right.




XVII. — TORN PLAYING

CARDS
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BEHIND him, several hours now, rode the posse,

headed by the deputy sheriff of Porico County; and behind the posse

came Cory Blaine. He would have been glad to have passed them so

that he might reach Bryam's shack first; but there seemed little

likelihood that he would be able to do so; for they were

maintaining a good gait and riding steadily, while a detour from

the trail that would permit him to pass them unseen would

necessitate negotiating rough terrain which could not but retard

his own speed.




He cursed the luck that had brought John White to the ranch one

day too soon and thus upset all his well laid plans, for he

believed that if White had not been there Butts would have been

able to have delayed the formation of a searching party until the

following day at least.




And then, at last, in his darkest hour, fortune smiled upon him,

for the posse halted to rest the horses.




Blaine did not know this until, unexpectedly, he saw a tiny fire

glowing ahead of him, perhaps a half mile away. He watched it grow

as he drew nearer until at last its leaping flame revealed the

figures of men gathered about it.




"That," he said, "is what I call luck."




He reined his horse to the left, out of the trail, with the

intention of passing around the posse, coming into the main trail

again ahead of them.




Low hills, cut with washes, came close to Mill Creek at this

point; and it was necessary for Blaine's horse to pick his way

carefully through the darkness. Perhaps a better horseman, or a

more considerate man, would have dismounted and led the animal; but

Blaine, like many of his kind, was only a rider and no horseman;

nor was he instinctively considerate of anything other than his own

interests. He was tired, and so it pleased him to ride; and his

horse, willing and obedient, did its best, though twice it nearly

fell.




The two had covered half the distance of the detour and were

opposite the camp of the posse when suddenly the bank of a dry wash

gave way, precipitating horse and rider to the bottom. Fortunately

for Blaine, he fell clear of the animal.




Scrambling to his feet, Cory approached his mount. Seizing the

reins, he urged it up and it tried to respond to his command, but

only fell back upon its side with a groan; then he cursed it

beneath his breath and kicked it, and once again the creature

struggled to arise. It almost succeeded this time and before it

sank to earth again, the pale starlight had revealed to the man the

hopelessness of its condition—a leg was broken.




For a moment Blaine stood in dumb, futile rage beside the beast;

then, to his credit, he did the one merciful thing that he could

do. Drawing his revolver, he shot the animal through the

brain—a shot that brought every member of the posse to alert

attention.




Far away, along the trail, the shot sounded faintly in the ears

of a solitary horseman. He reined in and sat motionless for a full

minute, listening; then he rode on, puzzled but not diverted from

his course.




"Now what the hell was that?" exclaimed the deputy sheriff, who,

with the other members of his posse, stepped quickly away from the

fire at the sound of the shot.




"Hey, some of you fellers!" came a voice out of the darkness.

"Come up here and give me a lift."




"Who are you?" demanded the deputy.




"Cory Blaine," came the reply.




The entire posse moved in the direction of Blaine. "What's the

matter?" demanded one of them, after they had located the man in

the bottom of the dry wash.




"I had to shoot my horse," replied Blaine. "He busted a leg. I

tried to get my saddle off him, but the cinch ring caught somewhere

underneath him. I need someone to give me a hand."




"What you doin' up here anyway?" demanded the deputy

sheriff.




"I was followin' you fellers, and I guess I got off the trail,"

replied Blaine. "It was sure dumb."




They helped him with his saddle, and he walked back to camp with

it and his bridle.




"Will one of you fellers let me have a horse?" asked Blaine. The

question apparently aroused no enthusiasm. "I got to get on," he

said. "You see I feel more or less responsible for that girl."




"I don't reckon none of the boys want to hoof it back to town,"

said the deputy sheriff.




"I'll pay him a good price for his horse, if he will," insisted

Blaine, "and he can pick up a fresh one at the ranch."




"I reckon," said the deputy sheriff, after another long silence,

"that you better ride along double with one of us. Come mornin'

we'll like as not run on to some range horses."




"I'll allow that's about the best we can do," said another; and

so it was that when the posse took up the march again, following a

considerable rest, Cory Blaine rode behind one of the men, while

another packed his saddle, and a third carried his bridle.




Shortly after dawn, true to the deputy's prophecy, they sighted

a bunch of range horses. Three of the men rode out from the posse

and drove them in and shortly thereafter one of them had been roped

and saddled; and once again, to his relief, Blaine had a mount.




To leave them and ride ahead now was impossible, for they were

pushing their horses to the utmost; and though the animal he rode

was fresh and could have outdistanced the others, perhaps, the

deputy sheriff would not permit him to ride ahead of the posse,

though his reasons therefor, prompted perhaps more by egotism than

necessity, were vague.




Though he chafed beneath the authority of the officer, Blaine

might still console himself with the knowledge that the trail up

Mill Creek Canyon was often in plain sight from Bryam's shack, thus

giving him the hope, that amounted almost to assurance, that the

party there would see the posse in ample time to permit them to

make good their escape.








Far up toward the head of Mill Creek Canyon, Hi Bryam sat in the

doorway of his shack smoking his pipe. Far below him he saw the

canyon spread out into a valley, through which Mill Creek wound,

its tortuous course marked by the green of the verdure along its

banks, standing out in bold relief against the purple and brown of

the surrounding landscape. Little specks moved here and there upon

the face of the valley. Grazing cattle and horses they were, and to

the man they were just a part of the landscape, attracting no

particular attention. But presently another speck appeared; and

though to an unpracticed eye it might have appeared no different

from the others, it brought Bryam to immediate and alert

attention.




"That would be Blaine," he soliloquized. "I sorta got an idear

he bit off more'n he can chaw this time. Somehow I wish I hadn't

had nuthin' to do with it. Folks is funny that way. You can steal

somebody's money and nobody seems to get terribly excited about it,

except the feller whose money it was. But steal a woman or a kid

and by God it's everybody's business, and they all want to kill

you."




He sat for a long time watching the approaching horseman; and

then he arose and went inside the cabin and returned with his

rifle, an old Springfield thirty-thirty.




He sat down again with the weapon lying loosely across his

knees, his eyes steadily upon the man and the horse drawing

constantly nearer.




After awhile he arose again. "That don't look like Cory," he

muttered. "I reckon I'd better hide out 'till I see who it is." He

walked slowly toward a clump of trees, growing part way up on the

side of the canyon, perhaps two hundred feet from the shack. His

four hounds, lazing about near him, rose to follow. "Go on back,

you," he said, and, obediently, they did as they were bid.








Bruce Marvel rode openly up to Bryam's shack, for he knew that it

was useless to attempt to approach unseen. If anyone were there,

eyes, he knew, had been watching him for many minutes; and he knew,

too, that the best way to disarm suspicion was to avoid suspicious

action. To ride up boldly would disarm them. He thought that Kay

White was there; but he did not expect to see her, nor did he

expect to take her away single-handed from three men. He did not

believe that she was in any immediate danger, even though he still

thought that Cory Blaine was with her; for he believed that

Blaine's prime object was to collect a ransom and that he would not

harm her as long as there was any hope of that.




On the way up he had made his plans very carefully. He had

decided that he would tell whoever was there that Kay was lost and

that he was looking for her. Bryam, or whoever else was there,

would tell him, of course, that they knew nothing about it, that

they had not seen her. Then he would ride on; but instead of

following directly on the trail to Sonora, he would ride up to the

ridge on the east, leading them to believe that he was hopelessly

off the trail.




This ridge, he knew, joined the other at the point where Dora

Crowell had shot the lion and from that point he foresaw little

difficulty in finding the One Mile Creek Trail, where he purposed

lying in wait for Kay and her abductors, for, long before, he had

connected up the conversation that he had overheard in Bryam's

shack the last night of the lion hunt, which fitted in so perfectly

with all that had since transpired that he was now confident that

it had related to the plan for Kay's abduction.




As Marvel drew up before the shack he called aloud to attract

attention. The dogs had already come to meet him, but outside of

this there were no signs of life about the place.




"I reckon they seen me and they all lit out," thought

Marvel.




He dismounted; and as the dogs came to nose him, he petted the

nearer of them, but all the while his eyes were on the ground; and

from the trees on the hillside Bryam watched him, his vision

interfered with by the foliage through which he looked.




"There's somethin' familiar about that son-of-a-gun," mused the

watcher, "but I'll be danged if I can place him." Yet he hesitated

to come out of hiding, and stood in silence while Bruce remounted

and rode on up the canyon.




In the trampled earth in front of the cabin he had read a story

that told him much. He had seen the fresh prints of horses hoofs

and of the boots of men and among them the imprint of a small,

high-heeled boot; and he knew that he was upon the right trail.




Just above the cabin, along the fresh trail of three horses, he

came to a point where the spoor suddenly vanished. To one side lay

a leafy branch freshly torn from a tree. The leaves at its lower

end were frayed and dust covered; a shadow of a smile touched

Marvel's lips.




"Punk work," he thought, as he rode on up the trail from which

Bryam had brushed the signs of the passing of the three

horsemen.




For a hundred feet the trail had been brushed clean of hoof

prints and then they commenced again, as Marvel had known that they

would. He rode on for another hundred yards until his eyes were

attracted by something lying in the trail. Reining Baldy in, he

leaned from his saddle and picked the thing up—a dainty

handkerchief tied about a greasy playing card. For an instant he

gazed at the tiny bit of linen; then, almost reverently, he tucked

it inside his shirt. "Poor little kid," he murmured. "I wonder if

you thought of me when you dropped this," and then he shook his

head; "but, of course, you didn't for you don't know how much I

love you."




At the point where the handkerchief and the card had been

dropped, Marvel saw that the horsemen had turned abruptly to the

right; and following their trail he came presently upon half of a

torn playing card. "Paper chasin' has its advantages," he

soliloquized. "It learns people tricks they might not have thought

of." But here he did not need the evidence of the card. The spoor

lay plain before him, leading diagonally up the side of the ridge,

back in the direction of the cabin.




With knitted brows, Bryam watched the rider, and now for the

first time he took particular note of the horse. "Hell!" he

muttered under his breath. "That's that Baldy horse that the dude

rode."




The horse and rider were now in plain sight upon the flank of

the ridge; and something in the way the man sat his horse, in the

way he carried his shoulders seemed familiar to Bryam; and then, at

last, he recognized him. "I'm a son-of-a-gun," he ejaculated, "if

it aint that nosey dude."




Bryam was worried. He was no intellectual giant, but he had

brains enough to see that Marvel was upon the trail of the girl and

her abductors and to realize that the man knew that he was on the

right trail. Here was disaster. Here was the end of his dream of

affluence, to his share of the ransom money; and here, too, was a

man who might definitely link him to the crime.




Bryam stepped from behind the trees that had concealed him, and

as he did so he cocked his rifle. Throwing it to his shoulder, he

took deliberate aim, while Marvel, guiding Baldy along the steep

hillside, was concentrating his attention upon the spoor that he

was following.




Bryam squeezed the trigger. A spurt of dust rose on the hillside

on a level with Marvel's head; and with the simultaneous crack of

the rifle, the man was electrified into instant action.




Almost as though he had been actuated by the same mechanism that

released the hammer on Bryam's rifle, Marvel wheeled in his saddle,

a forty-four ready in his hand.




Bryam was an excellent shot and so sure of himself that he could

not have conceived that he might miss such an easy target; and so

he had lowered his rifle after the first shot, certain of the

result. Perhaps the clean miss disconcerted him, for he hesitated

just an instant before he threw his rifle to his shoulder again for

a second shot—a second shot that was never fired; for before

he could align his sights, Marvel's old forty-four had spoken and

Bryam, clutching at his breast, pitched forward upon his face.






For a moment Marvel sat watching his man to make sure that he

was harmless; and then he reined on up the side of the ridge,

turning constantly in the saddle to watch Bryam.




"He aint dead," he muttered, "but he sure is too sick to do any

shootin'."




It was a hard pull to the summit, and he rested Baldy twice; but

at last he rode into the more level trail along the top of the

ridge and here another fragment of a playing card marked the way.

At intervals he continued to find them; and always they brought a

strange lump into his throat—these inarticulate appeals for

help that the girl had left behind her.




"She's game," he murmured. "She sure is game, and she aint lost

her head either."




He tried to figure how far ahead of him his quarry was, and from

the signs along the trail he judged that it could not be more than

five hours. His greatest fear and his greatest hope lay in Baldy.

Their horses must have rested at Bryam's for several hours, but

Baldy had had but two or three brief rests since the previous

evening; yet he showed only the slightest indications of

fatigue.




"I thought Bull's Eye was some horse, old boy," murmured Marvel,

"but I guess you've got him faded, though," he added meditatively,

"of course Bull's Eye never had nuthin' so important as this to

travel for."




XVIII. — ON THE TRAIL




  

	Table of Contents

  






MARVEL was far on the trail toward the south when

the deputy sheriff and his posse rode up to Bryam's shack. The

deputy was in the lead and the first thing that attracted his

attention was four hounds that rose bristling and growling from

about the body of a man a short distance up the side of the canyon

to the left of the shack.




Riding quickly over to the prostrate man the deputy dismounted,

while the hounds withdrew a short distance watching him

suspiciously. He turned Bryam over on his back and saw that he

still lived, though his shirt and the ground beneath him were

soaked with blood.




The wounded man opened his eyes and looked up into the face of

the deputy. Feebly he raised his hand and tried to point toward the

east. "They," he gasped—"they headed for Deming over the east

ridge."




Cory Blaine, who had been riding at the rear of the posse, rode

up now and dismounted.




"Who shot you?" demanded the deputy.




With an effort that seemed to require all his remaining

strength, Bryam answered, "That damned dude, Marvel." Then he saw

Cory and beckoned to him to lean closer. "Send 'em away," he said.

"I want to speak to you alone."




The deputy sheriff heard, but he hesitated.




"Let him speak to me alone," said Blaine. "I don't know what he

wants, but I reckon it's about his family."




Withdrawing, the deputy motioned the other men away; and Cory

knelt close and bent his ear close to Bryam's lips. "What is it,

Hi?" he asked.




Bryam struggled and gasped. "He—," blood rushed from

between his lips. He coughed and there was a rattling in his throat

as he tried to speak again; then he sagged limply to the

ground.




For a moment, squatting on his heels, Blaine looked at him; then

he rose and turned toward the deputy. "He's done," he said.




"What did he tell you?" asked the officer, coming forward.




"He never got a chance to tell me nuthin'," said Cory. "He just

died."




"Who's this guy Marvel he was tellin' about?" asked the

deputy.




"He's the feller who rustled the girl," said Blaine.




"What makes you think that?" asked the officer.




"He was a guest up at my place and he got stuck on her. It got

so bad that I kicked him out yesterday; but he must have had

everything arranged, for he held me and the girl up and took her

away from me. He knows her old man is rich and he's lookin' for the

ransom. He can't be very far ahead of us because Bryam aint been

shot long. The trail's hot now and you ought to pick him up before

dark."




"Hell!" ejaculated the deputy. "There aint no trail over this

here east ridge to Deming. That's the worst damn country anywhere

about."




"So much the easier to get 'em," replied Blaine. "There's three

of 'em; and they aint goin' to travel very fast—the girl

can't stand it. If you start right now you ought to overhaul 'em

before dark."




"There aint much use," said the deputy, "but we'll try it."




"I'll stay here and bury Hi," said Blaine, "and then I'll follow

along and catch up with you."




"Come on, boys," called the deputy. "Water your horses and we'll

get goin'."




As Cory Blaine watched the posse zig-zagging up the steep trail

toward the summit of the east ridge, he was unquestionably worried.

Uppermost in his mind was the question as to what Bruce Marvel had

been doing here at Bryam's camp on the trail of Eddie and Mart. Who

was the man? How had he got a start on all of them and what had led

up to the gunfight between him and Bryam? As he tried to visualize

all that had happened and the tragedy that had been enacted here at

the head of Mill Creek Canyon, he reached the conclusion, from what

Bryam had told the deputy sheriff, that his confederate had been

successful in mis-directing Marvel onto the east trail; and by

sending the sheriff and the posse after him, Bryam had given Eddie

and Mart ample time in which to make good their escape into

Sonora.




"Things aint turnin' out so bad after all," soliloquized Blaine.

"This is just the break that I've been lookin' for."




He watched the riders picking their way up toward the summit of

the ridge, but he did not move until the last of them had

disappeared beyond the crest; then he swung quickly into his saddle

and spurred up the trail toward the summit of the west ridge,

leaving Hi Bryam lying where he died.








The sun was sinking in the west as Bruce Marvel started the descent

upon the south side of the range. Below him lay a broad, desolate

valley, and in the distance another range of mountains beyond which

lay Mexico.




Level as a billiard table appeared the wide expanse of sage-

dotted plain below him, but he well knew that it was a rough and

rugged terrain cut by many washes. The trail that he was following

descended along the summit of a hogback toward the distant valley.

He paused for an instant upon this lofty shoulder of the range, his

eyes searching far ahead in the hope that they might find a trace

of the three riders who had preceded him. In the distance the

outlines of another range of mountains lay purple against the sky,

a low saddle marking the pass through which he knew the trail led

onward into Sonora.




Far away he thought he discerned an indication of dust along the

trail that the quarry would be following, and as he moved forward

again his eyes dropped to a scrap of pasteboard lying on the ground

ahead of him. It was half of a queen of hearts. Leaning from the

saddle, he picked it up and tucked it in a pocket of his shirt.

"Almost like gettin' a message from her," he soliloquized. "The

queen of hearts—that would be a love letter. Shucks! I'm

gettin' foolish in the head."




He rode on down an easy declivity, and twice again he thought he

saw dust across the valley. Occasionally a fragment of a playing

card appeared in the trail and it seemed to the lonely rider almost

like talking to the girl who had dropped them.




Night was falling as he wound down the trail along the lower

slopes of the mountains. His greatest immediate concern now was for

Baldy. He had watered the horse in Mill Creek just above Bryam's

cabin, but he had seen no signs of water out across the desolate,

barren valley that he was entering; and Baldy had been traveling

now for almost twenty hours with only a few brief rests. There was

still a little grain left in the gunny sack at the cantle of his

saddle, and once again he halted to rest and feed his mount and

turn his blanket.




As yet the man himself felt neither hunger nor fatigue; and he

knew that were it not for the shortage of water, both he and the

horse could go on for many hours longer.




In the mountains across the valley there was water; and he

determined to push on all night, if necessary, to reach it before

the heat of a new day beat down upon them, taking its toll of

moisture from their bodies.




While Baldy ate, Marvel examined the animal's feet and rubbed

his legs; then he lay down upon his back for a few minutes, seeking

the refreshing rest of absolute relaxation.




"Everything was working out so pretty, Baldy. It's too bad this

had to happen," he said. "Another day or two at the most and it

never could have happened; but me and you will straighten it out

yet, old man." Baldy looked up from his oats and gazed reflectively

at the man. "I used to think Bull's Eye was the best horse in the

world," said Marvel, "but I reckon he'll have to take his hat off

to you after this trip. Of course, he never had no such chance as

you. You got the break, Baldy. I guess no other horse in the world

ever had such a break. You're goin' to be a regular hero,

Baldy—packin' me all them miles to save the sweetest thing

the sun ever shone on."




It never occurred to Marvel that he might fail, so sure was he

of his horse and himself. It was not egotism, but absolute self-

confidence, coupled with the knowledge that he must not fail, which

gave him this assurance.




"Well," he said presently, rising to his feet, "I reckon we'd

better be hittin' the trail. We've loafed long enough."




He laid the blanket upon the horse's back, carefully smoothing

out the wrinkles in the cloth; and then he lifted the heavy saddle

from the ground. "Here's where one o' them postage stamps would

come in handy," he remarked. "There really aint no sense in a horse

packin' all this weight, which aint no use in a case like

this."




Baldy appeared not even mildly interested in the relative merits

of stock and English saddles. He grunted to the tightening of the

forward cinch, and when he felt the rear cinch touch his belly he

flattened his ears and reached back in that peculiar gesture of

viciousness with which most horses indicate their disapproval of

cinches in general and rear cinches in particular.




The trail lay dimly visible before him as Marvel turned Baldy's

nose again toward the south; and presently it dropped into the

mouth of a wide canyon, which it followed downward for a couple of

miles. Crossing the canyon, which here turned toward the right, it

rose abruptly again to higher ground.




Before the rider there lay once more the wide expanse of valley

that now was but a black void, rimmed upon the south by the black

outlines of the mountains, with the low saddle in the distance the

only landmark to point the way.




"It's just like a great big black curtain turned upside down,"

mused Marvel. "It hides everything and makes a fellow wonder what's

behind it. She's out there in it somewhere—I wish I knew just

where. She don't guess that I'm here; and I reckon it wouldn't make

any more difference to her if she did than as if it was Bud or some

other fellow; but it means a lot to me—it means everything.

I—"




His soliloquy came to an abrupt stop, as far away in the

distance a point of light shone unexpectedly and mysteriously

against the black pall.




"That sure was an answer all right," he said, "jumpin' up like

that right when I was wishin' I knew where she was. They sure must

be crazy to light a fire now, unless they think they got such a

start that no one can catch up to 'em anyway."




He was moving on again now and at the same time endeavoring to

restrain himself from urging Baldy to a faster gait; but his better

judgment prevailed, and he saved his horse at the expense of his

own nerves, which chafed at the slow progress toward the goal which

seemed now in sight.




For a great deal of the time the light was hidden when the trail

dropped down onto lower ground and always then he feared that he

might not see it again; but at intervals his view of it recurred

and always it grew larger as he approached it until at last, just

before the first streak of dawn had lighted the eastern sky, he

topped a little rise of ground to see the fire in plain sight a few

hundred yards away. It was burning low now—mostly a mass of

glowing embers—and he could distinguish nothing in its

vicinity.




He reined in his horse and dismounted quietly, praying that if

this were indeed the camp he sought, the horses that he knew must

be staked or hobbled nearby would not discover Baldy's presence and

nicker a revealing welcome.




He led Baldy back along the trail to lower ground where the

horse would be out of sight of the occupants of the camp, and tying

him to a low bush, Marvel returned in the direction of the

campfire. As he approached the higher ground from which it was

visible, he dropped to his hands and knees and taking advantage of

the bushes which dotted the ground, he crawled slowly forward. The

stars had faded from the eastern sky, and the growing light of a

new dawn was showing above the horizon.




Carefully the man crept forward. He could not afford to take the

chance of premature discovery, for he was not sure just how many

men he would have to face. He did not believe that Cory Blaine had

been with the party at Bryam's shack, for he had seen the man ride

out of camp that morning on a horse called Pudding Foot, which was

remarkable for the roundness and size of his hoofs. The prints of

Pudding Foot's feet he would have recognized, and he had seen no

sign of them anywhere along the trail, but he did believe it

possible that Blaine might have joined them later by another trail.

So it was possible that he might have three desperate men to

contend with instead of two; and then again there was the

possibility that he would find no one about the campfire, at which

they may have cooked some food and ridden on. With that thought

came the first intimation of the nervous tension under which he had

been laboring, for he broke into a cold sweat as he contemplated

the possibility that, after all, he might not find Kay White

here.




XIX. — "STICK 'EM UP!"
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NOW, at last, he was within a few yards of the

glowing embers, which were temporarily hidden from him by a low

bush that had offered him concealment as he crawled forward.

Removing his hat, he raised his head slowly until he could look

over the top of the bush. In front of him, and now visible in the

growing light of the new day, he saw a man sitting by the fire half

reclining against a pile of saddles; and on the ground, beyond the

fire, two forms were stretched.




Marvel replaced his hat upon his head and rose slowly, a

forty-four in each hand. He advanced softly toward the man sleeping

against the saddles; and now he was close enough to recognize that

one of the other figures was that of a woman, and he breathed an

almost audible sigh of relief. Beyond the camp he saw three horses

standing patiently.




All this he took in in a single, brief glance; then he

spoke.




"Stick 'em up!" he snapped sharply. "It's all over. I've got you

covered."




Instantly the three awoke. "Stick 'em up!" snapped Marvel again,

and the hands of the man by the saddle went quickly above his head;

but the other man leaped to his feet and reached for his gun.




It all happened very quickly, so quickly that Kay White,

awakened from a sleep of utter physical and nervous exhaustion,

scarcely realized that she had seen a man killed. Sharp words had

awakened her, and as she opened her eyes she had seen a sudden

streak of fire accompanied by the bellow of a forty-four; and then

the man that she had heard called Mart had pitched forward upon his

face and lain very still, his body almost touching her feet.




"Get up," said the killer to the man against the saddles, "and

keep 'em up. Face the other way."




There was a note in the man's voice that was familiar to the

girl, but she knew at once that it was not Cory Blaine. Only once

before had she heard Marvel speak with a tone of authority; and

then his voice had not been hardened by long suppressed hate and

anger; so she recognized only a strange familiarity, while his

clothes meant nothing to her since she had never seen him dressed

thus before, and it was not yet light enough to distinguish his

features. She saw him slip one of his own guns into its holster and

remove the weapon from Eddie's holster. Then he turned to her.




"You all right, Kay?" he asked. "They aint hurt you none, have

they?" And with the sudden change in his tone, she recognized

him.




"Bruce!" she exclaimed. "I—" A sob choked other words in

her throat.




"You're all right now, Kay," he said. "There can't nuthin'

happen to you now. Your papa is at the ranch, and we'll have you

back there in no time. But tell me first, did either of these men

harm you? If they did, I'm goin' to kill this one now. I aint goin'

to take no chances with the law. It lets too many of them

escape."




"I never done nuthin' to her," said the man in a voice that was

barely articulate, so muffled was it by some impediment of

speech.




"No," said Kay. "They treated me all right, especially Eddie.

That is Eddie there," she explained, indicating the man standing

before Marvel.




"Yes," said Marvel. "I know Eddie. I've been lookin' for him for

a long time."




"Who the hell are you?" demanded Eddie. "I never seen you

before."




"And that wise guy, who thought he could beat me to the draw

after I drawed, would be Mart, wouldn't he?" demanded Marvel.




"Who are you anyway?" demanded Eddie.




"It wouldn't do you no good to know now, son," replied Marvel.

"When you should have known who I was was a couple of days ago." He

stepped quickly over to Mart and, stooping, recovered the gun that

had dropped from the man's hand when he fell and also extricated

the other from its holster. Then he laid all four weapons beside

Kay. "Watch 'em," he said. "That feller may not be dead. I aint got

time to examine him now." He turned to Eddie. "Take a tie rope off

o' one of them saddles," he said, and when the man had done as he

was bid, Marvel secured his wrists behind him.




Kay White sat in bewildered silence, partially overcome by the

sudden turn in her fortune and partially by her surprise at seeing

Marvel in this new role. Here was no man playing a part, and she

realized that for the first time she was looking upon the real

Bruce Marvel. She noted his clothes as the light increased and how

much a part of him they seemed. She recalled the doubt that she had

felt concerning him, and she wanted to say something to him. She

wanted to explain and to ask his forgiveness, but she did not know

how to say it; so she remained silent.




"Got any grub in camp, Eddie?" asked Marvel. "I aint eat for so

long I've forgotten what it's like."




"There's food in a couple of them bags," said Eddie sullenly,

pointing to the pile of saddles.




Marvel searched among the bags. In one he found a frying pan, a

coffee pot and some tin cups, and in another bacon, potatoes and a

can of coffee, in addition to which there were three canteens, one

of which was full and another that had some water in it.




"I reckon this'll do," he said. "Hungry, Kay?"




"Not very," she replied.




"Well, you better eat," he said. "We got a long pull ahead of us

yet and you've got to keep your strength."




He busied himself preparing their frugal meal and when it was

ready, he served Kay, after which he freed Eddie's hands that he,

too, might eat.




While he ate Marvel squatted on his heels directly in front of

Eddie. "Where's Blaine?" he demanded suddenly.




"He—" Eddie hesitated. "How the hell do I know where he

is?"




"Listen, Eddie, I know all about you," said Marvel. "Come clean

and it may go easier with you. I think you're expectin' Blaine. I

want to know when you expect him and what trail he's comin' on. If

you don't answer me, or if you lie to me, and Blaine comes on us

unexpected, I'm goin' to shoot you first."




"He's comin' the same trail we come on," replied Eddie after

considerable hesitation. "He didn't aim on catchin' up to us until

after we reached—" He stopped.




"Until after you reached Kelly's place in Sonora," suggested

Marvel.




"If you know so much what's the use of askin' me?" demanded

Eddie.




"There aint none," replied Marvel; "but we're goin' back to the

TF by a different trail, and if we meet Blaine on that trail you

can kiss yourself goodbye. I don't want no unexpected or

promiscuous shootin' while I got Miss White with me."




"There aint no other trail to the TF, least ways no shorter

one."




"Oh, yes, they is," said Marvel. "When I was a kid I helped my

old man trail some cattle up from the border this a-way; so I know

there's another trail and besides that, there's water on it."




Eddie contemplated Marvel for a moment. "You must be the guy

that planted all the willows on the cricks in this part of the

country," he said; "but it's funny I never seen you before."




"I told you once that you have seen me before. You saw me day

before yesterday."




A sudden light of recognition dawned in Eddie's eyes. "Why

you're that damn dude," he said.




The shadow of a smile moved Marvel's lips. "We'll be movin'

now," he said, and then he turned toward the girl. "It's mighty

hard on you, Kay, but I don't see no way out of it. We couldn't

stay here in a dry camp nohow, and then particularly I don't want

no rumpus with Blaine while you are with us."




"Don't think of me," she said. "Do whatever you believe the

right thing to do. I'm tired, of course, but I'm very far from

being exhausted."




"You're sure a wonder, Kay," he said admiringly, as he busied

himself with the rope with which he was again securing Eddie's

wrists. Then he removed Eddie's cartridge belt from about the man's

hips and handed it to Kay. "Strap this on," he said, "and take one

of those forty-fives. I hope you won't need it, but I'll feel safer

if you have it."




As she followed his instructions, he walked out and brought in

the three horses, which she held while he saddled and bridled

them.




"Where is your horse?" she asked.




"I hid him over yonder," he replied. "We'll pick him up on our

way out."




"What are you going to do with him?" She nodded her head toward

Mart's body.




"I can't do nuthin' with him," replied Marvel. "We aint got

nuthin' to dig a hole with and we aint got time if we had. I might

pack him in on his horse, but we may need the horse. One of our's

might give out."




"You are just going to leave him lying there?" she asked

incredulously.




"There aint no other way, Kay," he replied; "and even that is

too good for him." His tone was as hard as his words, for they

reflected the contempt that he held for the dead man.




She said no more, but mounted Lightfoot and turned her back upon

the body of the dead Mart. Marvel assisted Eddie into the saddle;

and then he mounted Mart's horse, and the three rode to where Baldy

was tied.




"I reckon I'll give you a rest, old man," he said, and handing

the lead rope to Kay, he remounted. "I'll lead Eddie's horse," he

said, "and you follow with Baldy. It's been a long time since I've

been over this trail, but if I remember right there's water in the

next ten or fifteen miles."




Since the unexpected arrival of Marvel and the rapid and grim

sequence of events that had followed, Kay White had scarcely

spoken. Perhaps the shock to her nervous system, already weakened

by fatigue, had left her dazed; but now as she rode along the trail

in the rear of Marvel and Eddie she had time to review the

happenings of the past hour. Uppermost in her mind, naturally, was

the killing of Mart. Never before had she witnessed tragedy at such

close range; and she was impressed more by the horror of the

casualness of it, perhaps, than she was by the death itself. It

seemed to her that a man who might have been forced to shoot a dog

would have evidenced more feeling in the matter than Marvel

had.




She almost shrank from the thought of being near him; and then

she realized that this was but a natural reaction, resulting from

emotional complexes rather than from studied and rational

consideration of the events leading up to the deed. Then came the

realization that what he had done had been for her and she was

filled with remorse for the unjust thoughts she had harbored.




Eddie rode in sullen silence, his weak and stupid face a study

of hopeless dejection. He knew nothing of the legal penalty for

kidnapping; but he was conversant with the rough and ready justice

of his fellow men, which raised within his mind the vision of a

lonely figure suspended from a tree. He did not like the picture.

It gave him a most uncomfortable sensation about the neck, and so

his mind groped muddily for a plan to escape.




Marvel, constantly alert, rode in the lead. Occasionally he

turned in his saddle and scanned the country for signs of pursuit.

He was very happy; and by way of expression he hummed snatches of a

little song that was more notable for its doleful lugubriousness

than for any intrinsic value it possessed as a work of art; and

thus, each occupied with his own thoughts, the three followed the

dim trail toward the north.




XX. — WATER!
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BLAINE, mounted upon a comparatively fresh horse,

made good time along the trail from Bryam's shack toward the south.

Before darkness had fallen the preceding day to obliterate all

signs along the way, two features of the spoor had puzzled him.

Fragments of torn playing cards appeared so often in the trail as

to convince him that someone had been blazing it for a purpose and

he could only assume, as had Marvel, that it was the girl. The

other was not quite so plain, but he thought that it indicated that

four horsemen instead of three had preceded him. His trailing

ability, however, was not so great that he could be positive of

this, nor did the signs tell him that three of the horsemen had

preceded the fourth by several hours.




So sure was he, however, that Bryam had misdirected Marvel

toward the east that he succeeded in almost convincing himself that

he was in error in believing that four horses recently had passed

along the trail.




With the coming of the new day he saw that the spoor had been

dimmed and in some places obliterated by the footprints of

nocturnal animals which, by night, follow man-made paths, the open,

dusty parts of which are the plazas of the little folk where they

come to stroll and to play.




But for such things Blaine had neither eyes nor thoughts as he

strained the former far into the distance ahead in search of some

tell-tale moving thing that might indicate the whereabouts of those

whom he sought.




"If Marvel did follow 'em and caught up with 'em," he

soliloquized, "the boys sure must have bumped him off; but if he

got the drop on 'em he would be coming back this way, and I ought

to be meeting him pretty soon." He loosened the gun in its holster

and redoubled his alertness. "It aint that I'm afraid of the damn

dude," he apologized to himself, "but he might be lyin' in wait for

me behind some bush—him and his funny panties. If I ever get

the chance I'm goin' to shoot them panties full of holes, more

especially if he's in 'em."




The trail dropped into a hollow and then rose again to higher

ground, and as he topped this rise he saw something just ahead that

brought him to a sudden stop and his gun from its holster—it

was the figure of a man lying beside the ashes of a fire.




The instant that he saw it he knew that the man was dead. At

first he thought it was Marvel because he hoped that it was; but as

he rode closer, after convincing himself that there was no one

around, he saw that it was Mart; and he cursed beneath his

breath.




Dismounting beside the dead man he turned him over on his back.

For a moment he stood looking at him. "Dead as a doornail," he

muttered. Then he stooped and ran his hand inside the dead man's

shirt. "He aint plumb cold yet," he soliloquized. "That means

whoever done this aint far off."




Searching the ground he found the spoor of three horses leading

away from the camp. At a short distance farther on, where Marvel

had left his horse, he counted the tracks of four horses leading to

the north. Nowhere ahead could he see any sign of horsemen.




"If it's that damn dude," he said, "he's lost himself, which

will give me a chance to get back to the TF ahead of him. Then

it'll be his word against mine." For a few minutes he sat there

puzzling out his problem, and then the light of a sudden

inspiration was reflected in his eyes. "No," he said, half aloud,

"it will be better than my word against his. It'll be mine and

Bryam's and Mart's. The three of us together ought to be able to

put a rope around that bozo's neck."




Blaine was a hard rider. He never gave any thought to his horse,

nor to the future, but only to the present necessity for speed; and

now he wheeled his mount and spurred back along the trail he had

come, bent only on reaching the TF Ranch ahead of Marvel and

praying as he rode that it was indeed Marvel who had overtaken his

two confederates and presumably rescued Kay White. He knew that his

horse would hold out at least as far as Bryam's; and there he could

change to Bryam's horse, which he had seen hobbled and grazing in

the vicinity of the cabin; so he had no doubts but that he could

reach the ranch long in advance of Marvel, even though the other

was not lost as he believed and was able to find his way back to

the TF without delay.








Marvel, pushing along the dim trail, was acutely aware that their

horses were commencing to weaken from fatigue and thirst under the

heat of the burning sun. He no longer hummed his sad little tune,

for he was genuinely worried, harassed as he was by the haunting

fear that the spring where his father had camped years before might

since have gone dry, or that he might miss it entirely.




Perhaps he had staked too much upon his ability to find that

waterhole. If their horses gave out and they were left afoot in

that arid waste, their situation might indeed be hopeless. He was

not thinking of himself or of the other man, but only of the girl.

He reproached himself for having taken this long chance, yet when

he considered the fact that the girl must inevitably have had to

face the dangers of a gun battle with Blaine had they returned by

the other trail, he still thought that his decision had been a wise

one, and once again his self-confidence asserted itself and he

became strong again in the conviction that they would find water

soon.




His train of thought and the long silence were broken by Eddie.

"This horse of mine aint goin' much further," he said. "He is about

through."




Marvel turned in his saddle. For some time he had had to drag

the other horse along with a couple of turns of his rope about the

horn of his saddle and now he saw that the beast was staggering and

weak.




He reined in. "We'll switch you over to this horse," he said,

"and I'll ride Baldy. How's your horse comin', Kay?"




"He seems to be holding up pretty well," she replied. "He hasn't

the weight to carry that the others have."




"You better get back on the other trail to Bryam's where we can

get water," growled Eddie. "There aint no water here."




"Shut up," admonished Marvel, "and speak when you're spoken

to."




Dismounting, they rested their horses for several minutes.

Marvel considered the advisability of abandoning Eddie's horse, but

finally decided to take him on as far as he could go, for he knew

that if he could get him to water and rest there for a couple of

hours the animal might recuperate sufficiently to prove useful to

them before their long ride was over.




Shortly after they took up the march again, Baldy lifted his

nose in the air and pricked up his ears and almost immediately the

other horses did the same, the four of them pushing suddenly

forward with accelerated speed. Marvel breathed a sigh of

relief.




"What's the matter with the horses?" called Kay from her

position in the rear. "They act as though they saw something."




"They smell water," replied Marvel, "and it makes them feel

good; but take it from me it don't make them feel half as good as

it does me."




The horses moved forward eagerly now and with vitality renewed

by anticipation of the opportunity of quenching their thirst in the

near future. The change in the spirits of their mounts seemed also

to revivify the riders; so that it was with much lighter hearts

that the three rode on beneath the pitiless rays of an Arizona sun,

Marvel giving Baldy his head in the knowledge that the animal's

instinct would lead it unerringly to the nearest water.




Ahead of them stretched what appeared to be an unbroken expanse

of rolling brush land, lying arid and uninviting in the shimmering

heat of the morning.




Presently there broke upon Marvel's vision the scene for which

he had been waiting, the picture of which he had been carrying in

his memory since boyhood—a large, bowl-like depression, in

the bottom of which green verdure proclaimed the presence of the

element that might mean the difference between life and death to

them.




As they dropped over the edge and rode down a steep trail

leading toward the water, Eddie contemplated the back of the man

riding just ahead of him. "Dude!" he murmured. "I wonder what

long-eared, locoed son-of-a-gun hitched that monicker onto this

bozo?"




"You speakin' to me, young feller?" asked Marvel, for the

mutterings of the man had come to his ears, although he had not

been able to interpret the meaning.




"You and your old man trailed cattle this a-way when you were a

kid?" asked Eddie.




"Yes."




"What made 'em think you were a dude?" demanded the man.




"Who said I was a dude?" asked Marvel.




"Butts—" Eddie stopped in confusion.




"So you know Butts, too, eh?" asked Marvel, casually.




Eddie hesitated. "I seen him once," he said at last.




"Don't worry, Eddie," said Marvel. "You aint give nuthin' away.

As I told you once before I know all about you—all five of

you."




"You think you're a smart guy," said Eddie, "but you aint got

nuthin' on me. They aint no law against my knowin' people."




"It aint so good for your health to know some folks too well,

though, Eddie," replied Bruce. "I can think of three of 'em offhand

right now—there used to be five, but two of 'em's dead."




Eddie looked up quickly from contemplation of his saddle horn.

He thought a moment. "Who's the other?" he asked.




"Bryam," replied Marvel.




"Did you kill him?"




"I had to, Eddie. He was shootin' at me with a thirty-thirty,

and for a lion hunter I will say that he was a damn poor shot." It

went against Marvel's grain to speak of this killing, much less to

boast of it; but for reasons of his own he wished to break down the

man's morale—in the vernacular, to put the fear of God into

him—and he knew that if Eddie had Bryam to think of now as

well as Mart, he would worry that much more over his own possible

fate and break the easier under the strain when the time came.




The balance of the trail into the bottom of the depression they

negotiated in silence. Marvel noted with relief that green grass

grew over a considerable area around the spring. He had not even

dared hope for such good fortune as this.




"They can't be runnin' many cattle in here this year," he said

to Eddie.




"They aint never run nuthin' in here since I've been in this

neck of the woods," replied Eddie, "and I aint never even been in

this valley before. They aint near as many cattle on the range as

they used to be since the cattle business got bumped a few years

ago, and there still bein' some rustlin' over the border, no one

ranges in here no more."




"The feed never was no good in this valley anyhow, I guess,"

said Marvel. "They used to feed in the hills on both sides and

water in this hole on the way across."




They halted beside a spring of clear, cold water that ran a

little stream for a hundred yards or so before it sank into the

earth again. Below the main spring they watered their horses,

permitting them only a little at a time. Marvel took a half hour to

this, releasing Eddie's hands that he might assist him, while Kay

filled their canteens and each of them quenched his thirst. After

the two men had hobbled their horses and turned them loose, Marvel

secured Eddie's wrists again; then the three threw themselves upon

the ground to rest.




Bruce made Kay lie at full length and relax, and he wet his

bandana and brought it and laid it across her forehead. Eddie

needed no invitation to lie down, though he grumbled at the

uncomfortable position his bound wrists necessitated. Marvel lay

where he could watch the trail down which they had come into the

depression and where, at the same time, he could watch the horses,

for he knew that they might be the first to give warning of the

approach of a pursuer. Occasionally the man turned his head and

looked at the girl lying quietly a few yards away. How soft and

small she looked; and always the sight induced a strange sensation

in his breast—a sudden fullness. "By golly," he soliloquized,

"it's just like I wanted to cry; but I don't want to cry, I want to

sing. There's something about her that makes a fellow want to sing

when he's close to her."




Presently he saw by the steady rising and falling of her breasts

that she had fallen asleep. He half rose then and hitched himself

over close to where Eddie lay. The man looked up at him. "I want to

talk to you, young fellow," he said; and then, in a low tone that

might not awaken the girl, he talked steadily for several minutes,

while the changing expressions upon the face of his listener

denoted various reactions, the most marked of which were surprise,

consternation, and fear.




"I aint askin' you nuthin'," he said in conclusion. "There aint

nuthin' to ask you, I just been tellin' you. Now if you know what's

good for you, you'll know how to act." As he ceased speaking he

drew a large pocket knife from his overalls and opened one of the

blades. Then he drew one of his forty-fours, the wooden grip of

which bore many notches, the edges of which were rounded and smooth

and polished by the use of many years. As Eddie watched him,

fascinated, Marvel cut two new notches below the older ones.




"Them's Bryam and Mart?" asked the prisoner.




Marvel nodded. "And there's room for some more yet, Eddie," he

said.




"You make all them?" asked Eddie.




"No," replied Marvel. "These guns were my father's."




"He must have been a bad man from way back," commented Eddie in

frank admiration.




"He weren't nuthin' of the kind," replied Bruce. "He was a

sheriff."




"Oh!" said Eddie.




For two hours they rested there; and while they rested, Cory

Blaine drove his faltering mount ruthlessly along the back trail

toward Bryam's.




They had had several hours start of him, but their rest and the

killing pace that he was travelling might easily permit him to

overcome the handicap; so that now it was a race with, perhaps,

much depending upon who reached the TF Ranch first, though only

Cory Blaine realized that it was a race.








For two hours Marvel permitted the girl and the horses to rest and

recuperate. Then he aroused Eddie, removed his bonds and the two

men went out and fetched the horses back to the spring. Not until

they were saddled and ready to ride did he arouse Kay.




"I hate to do it," he said, as she opened her eyes to the

pressure of his hand upon her shoulder, "but we got to get goin'.

We can't make the ranch tonight, but if the horses hold out we

ought to pull in some time after breakfast in the mornin'."




XXI. — "HE IS BUCK

MASON"
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AS they mounted and rode away, Cory Blaine was

looking down upon Bryam's shack from the summit of the ridge near

the head of Mill Creek Canyon. His horse, blowing and trembling,

faltered at the edge of the steep trail pitching down into the

canyon. As Blaine urged him forward, the animal took a few

faltering steps, then he swayed and dropped in his tracks.




"Hell !" muttered Blaine. "Now I got to hoof it to the bottom

and pack my saddle to boot."




Trudging down the steep trail beneath the weight of his heavy

saddle, he caught occasional glimpses of Bryam's body lying where

he had left it. Above, on ragged wings, great black birds swung in

easy, majestic circles. Occasionally one of them would swoop lower;

but four bristling, growling hounds kept them at bay.




In the shade of a tree near the shack, Bryam's hobbled horse

stood patiently, switching his tail in perpetual battle with the

flies, while he rested in the shade during the heat of the day

before going out to graze again on the meadowland below the

shack.




Two of the hounds came menacingly toward Blaine as he

approached; but he circled them; and when they saw that he was not

coming nearer to their dead master, they stopped and stood watching

him as he saddled and bridled the horse, removed its hobbles and

rode away down the valley.




The guests of the TF Ranch were at breakfast when Cory Blaine

rode into the corral and unsaddled. No one had seen him arrive, and

he went directly to the bunkhouse. When he entered he saw Butts

just pulling on his boots, the other men having already gone to

their breakfast.




The two men eyed one another. "Did you get the girl?" demanded

Butts.




"Hell, no," replied Blaine.




"Where is she?"




"That damn dude beat me to it," replied Blaine. "He got

her."




"You don't mean that Marvel feller?" demanded Butts.




"Yes."




"You seen him and didn't plug him?"




"I didn't see him."




"Then how do you know he got the girl?" asked Butts.




"He killed Bryam."




"The hell you say."




"Yes. And Hi lived long enough just to tell who killed him. Then

I followed the dude's trail to where he come up with Eddie and Mart

and the girl."




"He took her away from them?" asked Butts.




"He plugged Mart; and I reckon he got the drop on Eddie, for I

seen where the three of 'em rode off; but they took the wrong

trail, and I reckon they're lost somewhere in the hills."




Butts looked worried. "They may be lost," he said, "and they may

not; but they'll get here sometime, and when they do here's one

bozo's goin' to be missin', and you better come with me."




"Don't be a fool, Butts," replied Blaine. "When they hear my

story they won't never hang it on us. I got it all figured out;

and, believe me, that fellow Marvel is goin' to swing for the

murder of Bryam and Mart, to say nuthin' of what he'll get for

abductin' the girl."




"You sure you can do it, Cory?" asked Butts.




"I know I can. You come along with me now. I'm goin' up to the

house and give 'em some facts that'll make their eyes pop out. I

aint killed one horse and damn near killed another to get here

ahead of Marvel for nuthin'."




"All right," said Butts, "but I'd feel a whole lot safer if I

was headin' for somewhere's else."




"That'll be just like tellin' 'em you was guilty," said

Blaine.




The two men approached the veranda of the big house just as the

guests were coming out from breakfast.




"There's Cory!" exclaimed Dora Crowell.




John White stepped forward as the two men came up the steps.

"Have you any news, Blaine?" he asked.




"A lot of it, sir," replied Cory. The other guests clustered

about, eager and attentive.




"Tell me what you know," said White.




"I trailed the abductors as far as Bryam's cabin. They was three

of 'em. I guess Hi must have tried to interfere with 'em, because

Marvel shot him."




"Marvel!" exclaimed two or three of them simultaneously.




"Yes, Marvel," replied Blaine. "I was always afraid of that

fellow. That's why I kicked him out. I knew right along that he was

after Kay."




"How do you know it was Marvel ?" demanded Dora Crowell.




"Hi told me just before he died. The deputy sheriff and the

posse were there at the same time. They heard him. Then the posse

rode one way and I rode the other, lookin' for trails; and I found

their trail leadin' down toward Sonora. I rode all night, and in

the mornin' I came on their camp. They weren't no one there except

one feller who was shot through the chest. He was still livin', and

he told me how it happened.




"He said his name was Mart and that he and another guy had been

hired by Marvel to work for him, but he hadn't let 'em in on what

he was goin' to do till the last minute. When they got to this camp

this feller Mart said he wouldn't have nuthin' more to do with it.

He told Marvel he was goin' to quit and go back, and the other

feller wanted to quit, too; and then Marvel shot this feller

Mart.




"He said he was unconscious for a long time and didn't know what

happened after he was shot. He didn't know whether Marvel killed

the other feller, too, or made a prisoner of him, or finally

persuaded him to come along with him; but before the shootin'

Marvel said he was goin' right back and claim the reward. He even

got Kay to promise not to accuse him by threatening to kill her and

her father if she did. I tell you he's a bad one, and he's comin'

in here with a story of how he rescued Kay. I tell you it was a

lucky thing I come on that Mart when I did."




"What happened to him?" asked Dora. "Where is he?"




"He died right after he told his story to me," replied Cory.




"One would have thought that such a desperado would have made

sure that both his victims were dead before he left them," said

Dora.




"I reckon he thought they was dead," said Blaine.




"What do you suppose has become of the posse?" asked White.

"Could it be possible that they may have overhauled Marvel?"




"No," replied Blaine. "They went in a different direction. Aint

they back yet?"




"No. I wish that some of them might be here when Marvel came in,

so that they could make the arrest, but the sheriff is back from

his trip and I'll telephone him at once."




"I reckon you better do that," said Blaine.




"I just can't believe it," said Birdie Talbot as White stepped

into the house to telephone. "Bruce was such a nice young man."




"It just doesn't seem possible," said Miss Pruell. "It doesn't

seem possible at all."




"I aint surprised," said Butts. "I always said there was

somethin' phoney about that bozo, but I don't see how he ever

killed anyone with a gun. He must have snuck up on 'em while they

was asleep, or maybe when they seen his panties they committed

suicide."




"I don't know nuthin' about that," said Blaine, "but he sure is

one bad hombre."




"I don't believe a word of it," said Dora Crowell, looking

Blaine steadily in the eye.




The man flushed. "It's a good thing for you you're not a man,"

said Blaine.




"Perhaps it's a better thing for you that I am not, Cory," she

replied.




Blaine turned away. "I aint goin' to stay here jawin' with no

fool woman," he said. "I aint had no sleep for two nights; and I'm

goin' to turn in," and with Butts at his side he walked back toward

the bunkhouse.




After the two men had left them, the guests fell into a

discussion of Blaine's charges against Marvel. Some agreed with

Dora, while others took sides with Blaine. Miss Pruell reiterated

that she just couldn't believe such a thing about Mr. Marvel.




"I guess he must be guilty," said Birdie Talbot, "after all that

Cory has told us. We have known Cory much longer than we have

Marvel, and there is no reason why we should not believe him. You

know I always did suspect something funny about Marvel. I

suspicioned him right away when he kept refusing to play

bridge."




Benson Talbot, running true to form, took sides against his

wife.




"It looks pretty bad for Marvel," said Bert Adams, "and perhaps

it seems worse to some of us because we know that he was not what

he pretended to be. But there was something else about him that the

rest of you don't seem to recall that comes pretty nearly

convincing me that he is guilty of all that Blaine accuses him

of."




"What's that?" demanded Benson Talbot.




"His eyes," replied Adams.




"Why I think he has nice eyes," said Miss Pruell.




"He has the eyes of a killer," stated Adams confidently.




"Slush!" exclaimed Dora Crowell.




Olga Gunderstrom had not entered into the discussion because she

knew nothing of either Marvel or Blaine. In fact, the whole matter

seemed to bore her and now she turned away. "I am going to my room,

Dora," she said. "I think I shall lie down for a few moments." And

then, one by one, the guests drifted into the house to read or

write letters or to rest, so that the veranda was deserted when

Bruce and Kay and Eddie rode into the ranch yard.




Marvel led them to the foot of the veranda steps, and when they

had dismounted he told Kay that she had better go to her room

immediately and get some rest. "I reckon the reason there's nobody

about is that they are all out lookin' for you," he said, but even

as he spoke John White stepped out onto the veranda. As father and

daughter saw one another they rushed into each other's arms. There

were tears in the man's eyes, while Kay sobbed openly.




"You are all right, darling?" he asked.




"All right, dad," she replied through her sobs, "and we have no

one to thank for that but Bruce—Mr. Marvel."




The older man's face hardened, but the girl did not see it for

hers was buried upon his shoulder. "I know all about that, dear,"

he said. "Now you go to your room and get some rest and I will talk

with Mr. Marvel."




She turned and smiled through her tears at Bruce. "I haven't

thanked you yet," she said, "but sometime I am going to try."




"Never you mind the thanks," he said; "you get to bed."




When she had gone, White descended the veranda steps and faced

Marvel. "Blaine is back," he said.




"I reckoned as much," said Marvel. "Where is he?"




"He told the whole story," said White. "I ought to kill you,

Marvel; but you brought her back unharmed, and I owe you something

for that. I am going to give you a chance to get away. The sheriff

is on his way here now. You get on yours and I'll tell him that I

do not intend to prosecute."




Marvel looked at the older man for a moment. "I sure would have

known that Blaine was back," he said, "even if you hadn't told me.

I aint goin' to try to tell you nuthin', Mr. White, except that you

are all wrong. I thank you for what you think you're tryin' to do

for me, but I'm not goin' away. Kay knows the truth, and you will

know it after you have listened to her. I had nuthin' to do with

her abduction."




"It's no use, Marvel," replied White. "Blaine's story was too

circumstantial."




Olga Gunderstrom came onto the veranda as Marvel shook his head

and was about to turn away. As their eyes met the girl stopped and

hers went wide. "Buck Mason!" she exclaimed.




"Olga!" cried the man, and started up the steps toward her.




"Don't come near me, you murderer," she cried.




"I had to shoot 'em both in self defense, Olga," he said. "Bryam

was shootin' at me with a thirty-thirty and the other feller tried

to draw after I had him covered."




"I don't mean those two," she said. "You know who I mean."




"Olga!" he cried. "I couldn't guess that you'd believe that

about me. I heard that story, too; but I knew that you would know

that I never done it."




She shuddered. "I know your kind," she said icily; "no

refinement, no instincts of decency, just a common brute, who can

think of nothing else but to kill."




He looked at her in bitter silence for a long moment. Pain,

disillusionment, sorrow made a raging chaos of his brain; but at

last the only outward expression of what was passing within was the

reflection of the sorrow that lay deep in his eyes. Then he turned

away, hesitated and turned back toward John White.




"I'll turn this feller over to you, sir," he said, indicating

Eddie with a gesture. "Hold him until the sheriff comes."




"I told you I was not going to prosecute," said White.




"But I am," said Mason. "I am a deputy sheriff and I deputize

you to take custody of this prisoner;" and then he turned and

walked away, leading the four horses toward the corral.




"Don't let him get away, Mr. White," cried Olga. "Do something.

Don't let him getaway."




"What can I do?" asked White with a shrug. "He is a known

killer; and he's carrying two guns, while I am unarmed."








In her room Kay White was troubled. There had been something in the

way that her father had listened to her praise of Marvel that had

seemed cold and austere. Perhaps it was a woman's intuition that

all was not right that brought her out onto the veranda while Olga

was pleading with her father.




"I tell you something must be done," cried Olga. "He must not be

permitted to escape."




"I have telephoned the sheriff," replied White. "He is on his

way here now."




"That will be too late," replied the girl. "He may get away, and

then we may never be able to catch him again."




"Who?" demanded Kay. "Who may get away?"




"Buck Mason, the murderer of my father," replied Olga.




"Buck Mason!" exclaimed Kay. "Who is he?"




White pointed toward Marvel who was leading the horses into the

corral. "He is Buck Mason," he replied.




XXII. — "YOU'RE UNDER
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KAY WHITE stood for a moment looking at the man

unsaddling the horses in the corral. "Buck Mason," she murmured,

and then turning to Olga, "He may be Buck Mason," she said; "but no

one can ever make me believe that he is a murderer."




"It is immaterial to me what you believe," snapped Olga; "and if

your father won't arrest him, Cory Blaine will." As she spoke she

started down the veranda steps and walked rapidly toward the

bunkhouse.




Kay White followed her. "Don't," she cried. "You don't know what

you are doing. They will kill him. They want to kill him. All they

want is the excuse."




"I pray to God that they will kill him," said Olga, "for he

killed my father."




As Olga hurried on toward the bunkhouse, Kay White broke into a

run and, passing her, hastened to the corral, where Mason was just

turning the horses into pasture. As he fastened the gate and turned

back he saw her.




"I thought I told you to go to bed," he said.




"Oh, Bruce," she cried. "Hurry and get away from here. That

girl, I suppose she is Miss Gunderstrom from what she said, has

gone to get Cory Blaine to arrest you."




"Why should I run away, Kay?" he asked. "Don't tell me that you

think I done it."




"Oh, I don't care whether you did or not. I don't want them to

kill you, and I know that they will kill you. They won't give you a

chance, Bruce."




"It's worth being killed a dozen times for, Kay, to hear you say

that," he said; "but don't you worry. You get back to the house

quick in case there's goin' to be any shootin'. I can take care of

myself, now that you've warned me."




Breathlessly, Olga Gunderstrom broke into the bunkhouse. Butts

was sitting on the edge of his bunk rolling a cigarette, and Blaine

was already stretched out on his asleep.




"Buck Mason is here," she cried, "the man who murdered my

father." Blaine sat upon his bunk.




"What's that?" he demanded.




"The man who murdered my father is here," she cried, "and

there's five thousand dollars reward for him dead or alive."




"Where is he?" demanded Blaine, leaping to his feet.




The girl pointed through the window to the corral. "There he

is," she said.




The two men looked. "My God!" exclaimed Butts. "If it aint the

damn dude."




The two men hastily buckled on their cartridge belts and guns.

"You beat it back to the house in a hurry, Miss," said Blaine.




"Be careful," said Olga. "He's a dangerous character."




"Shucks," scoffed Butts, as the girl left the bunkhouse and

hastened toward the ranch house, "that dude couldn't even hit a

tree at fifty feet."








Kay White reached the house a moment after Olga. "What did you do?

Did you warn him?" demanded the latter.




"Of course I did," replied Kay.




"Then you ought to be killed, too," cried Olga. "You are as bad

as the murderer."




John White, hearing the girls' voices, came from the office

where he had deposited Eddie and taken the further precaution of

binding the man's ankles together. "Come, Kay," he said. "You girls

are both nervous and distraught. Please go to your rooms, both of

you. If they try to take Marvel, or Mason, or whatever his name is,

there will unquestionably be shooting and it will not be safe for

you out here."




Olga was pacing up and down the veranda like a caged tigress as

Kay entered the house and went to her room. In the doorway she

turned. "I wish that you would come with me, father," she said.

"You must listen to me. You must know the truth." And then

suddenly, "Where is Eddie?"




"Eddie! Who is Eddie?" demanded White. "You mean the

prisoner?"




"Yes."




"He's tied up as tight as a Scotchman's purse-strings and stowed

away in the office," replied her father, as he followed Kay to her

room.








Eddie, sitting upon a chair in the office, saw Olga pacing up and

down the veranda, back and forth past the office window. He had

heard the girl accuse Marvel as the murderer of her father. He had

heard her call him Buck Mason; and now a faint light burst upon his

dull intellect, so that he understood much that he had not

understood before. He saw not only the immediate necessity for

escape but something that held out a hope for its accomplishment;

and so as Olga approached the office window again, he hailed

her.




"Hey, Miss," he cried.




The girl stopped and looked into the office. "What do you want?"

she asked.




"Let me loose," he said, "and I'll help Blaine and Butts get

that fellow, Mason. I got it in for him myself, and two of 'em aint

enough."




She hesitated. "Why not?" she thought, for her mind was obsessed

only with revenge. She stepped quickly into the office and, after

some difficulty, untied the knot that secured Eddie's wrists. His

hands free, the man quickly loosened the cords about his ankles.

Then he sprang through the doorway, vaulted over the rail and

started diagonally across the valley toward the hills on the

opposite side.




"Come back!" cried Olga Gunderstrom. "You are going the wrong

way."




"The hell I am," said Eddie, bursting into a new spurt of

speed.








From the corral Buck Mason had watched Kay White until she reached

the safety of the house. Then he stepped inside the stables. He

withdrew his guns from their holsters one at a time and examined

them carefully. Then he waited.








In the bunkhouse Butts and Cory each satisfied himself likewise

that his weapons were in good condition.




Butts was the first to emerge. He wanted that five thousand

dollars very badly; but Cory Blaine was more interested in having

Mason out of the way; and if Butts wanted to take the risk, he

could have the five thousand. Neither man knew that Kay White had

been to the corral and warned their quarry; and so it was with

considerable confidence that they advanced, Blaine a little to the

rear and to Butts' left.




The latter was a hundred feet from the stable door when Marvel

stepped out into the open. Without a word, without warning, Butts

drew and fired. Marvel had drawn one of his guns before stepping

from the stables, but his arm had been hanging at his right side

and the weapon concealed from the two men by his body. As Butts

drew, Mason fired from the hip. Then Blaine fired as Butts stumbled

forward, a bullet through his forehead. Blaine missed and Mason

fired again.




At the sound of the first shot, the guests had poured from their

rooms onto the veranda. Birdie Talbot went into hysterics; and as

Blaine crumpled to Mason's second shot, Olga Gunderstrom screamed

and fainted. Kay stood tense and white, her hands clenched, her

nails biting into her palms. She kept repeating to herself, "He

lives! He lives!"




Mason stood now with a gun in each hand. His attitude was

defiant as he looked about him for other possible enemies. And then

two men rode into the yard. They came at a gallop, for they heard

the shots. At a glance they took in the scene by the corral. One of

the men was elderly. It was the younger who drew his gun. Buck

Mason leaped back into the stables just as the man fired, the

bullet burying itself in the door frame in front of which Mason had

been standing but an instant before.




"Put up your gun, sheriff," said the older man. "I'll get him

without no gunplay." He rode slowly toward the stables. "It's all

up, Buck," he called. "Limber up your artillery and come on out.

I'll see you get a square deal."




Instantly Mason stepped from the doorway. "Why the gunplay?" he

demanded.




"You're under arrest, Buck," said the older man. "Let me have

your guns."




"What you arrestin' me for, boss?" asked Buck.




"For killin' old man Gunderstrom," replied the sheriff of

Comanche County; "but I won't never believe you done it, Buck.

How-some-ever I got a warrant for your arrest and the law's the

law."




Mason unbuckled his cartridge belt and handed it up to the

sheriff, the two guns hanging in their holsters.




"Tie up your horses and come up to the house," said Buck. "I got

a long story to tell and there's others besides you I want to have

hear it. Incidental-like, boss, I got the gang that killed

Gunderstrom."




"Who done it?" asked the sheriff of Comanche County.




Mason pointed at Blaine, lying in the dust of the ranch

yard.




"You'll have hard work provin' that, young feller," said the

other man.




"Who the hell are you anyway?" demanded Buck.




"This is the sheriff of Porico County, Buck," explained the

older man.




"O.K.," said Mason.




As the three men walked toward the house, a body of horsemen

approached the ranch from the south, riding down the Mill Creek

trail. Those in the lead saw a man on foot running toward the brush

along the river. In a cow country a man on foot is always an object

of suspicion. When he is caught running for cover, he is already

convicted, even though no one may be aware that a crime has been

committed.




The result was that instantly the men rode forward to intercept

the lone pedestrian. As they approached him he stopped, for he

could not possibly have reached the brush ahead of them. He turned

and faced them.




"Who are you and what's your hurry?" demanded one of the

men.




"I come out to meet you fellers," said Eddie, his brain spurred

to unwonted activity by stress of circumstances. "Buck Mason, the

guy that killed old man Gunderstrom over in New Mexico, is down at

the stables and two of the fellers are tryin' to get him. There's

been some shootin', but I couldn't see what happened."




"A couple of you fellows bring this guy in," said the deputy

sheriff of Porico County, "and the rest of you come along with

me."




And so it was that the deputy sheriff and his posse galloped

into the ranch yard just as Buck and the two sheriffs ascended the

steps to the veranda.




"Hello, sheriff," called the deputy to his chief. "You got your

man?"




"You bet," exclaimed the sheriff of Porico County. "You know me.

I always get my man. This is the feller that killed old man

Gunderstrom over in Comanche County and run off with Mr. White's

gal here. I reckon he's the head of this here gang that's been

raisin' hell in New Mexico and Arizona for the past year."
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OLGA GUNDERSTROM had fully regained consciousness

before Buck and the sheriffs ascended the veranda steps. The

reaction to the nervous ordeal through which she had passed had

left her silent and exhausted, and she sat now staring with wide

eyes at the man who had been her childhood playmate and who she now

believed to be the slayer of her father. She saw the slender,

blond-haired girl in blue overalls come forward and take Buck

Mason's hand. "I'm so glad they did not kill you," she heard her

say.




"After you came to the corral and told me, there couldn't

anybody have killed me," he said in a whisper that not even Olga

Gunderstrom could hear.




"Who's this girl?" demanded the sheriff of Porico County.




"She is my daughter," replied John White.




"The girl that was kidnapped?" demanded the sheriff.




"Yes."




"And hobnobbin' with the man that kidnapped her?" demanded the

sheriff.




"Don't be foolish," said Kay. "This man did not kidnap me. Two

men named Mart and Eddie took me away from Cory Blaine, but I have

learned since that the whole thing was arranged by Blaine. This man

risked his life many times to ride after me and save me from them.

Even Eddie will testify to that. Where is he, father?"




Olga Gunderstrom shrank fearfully into her chair; but almost

immediately she regained something of her self assurance, since she

was confident that Eddie had made good his escape.




"Why there comes Eddie now," exclaimed John White. "How did he

get out of the office?"




"That must have been Eddie we picked up on our way in," said the

deputy sheriff of Porico County. "He sure was hot footin' it for

parts unknown. Bring him up here, boys," he called to the men

escorting Eddie. "We want to talk to that young feller."




When Eddie came onto the porch, Buck Mason turned toward him.

"Remember what I told you, Eddie," he said.




"Shut up," snapped the sheriff of Porico County. "Don't you try

to influence no witness around here."




"I was just remindin' Eddie to tell the truth," said Mason.

"Sometimes it aint so easy for him to remember that."




"Eddie," asked Kay, "who persuaded you to help to kidnap

me?"




Eddie looked about as though searching for someone. His eyes

finally came to rest on Mason's face. "He didn't get the drop on

you; so he must be dead," he said.




"Yes, he is dead," replied Mason.




"Go on, answer the young lady's question," urged the sheriff of

Porico County. "Who persuaded you to kidnap her?"




"Cory Blaine," replied Eddie.




"Didn't this feller, Buck Mason, have a hand in it?" demanded

the sheriff.




"Naw," said Eddie. "He come after us. Hi Bryam tried to kill him

and Hi is dead. Then Mart tried to beat him to the draw and Mart's

dead. The only kidnappin' he done was when he kidnapped her away

from us."




"Well, maybe he didn't kidnap the gal," said the sheriff of

Porico County. "Leastways, we don't seem to have much of a case

agin him now; but he killed old man Gunderstrom, and I want you

folks here to bear witness that I took him single-handed and that

I'm entitled to all the reward."




"Before you spend any of it, I want you to listen to me for a

minute," said Mason. "I got to tell my story in court anyway, and

maybe it seems a waste of time to tell it now; but there's reasons

why I want some of these people here to know the truth." He turned

to the sheriff of Comanche County. "May I tell it, boss?" he

asked.




"Sure, Buck, hop to it," replied the older man.




"In the first place," said Mason, "for the benefit of those of

you who don't know it, I am deputy sheriff of Comanche County in

New Mexico."




"That's right," said the sheriff. "He's my chief deputy."




"The afternoon of the night Gunderstrom was killed I rode up to

his shack to talk about a line fence that's been a matter of

dispute between our families for twenty years. I couldn't get any

satisfaction out of the old man, but we did not quarrel. There

wasn't enough at stake there anyway to furnish a reasonable cause

for me to kill him, and there was another good reason why I

couldn't have killed Gunderstrom." He glanced at Olga. "Me and his

daughter was playmates ever since we were kids. I liked her better

than anybody else I knew. I couldn't have killed her paw.




"When the murder was reported and the boss sent me over to

investigate, I seen three things that interested me. There were

signs at the tie rail that five horses had been tied there the

night before. There were foot prints of five men; two of 'em easy

to identify again. One fellow had a heart shaped piece of metal set

in the bottom of each heel of his boots, and that heart left a

plain imprint in the soft ground. Another one of 'em had the

biggest feet I ever seen on a man.




"Then I went into the house. The first thing I seen was one of

Ole's boots lyin' in front of the cot, like it had been kicked

around. I examined it very carefully and I seen the imprint of that

metal heart on it where the murderer had stepped real heavy on the

boot, like he stumbled on it first and then, in trying to catch

himself, had stamped down real heavy on it. Did you save that boot,

boss, as I asked you to?"




"Yes, I saved it; and we seen that heart shaped mark on it,"

replied the sheriff.




"Of course the coroner saved the bullet that killed Gunderstrom,

too, didn't he?"




"Yes."




"What caliber was it?"




"Forty-five."




"And you know, boss, that I've always packed my old man's

forty-fours ever since he died, don't you?"




"Yes, I told them that," replied the sheriff of Comanche County.

"They don't nobody think you done it down there, Buck, except Olga

Gunderstrom."




"There was another thing I forgot to tell you," continued Mason.

"The hoof prints of the horses showed that one of 'em had a big

piece broken out of the inside of the off hind hoof, which made it

mighty easy to track.




"They rode awful fast and I never did get within sight of 'em,

but I could follow 'em easy by that broken hoof; and whenever they

dismounted, I seen the heart shaped imprint of that feller's heel,

and I noticed that it was always beside the horse with the broken

hoof; so I figured that that was his horse; and then old big foot

always showed up too whenever they dismounted.




"I trailed 'em right down to the town on the railroad here; and

then I got to makin' inquiries there and I heard about this feller

Cory Blaine and his dude ranch, and somebody told me that he just

come in from his mine the day before. This feller that told me said

that Blaine sure was a hard rider, that his horse was about used up

when he come through town.




"Still I didn't think I had enough to go on, and I wanted to be

sure; so I cached my saddle and bridle, hopped the train to Denver

and telegraphed this feller Blaine for accommodations on his dude

ranch. As soon as I got word from him that he could take care of me

I shaved off my mustache, buys a lot of funny clothes that I had

seen pictures of in magazines, and comes down here to the TF,

expectin' to clean up everything in a couple of days; but it wasn't

so easy. There wasn't nobody with a heart shaped piece of metal in

the heel of his boot. There wasn't nobody with the biggest feet in

the world, and there wasn't no horse with a broken hoof.




"The first clue I got, and it was a darn slim one at that, was

when Dora Crowell and Blaine were discussin' the news that had just

come to the ranch that I had been accused of Gunderstrom's murder.

Do you remember, Dora, that you said I must be a terrible man

because I shot Mr. Gunderstrom right through the heart while he was

lyin' asleep on his bed?"




Dora nodded. "Yes," she said, "I remember."




"And then Blaine spoke up and says, 'Between the eyes;' and you

said, 'It didn't say that in the paper.'




"That gave me my first hunch that Cory Blaine knew too much

about the murder, and so I made up my mind that I'd have to hang

around and get to the bottom of it. The next day we goes on a lion

hunt; and still there wasn't any boots with hearts on 'em, or big

feet, or broken hoofs; but when we got up to Hi Bryam's shack and I

seen Hi Bryam and his feet and seen how chummy he and Blaine and

Butts were, I commenced to have hopes again.




"Bryam wasn't very chummy with me; but I finally managed to sit

down beside him on the step of his cabin one evenin' and put my

foot down alongside of his, and there was just the same difference

that I'd measured between the length of my foot and the length of

the big print around Gunderstrom's cabin, about an inch and a half

I should say.




"Then the last night we was up at Bryam's I overheard a

conversation between Blaine and Bryam and Butts that gave me an

idea that the three of 'em were workin' together on some crooked

deal."




He turned to Mr. White. "It was a good thing I overheard that

conversation, Mr. White, because, while I didn't know it at the

time, it was the outline of a part of the scheme to kidnap Kay. It

give me just the clue I needed to follow them.




"I was gettin' closer now, but I didn't have anything to pin on

Blaine, although I was dead sure he was the murderer. I knew that

the boss here would save the bullet that killed Gunderstrom. As you

all know, the rifling in the barrel of any weapon makes a

distinguishing mark upon the bullet that aint like the marks that

the rifling in any other weapon makes on its bullet; so I was

particularly anxious to get hold of a bullet that had been fired

from Blaine's gun. I done that one night by asking him to let me

shoot at a target and then, being a tenderfoot," he grinned, "I

accidentally fired the gun into my bedroll. I got the bullet here

now for comparison when you get back home, boss."




"Good," said the sheriff.




"About this time somebody dropped a remark about Blaine's horse

droppin' dead from exhaustion after he come in from his last trip;

and, of course, that made me want to see that particular horse

pretty bad; so I started talkin' about horse's teeth." He looked at

Dora Crowell and grinned again.




"I got to figuring that you weren't as crazy as you tried to

make out," said the girl, "but you had me fooled for a while."




"If Cory Blaine had been as bright as you, Dora, I never would

have caught him.




"What I wanted particular though was a heel print with a heart

in it. Blaine never wore but one pair of boots, and they was just

ordinary boots with nuthin' fancy about 'em. I made up my mind that

he'd just have to change his boots, and so the night before we got

back from the lion hunt I threw one of his boots into the campfire

while he was asleep and made believe I'd thrown it at a coyote who

had probably ran off with it."




He looked almost shyly at Kay White. "Some folks thought it was

a mean thing to do," he continued, "but they didn't know why I done

it. Well, the next day after we gets back to the TF Ranch Blaine

comes out with an old pair of boots on. They'd been a awful fancy

pair of boots in their day, with different colored patent leather

trimmin' and sure enough brass hearts set right in the bottom of

the heels. It was right then I beat it for town and sent that

letter to you, boss.




"I had two of 'em now; and I was pretty sure of Butts, because

he was an ornery sort of a cuss anyway, and him and Blaine was

mighty thick. Then some time about this time comes a letter tellin'

about this feller with a harelip callin' up on the telephone and

sayin' that it was Buck Mason that killed Ole Gunderstrom. There

wasn't nobody around with a harelip; so I just sort of forgot that

for awhile; but I still wanted to see that horse that Blaine rode

to death, and so I got Bud to take me to it the day the rest of you

folks rode over to Crater Mountain and sure enough there was a

piece broken out of the inside of the off rear hoof. I was sure

right then that I had Blaine tied up, and I was only waitin' for

the sheriff to come when this here kidnappin' blew everything to

pieces.




"But in a way it helped, too, for it give me a line on the other

two guys, Mart and Eddie. I spotted Eddie the same day Bud took me

huntin' horses' teeth. I seen Cory Blaine ridin' over the hills to

the west; and after I was able to shake Bud, I followed him and

seen him talkin' to two fellers down in the dry gulch on the other

side of the hills.




"I wanted a closer view of those two fellers, and so I beat it

around to the mouth of the canyon when they started down and met

'em there." He turned to Eddie. "Do you remember, Eddie?" he

asked.




The prisoner nodded sullenly. "Yes, I remember," he said.




"I pretended I was a dude and that I was lost, and when this guy

Eddie speaks to me I was pretty sure that I had number four and

that probably the other feller was number five, for Eddie sure

talked like he has a harelip. He just got about half his tongue

shot away once. He told me about it in camp yesterday.




"In fact Eddie told me a lot of things. Some of 'em I'd rather

not tell to all of you; but the five of 'em, Blaine, Butts, Bryam,

Mart, and Eddie was the gang that's been raisin' all this hell

around here for the past year. They were with Blaine when he went

up to kill Ole Gunderstrom. They had no part in the actual killing,

though they were in the cabin when Blaine went in and shot

Ole."




Olga Gunderstrom rose from her chair and came up to Eddie. She

stood directly in front of him and seized him by the shoulders, her

eyes blazing into his. "Is that the truth?" she demanded through

clenched teeth, shaking him viciously.




"Leave me go," he cried. "I didn't do it."




"Is Buck Mason telling the truth?" she demanded. "That's what I

asked you."




"Yes, he's tellin' the truth," said Eddie sullenly.




"I don't believe you," she cried. "It was Buck Mason that killed

my father. Why should this man Blaine have wanted to kill him? He

didn't even know him."




"Because your old man was trying to double-cross him," said

Eddie. "He handled the stock that we rustled, and we used to cache

a lot of the money at one of his ranches here in Arizona. He

double-crossed us and wouldn't never give us our share of what he

got on the horses and cattle we rustled; and then, just before

Blaine croaked him, he comes to this ranch that I'm tellin' you

about here in Arizona and swipes most of the money we got hid

there; and that's why Cory Blaine killed him, if you want to

know."




Olga Gunderstrom swayed slightly and Mason stepped to her side

to support her. "Don't touch me," she said. Then she steadied

herself and walking slowly from among them, entered the house.




"I'm sorry that happened," said Mason. "That is what I did not

want to tell.




"I guess that's about all," said Mason in conclusion. "Some of

you folks have been mighty nice to me, and I wanted you to know the

truth. You see I really felt worse about them funny pants and the

boot garters than I did about being accused of killin' a man; for I

knew that I could clear myself from the latter in court, but I

might never live down the other."




The sheriff of Porico County cleared his throat. "I reckon we'll

be goin', sheriff," he said. "I guess you can take care of the

prisoners all right, can't you?"




"You take this Eddie with you, and I'll take care of Buck. I

reckon that indictment against him will be quashed at the

preliminary hearing."




"I reckon so," said the sheriff of Porico County, "but he'll

have to appear here at the coroner's inquest on the shootin' of

these four hombres. I'll see that he aint delayed none, though.

Goodbye."




"Thanks, Sheriff," said Mason.




"What do you want to do now, Buck?" asked the sheriff of

Comanche County. "Start for town now or wait till the cool of the

evening?"




"I want to go to bed," said Mason. "I aint slept for two

nights."




"Just a moment, Mason," said John White; "I'd like a word with

you."




Mason turned and faced him. "Sure, sir," he said; "what do you

want?"




"I want to apologize."




"That aint necessary," Mason assured him.




"I think it is."




Mason shook his head. "Blaine was pretty slick," he said. "Most

anybody might have believed that story of his. I don't blame you

none for not believin' me. That was about the slickest alibi and

frame-up I ever heard. There was just one thing wrong with it."




"What was that?" asked White.




"His aim," said Mason.




White smiled in understanding.




"You seem to have handled this whole thing in an extremely

clever manner, Mason," said White.




"It's the slickest piece of detective work I ever seen," said

the Sheriff of Comanche County, "but he comes by it natural. His

old man was the best sheriff Comanche or any other county ever

had."




"He's done a fine piece of work for law, order, and justice,"

said White; "and while the size of the reward may not be

commensurate with the obligation society and I owe him, it will not

be inconsiderable."




"What do you mean?" asked Mason.




"The reward I promised for the safe return of Kay," replied

White.




Mason's eyes hardened. "I aint aimin' to collect no reward,

mister." This was the fighting deputy of Comanche County

speaking.




White flushed, but he held out his hand. "I understand," he

said, "but in fairness to me you should let me do

something—anything you ask."




"I'll be askin' something later, I hope," replied Mason, his

eyes softening.




White smiled. "I hope so, too, my boy," he said; "and now go on

to bed."




Before he turned in, Buck Mason cut a new notch on each of his

father's forty-fours.








He was up early the next morning, for it does not take youth long

to recuperate; and, furthermore, he was ravenously hungry. As he

stepped out onto the veranda in the cool, fresh air of the morning,

he saw a girl walking toward the river, a girl that he might not

have recognized except for the blond head; for the lithe body was

clothed in smart sport togs, which reminded him of illustrations he

had seen in Vogue; but too often had he watched the sunlight

playing in that blond hair to fail to recognize it, whatever the

apparel of its owner. So he, too, hastened down toward the

river.




Cottonwoods grow along the river, hiding much of the view from

the veranda; but they do not hide everything; and when, a few

minutes later, Dora Crowell stepped out of the TF Ranch house to

fill her lungs with the early morning air, she caught a glimpse of

a figure standing among the cottonwoods by the river; and when she

looked more closely and saw that the one figure was really two, she

smiled and turned her eyes in another direction.




 The War Chief 
(Edgar Rice Burroughs)
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NAKED but for a G-string, rough sandals, a bit of

hide and a buffalo headdress, a savage warrior leaped and danced to

the beating of drums. Encircling fires, woman-tended, sent up

curling tongues of flame, lighting, fitfully, sweat-glistening

shoulders, naked arms and legs.




Distorted shadows, grotesque, mimicking, danced with the savage

and his fellows. Above them, dark and mysterious and weirdly

exaggerated by the night, loomed the Grampian Hills.




Rude bows and arrows, stone-shod spears, gaudy feathers, the

waving tails of animals accentuated the barbaric atmosphere that

was as yet uncontaminated by the fetid breath of

civilization—pardon me!—that was as yet ignorant of the

refining influences of imperial conquest, trained mercenaries and

abhorrent disease.




Here was freedom. Agricola was as yet unborn, the Wall of

Antoninus unbuilt, Albion not even a name; but Agricola was to

come, Antoninus was to build his wall; and they were to go their

ways, taking with them the name of Albion, taking with them

freedom; leaving England, civilization, inhibitions.




But ever in the seed of the savage is the germ of savagery that

no veneer of civilization, no stultifying inhibitions seem able

ever entirely to eradicate. Appearing sporadically in individuals

it comes down the ages—the germ of savagery, the seed of

freedom.




As the Caledonian savages danced through that long-gone night, a

thousand years, perhaps, before the prototypes of Joseph Smith,

John Alexander Dowie and Aimee Semple McPherson envisaged the Star

of Bethlehem, a new sun looked down upon the distant land of the

Athapascans and another scene—American Indian savages.




Naked but for a G-string, rough sandals, a bit of hide and a

buffalo headdress, a savage warrior moved silently among the boles

of great trees. At his heels, in single file, came others, and

behind these squaws with papooses on their backs and younger

children tagging at their heels.




They had no pack animals, other than the squaws, but they had

little to pack. It was, perhaps, the genesis of that great trek

toward the south. How many centuries it required no-one knows, for

there were no chroniclers to record or explain that long march of

the Apaches from northwest Canada to Arizona and New Mexico, as

there have been to trace the seed of the Caledonian savage from the

Grampian Hills to the New World.




The ancestors of Jerry MacDuff had brought the savage germ with

them to Georgia from Scotland in early colonial days, and it had

manifested itself in Jerry in two ways—filled him with a

distaste for civilization that urged him ever frontierward and

mated him with the granddaughter of a Cherokee Indian, in whose

veins pulsed analogous desires.




Jerry MacDuff and Annie Foley were, like nearly all other

pioneers, ignorant, illiterate, unwashed. They had nothing of the

majesty and grandeur and poise of their savage forebears; the

repressive force of civilization had stifled everything but the

bare, unlovely germ of savagery. They have little to do with this

chronicle, other than to bring Andy MacDuff into the world in a

dilapidated wagon somewhere in Missouri in the spring of 1863, and

carry him a few months and a few hundred miles upon the sea of

life.




Why Jerry MacDuff was not in one army or another, or in jail, in

1863, I do not know, for he was an able-bodied man of thirty and no

coward; but the bare fact is that he was headed for California

along the old Santa Fe trail. His pace was slow, since dire

poverty, which had always been his lot, necessitated considerable

stops at the infrequent settlements where he might earn the

wherewith to continue his oft-interrupted journey.




Out of Santa Fe, New Mexico, the MacDuffs turned south along the

Rio Grande toward the spot where the seeds of the ancient

Caledonian and Athapascan warriors were destined to meet again for

the first time, perhaps, since they had set out upon opposite

trails from the birthplace of humanity in the days when ferns were

trees, and unsailed seas lashed the shores of continents that are

no more.




Changed are the seas, changed are the continents, changed the

mortal envelope that houses the germ of humanity that alone remains

unchanged and unchangeable. It abode in the breast of Go-yat-thlay,

the Apache and, identical, in the breast of Andy MacDuff, the

infant white.




Had Andy's forebears remained in Scotland Andy would doubtless

have developed into a perfectly respectable caddie before he became

a God-fearing, law-abiding farmer. Back of him were all the

generations of civilization that are supposed to have exerted a

refining influence upon humanity to the end that we are now

inherently more godlike than our savage ancestors, or the

less-favored peoples who have yet to emerge from savagery.




Back of Go-yat-thlay there was no civilization. Down through all

the unthinkable ages from the beginning the savage germ that

animated him had come untouched by any suggestion of

refinement—Go-yat-thlay, born a Ned-ni Apache in No-doyohn

Canyon, Arizona, in 1829, was a stark savage. Already, at

thirty-four, he was war chief of the Be-don-ko-he, the tribe of his

first wife, Alope, which he had joined after his marriage to her.

The great Mangas Colorado, hereditary chief of the Be-don-ko-he,

thought well of him, consulted him, deferred to him upon occasion;

often sent him out upon the war trail in command of parties of

raiders.




Today Go-yat-thlay was thus engaged. With four warriors he rode

down the slopes of Stein's Peak range, dropped into a hollow and

clambered again almost to the top of an eminence beyond. Here they

halted and Go-yat-thlay, dismounting, handed his reins to one of

his fellows. Alone he clambered noiselessly to the summit,

disturbing no smallest pebble, and lying there upon his belly

looked down upon a winding, dusty road below. No emotion that he

may have felt was reflected in those cruel, granitic features.




For an hour he had been moving directly toward this point

expecting that when he arrived he would find about what he was

looking down upon now—a single wagon drawn by two mules, a

dilapidated wagon, with a soiled and much-patched cover.




Go-yat-thlay had never before seen this wagon, but he had seen

its dust from a great distance; he noted its volume and its rate of

progress, and he had known that it was a wagon drawn by two mules,

for there was less dust than an ox-drawn vehicle would have raised,

since oxen do not lift their feet as high as horses or mules, and,

too, its rate of progress eliminated oxen as a possible means of

locomotion. That the wagon was drawn by mules rather than horses

was but a shrewd guess based upon observation. The Apache knew that

few horses survived thus far the long trek from the white man's

country.




In the mind of Go-yat-thlay burned a recollection of the wrongs

that had been heaped upon his people by the white man. In the

legends of his fathers had come down the story of the conquests of

the Spaniards, through Coronado and the priests, three-hundred

years before. In those days the Apache had fought only to preserve

the integrity of his domain from the domination of an alien race.

In his heart there was not the bitter hatred that the cruelty and

injustice and treachery of the more recent American invaders

engendered.




These things passed through the mind of the Apache as he looked

down upon the scene below; and too, there was the lure of loot.

Mules have value as food, and among the meager personal belongings

of the white emigrants there was always ammunition and often

trinkets dear to the heart of the savage.




And so there were greed and vengeance in the heart of

Go-yat-thlay as he watched the wagon and Jerry MacDuff and Annie,

but there was no change in the expression upon the cruel and

inscrutable face.




The Indian drew himself down below the crest of the sun-scorched

hill, out of sight of the unsuspecting whites, and signaled to his

companions. Three of them crept upward toward him; the fourth,

remaining, held the ponies of the others. He was a youth undergoing

preparation for admission to the warrior class.




Go-yat-thlay spoke to the three. Separating, the four bucks

crept to the hilltop. The mules plodded through the dust; their

brown hides were streaked with it and by little rivulets of

sweat.




Jerry MacDuff stuffed a large portion of fine cut inside his cheek

and spat copiously at nothing in particular. Annie Foley re-lit her

pipe. They seldom spoke. They had not spoken for many hours; they

were never to speak again.




Almost before the report of the first shot reached his ears

Jerry MacDuff heard a soft plop and saw Annie crumple and lurch

forward. As he reached out to catch her a slug struck him in the

left shoulder and he lurched to the ground on the right side of the

wagon as Annie, dead now, slipped softly and silently beneath the

left front wheel. The mules brought up suddenly by this unexpected

obstacle, and being unurged, stopped.




When the warriors reached the scene, Jerry was trying to drag

himself upward to the wagon box from whence he could reach his

rifle. Go-yat-thlay struck him over the head with the butt of a

Yauger and Jerry sank back into the soft dust of the road.




The sun shone down out of a blue sky; a Sabbath peace lay upon

the scene; a great, white lily bloomed beside the road, mute

evidence of the omnipotence of the Creator.




Jerry lay upon his back close beside the wagon. Go-yat-thlay

detached a broken stake from the wagon and, with a shovel that was

strapped to the side, drove it through Jerry and into the ground.

Jerry groaned, but did not regain consciousness—then. For the

first time the expression upon the face of the Be-don-ko-he

underwent a change—he smiled.




One of his fellows called him to the opposite side of the wagon,

where Annie lay, and pointed to the dead woman's sun-tanned face

and straight, black hair, and the high cheek bones that her

Cherokee grandsire had bequeathed her.




"Indian," he said to Go-yat-thlay.




The war chief nodded.




A second Indian emerged from the wagon, where he had been

rummaging. He was grinning broadly. By one foot he held up for

their inspection wee Andy MacDuff, whom he was about to swing

heavily against the nearest iron tire when Go-yat-thlay stopped him

with a gesture and holding out his hand received the descendant of

one, long dead, who had been equally as savage as he. From

northwestern Canada and from the Grampian Hills the seeds had met

at last.




Wee Andy had seemingly inherited, through his mother, more

Indian blood than flowed in her veins; at least he looked more an

Indian than she, with his round face, his big, dark eyes, his

straight, black hair.




Go-yat-thlay thought him an Indian; upon no other hypothesis can

be explained the fact that instead of destroying him the savage

chief carried him back to the hogans of his own people,

notwithstanding the grumblings of Juh, who had wished to brain the

spawn of the pindah lickoyee.




Thus, in the dome-shaped, thatched brush hut of Go-yat-thlay, in

the arms of Sons-ee-ah-ray, his youngest squaw, ended the life

history of Andy MacDuff and began that of a nameless, little Indian

baby.










That night to the camp of the Be-don-ko-he and the Ned-ni came a

runner from the headquarters of the Rio Mimbres. For over a hundred

miles he had come on foot, across parched desert burning beneath

the fiery rays of Chigo-na-ay, and over rugged mountains that no

horse could travel, in sixteen hours.




Moccasins, of heavy buckskin with the toes turned up at right

angles and terminating in a disc an inch and a quarter in diameter

that formed a part of the rawhide sole, protected his feet and legs

from the sharp stones and the cactus; a narrow head band of

Apache-tanned doeskin kept his long, black hair from falling across

his eyes; these and a G-string were his apparel. Some parched corn

and dried meat that he had carried he had eaten on the way and he

had drunk a little water from a bottle improvised from a piece of

the large intestine of a horse. The only weapon that he carried was

a knife.




His body glistening in the firelight, he stood before the

warriors who had quickly gathered at his coming. He glanced about

the circle of grim faces surrounding him. His eyes, passing over

the features of Juh, Chief of the Ned-ni, and Mangas, the

eighteen-year-old son of the chief of the Be-don-ko-he, stopped at

last upon those of Go-yat-thlay, the Yawner.




"Bi-er-le the Cho-kon-en bring bad news to the Be-don-ko-he," he

announced; "from Fort McLane he brings word that Mangas Colorado,

Chief of the Be-don-ko-he, is dead."




From among the squaws and children gathered behind the warriors

arose anguished wails—the wives and children of Mangas

Colorado had heard.




"Tell the Be-don-ko-he how their chief died," said

Go-yat-thlay.




"The hearts of the white-eyes are bad," continued Bi-er-le.

"With smiles upon their lips the soldiers of the great White Father

came to your camp, as you know, and invited your chief to a

council.




"With four warriors he went, trusting to the honor of the pindah

lickoyee, who are without honor; and when they had come to the

fort, where there are many soldiers, the five were seized and

thrust into a hogan with strong doors and iron bars at the windows,

and at night soldiers came and killed Mangas Colorado.




"Cochise, Chief of the Cho-kon-en, heard of this and sent

Bi-er-le to his friends the Be-don-ko-he, for his heart grieves

with the hearts of his friends. Great was the love of Cochise for

Mangas Colorado. This word, too, he sends to the Be-don-ko-he: wide

is the war trail; many are the warriors of the Cho-kon-en; filled

are their hearts with rage against the pindah lickoyee; if the

Be-don-ko-he take the war trail for revenge the warriors of Cochise

will come and help them."




A savage rumble of approval rolled round the circle of the

warriors.




"Cochise takes the words of Juh from his mouth." Thus spoke the

Chief of the Ned-ni. "Juh, with his warriors, will take the war

trail with the Be-don-ko-he against the white-eyes."










That night the warriors of the Be-don-ko-he sat in council, and

though Mangas, son of Mangas Colorado, the dead chief, was present,

Go-yat-thlay was elected chief, and the next morning smoke signals

rose from mountain peaks a hundred miles apart. Go-yat-thlay was

calling his allies to him and Cochise, the great chief of the

Chihuicahui Apaches, was answering the call; and bloody were the

fights that followed as the relentless avengers, following the

example of the foe, took toll of innocent and guilty alike.




But of all this wee Andy MacDuff recked naught. His big, brown

eyes surveyed the world from the opening in his tsoch, in which he

rode fastened securely to the back of Sons-ee-ah-ray. He gurgled

and smiled and never cried, so that Morning Star and Go-yat-thlay

were very proud of him and he was made much of as are all Apache

babies.




Back and fourth across New Mexico and Arizona, beneath

blistering sun, enduring biting cold, drenched by torrential rains,

Andy jounced about upon the back of Morning Star and laughed or

crowed or slept as the spirit moved him, or in camp, his tsoch

suspended from the bough of a tree swayed gently with the soft

evening winds.




During that year his little ears became accustomed to the cry of

the coyote at night, the sudden ping of the white man's bullets,

the wild war whoops of his people, the death shrieks of men, and of

women, and of children; and the next year he made his first descent

upon Old Mexico.




Upon that raid, in 1864, the Be-don-ko-he brought back live

cattle for the first time; but it was gruelling work, caring for

the wounded and keeping the cattle from straying, for the Apaches

were on foot; so the following year Go-yat-thlay organized a

mounted raid into Sonora; but this time the women and children were

left at home. However, Wee Andy was busy learning to walk, so he

did not care.




II. — SHOZ-DIJIJI




  

	Table of Contents

  






THE years rolled by—happy, exciting years

for the little boy, whether sitting at the feet of Morning Star

listening to the legends of their people, or learning of the ways

of the sun and the moon and the stars and the storms, or praying to

Usen for health, for strength, for wisdom, or for protection, or

being hurried to safety when enemies attacked. The chase, the

battle, the wild dances, fierce oaths, loving care, savage

cruelties, deep friendships, hatred, vengeance, the lust for loot,

hardship—bitter, bitter hardship—a little ease; were

the influences that shaped the character of the growing boy.




Go-yat-thlay told him of the deeds of his forefathers—of

Maco, the grandfather of Go-yat-thlay, who had been a great warrior

and hereditary chief of the Ned-ni; of Delgadito and of Mangas

Colorado. He taught him how make and use the bow and the arrow and

the lance, and from fierce and terrible Go-yat-thlay, who was never

fierce or terrible to him, he learned that it was his duty to kill

the enemies of his people—to hate them, to torture them, to

kill them—and that of all the enemies of the Shis-Inday the

Mexicans were the most to be hated, and next to the Mexicans, the

Americans.




At eight the boy was more proficient at trailing and hunting

than a white man ever becomes, nor was he any mean marksman with

his primitive weapons. Already he was longing to become a warrior.

Often, while Go-yat-thlay talked to him, he sat and fondled the

Spencer rifle that the chief had taken from a dead soldier, his

fingers itching to press the trigger as he dropped the sights upon

a soldier of the white-eyes.




It was in the spring of 1873 that a boy of ten, armed with bow

and arrows, moved silently up a timbered canyon along the

headwaters of the Gila. He was almost naked, but for loincloth and

moccasins. A strip of soft buckskin, which the loving hands of

Sons-ee-ah-ray had made beautiful with colored beads, bound his

brow and his straight, black hair. In a quiver of mountain lion

skin he carried his arrows behind his left shoulder. He was tall

for his age very straight, his skin was reddish-brown of that

wondrous texture that belongs to the skin of healthy childhood; his

movements were all grace, like those of a panther.




A mile below him, upon the rocky spur of the mountains, lay the

camp of his people, the Be-don-ko-he Apaches, and with them were

the Cho-kon-en and the Ned-ni. The boy played that he was a scout,

sent out by the great Cochise, to spy upon the enemy. Thus always,

surrounded by a world of stern realities, he in a world of

make-believe that was even sterner—so is it with

children.




The boy was alone in mountains filled with dangerous

beasts—panthers, lions, bears; and a country filled with

dangerous enemies—white men; but he was not afraid. Fear was

not one of the things that he had not been taught by Morning Star

or Go-yat-thlay.




The fragrance of the cedar was in his nostrils, the thin, pure

mountain air filled his growing lungs and imparted to his whole

being an exhilaration that was almost intoxication. If ever there

was joy in life it belonged to this chief's son.




He turned a rocky shoulder that jutted across the narrow trail,

and came face to face with shoz-dijiji, the black bear. Fear he had

not been taught, but caution he had. He had learned that only a

fool risks his life where there is nothing to be gained by the

hazard. Perhaps the ancient Caledonian warriors from whose loins

his seed had sprung had not learned this— who knows? At any

rate the boy did not seek safety in retreat. He stopped and fitted

an arrow to his bow, at the same time placing two more arrows

between the second and third and third and fourth fingers of his

right hand, ready for instant use. The bear had stopped in his

tracks and stood eyeing the boy. He was of a mind to run away, but

when the bow twanged and a piece of sharpened quartz tore into his

neck where it joined his left shoulder he became suddenly a

terrible engine of revengeful destruction, and voicing thunderously

growl after growl, he rushed upon the boy with open jaws and

snarling face. The lad knew that now it was too late to retreat and

his second arrow, following close upon the first, sank even deeper

into the bear's neck, and the third, just as Shoz-dijiji reared

upon his hind legs to seize him, entered between the ribs under the

foreleg. Then the black bear was upon him and together the two

toppled from the narrow trail and rolled down among the cedars

growing below. They did not roll far—fifteen feet,

perhaps—when they were brought up by the bole of a tree. The

boy hit with his head and lost consciousness. It was several

minutes before the lad opened his eyes. Beside him lay the dead

body of shoz-dijiji; the last arrow had penetrated his savage

heart. The son of Go-yat-thlay sat up and a broad smile illumined

his face. He rose to his feet and executed a war dance around the

body of his vanquished foe, bending to the right and left, backward

and forward until his body was parallel with the ground; now

leaping high in air, now stepping with measured tread, he circled

the dead bear time and time again. Fierce shouts rose to his lips,

but he held them in check for he knew that the white soldiers were

searching for his people.




Suddenly he stopped dancing and looked down at shoz-dijiji, and

then glanced back along the trail toward the camp that was out of

sight beyond the many turns of the winding canyon. Then he stooped

and tried to lift the bear; but his young muscles were not equal to

the effort. Withdrawing his arrows from the bear's body and

recovering his bow he clambered to the trail and set off at a brisk

trot toward camp. He was sore and lame and his head ached, but what

matter? Never had he been more happy.




As he entered the camp he was discovered by some playing

children. "Come, son of Go-yat-thlay!" they cried. "Come and play

with us!" But the son of Go-yat-thlay passed them haughtily. He

went directly to where several warriors were squatting, smoking,

and waited until they noticed him.




"Where is Go-yat-thlay?" he asked.




One of the warriors jerked a thumb down the canyon.

"Go-yat-thlay hunts antelope in the valley," he said.




"I, the son of Go-yat-thlay," said the boy, "have killed

shoz-dijiji. I, alone, shee-dah, have done this thing; but alone I

cannot bring in my kill. Therefore will you, Natch-in-ilk-kisn,

come and help bring in the body of shoz-dijiji, yah-tats-an?"




"You no kill shoz-dijiji, you lie," said Natch-in-ilk-kisn. "You

only little ish-kay-nay."




The lad drew himself up to his full height. "The son of

Go-yat-thlay, the chief, does not lie—to his friends," he

added. Then he pointed to the scratches and the blood upon him.

"Think you I got these playing tag with the other children?" he

asked." The meat of shoz-dijiji is good. Would Natch-in-ilk-kisn

rather have the wolf, the coyote and the vulture eat it than to eat

it himself?"




The warrior rose. "Come, little ish-kay-nay," he said, laughing.

"Natch-in-ilk-kisn joked. He will go with you."




That night was a proud night for the son of Go-yat-thlay; for at

the age of ten he had killed big game and won a name for himself.

Henceforth he was to be known to man as Shoz-Dijiji, and not just

as ish-kay-nay—boy. He had had a name for a long time of

course, but, also of course, no one ever mentioned it in his

presence, since if the bad spirits ever learned his name they

could, and undoubtedly would, cause him a great deal of trouble,

even to sickness and death.




Go-yat-thlay was not Go-yat-thlay's name either, for he too, as

all other Apaches, had a secret name that was really his though no

one ever used it; and though he lived to be eighty years old and

was better known all over the world than any Indian who ever lived,

with the possible exception of the Sioux medicine man, Sitting

Bull, yet to this day no white man knows what his name was, and few

indeed were those who knew him even as Go-yat-thlay. By another

name was he known, a name that the Mexicans gave him, a name that

held in fear and terror a territory into which could have been

dumped the former German Empire and all of Greece, and still had

plenty of room to tuck away Rhode Island—Geronimo.




That night Go-yat-thlay was proud, too, for Shoz-Dijiji was all

that the proudest Apache father could expect of any son; and

according to the custom of the Apaches the boy was as much the son

of Go-yat-thlay as though he had been the blood of his own

blood.




Before the lad was sent to bed he sat at the knee of the grim

chieftain and the man stroked the boy's head. "You will be a brave

in no time, Shoz-Dijiji," he said. "You will be a warrior and a

great one. Then you can go forth and spread terror among the pindah

lickoyee, slaying them where you find them."




"You hate the white-eyes," said Shoz-Dijiji. "They are men like

we; they have arms and legs, as do we, and they walk and talk. Why

do they fight us? Why do we hate them?"




"Many years ago they came into our country and we treated them

well," replied Go-yat-thlay. "There were bad men among them, but

also there are bad men among the Apaches. Not all men are good. If

we killed their bad men then they killed us. If some of our bad men

killed some of them they tried to punish all of us, not seeking out

just the bad men among us who had made the trouble; they killed us

all, men, women and children, where they found us. They hunted us

as they would wild beasts.




"They took away our lands that Usen gave us. We were told that

we could not hunt where our fathers had hunted since the beginning

of the world; where we had always hunted. But they hunted there,

where they would. They made treaties with us and broke them. The

white-eyed men do not keep their promises and they are very

treacherous. I will tell you now of just a single instance that you

may not forget the perfidy of the white man and that you may hate

him the more. This happened many years ago, while Mangas Colorado

was still living.




"Some of the chiefs of the white soldiers invited us to a

council at Apache Pass. Mangas Colorado, with many others, went,

believing in the good intentions of the white chiefs. Just before

noon they were all invited into a tent where they were told that

they would be given food, but instead they were set upon by the

white soldiers. Mangas Colorado drew his knife and cut his way

through the side of the tent, as did several other warriors, but

many were killed and captured.




"Among the Be-don-ko-hes killed then were San-za, Kia-de-ta-he,

Ni-yo-ka-he and Go-pi. Remember these names and when you see a

white man think of them and revenge them."










It was another day. The squaws brewed tizwin. In a group sat the

warriors and the chiefs. Go-yat-thlay was still boasting about the

exploit of his little Shoz-Dijiji.




"He will make a great warrior," said he to Cochise, hereditary

chief of the Cho-kon-en and war chief of all the Apaches. "I knew

it from the first, for when he was taken from the wagon of his

people he did not cry, although Juh dragged him out by one leg and

held him with his head down. He did not cry then; he has never

cried since."




"He is the child of the white man," growled Juh. "He should have

been killed."




"He looked like one of us, like a Shis-Inday," replied

Go-yat-thlay. "Long time after I learned at the agency, when we had

come back from Sonora, that his mother was a white woman."




"You know it now," said Juh.




A terrible expression crossed the cruel face of Go-yat-thlay. He

leaped to his feet, whipping out his knife as he arose. "You talk

much, Juh, of killing Shoz-Dijiji," he said in a low voice. "Ten

times have the rains come since first you would have killed him and

you are still talking about it. Now you may kill him; but first you

must kill Go-yat-thlay!"




Juh stepped back, scowling. "I do not wish to kill Shoz-Dijiji,"

he said.




"Then keep still. You talk too much—like an old woman. You

are not Naliza; when Naliza talks he says something." Go-yat-thlay

slipped his knife into his belt and squatted again upon his heels.

With silver tweezers he plucked the hairs from about his mouth.

Cochise and Naliza laughed, but Juh sat there frowning. Juh that

terrible man who was already coming to be known as "the

butcher."




Shoz-Dijiji, from the interior of his father's hut, heard this

talk among his elders and when Go-yat-thlay sprang to his feet and

Shoz-Dijiji thought that blood would be spilled he stepped from the

doorway, in his hands a mesquite bow and a quartz-tipped arrow. His

straight, black hair hung to his shoulders, his brown hide was

sun-tanned to a shade even deeper than many of his full-blood

Apache fellows. The trained muscles of his boyish face gave no hint

of what emotions surged within him as he looked straight into Juh's

eyes.




"You lie, Juh," he said; "I am not a white-eyes. I am the son of

Go-yat-thlay. Say that I am not a white, Juh!" and he raised his

arrow to a level with the warrior's breast.




"Say that he is not white or Shoz-Dijiji will kill you!"




Cochise and Naliza and Go-yat-thlay, grinning, looked at Juh and

then back at Shoz-Dijiji. They saw the boy bend the bow and then

Cochise interfered.




"Enough!" he said. "Go back to the women and the children, where

you belong."




The boy lowered his weapon. "Cochise is chief," he said.

"Shoz-Dijiji obeys his chief. But Shoz-Dijiji has spoken; some day

he will be a warrior and then he will kill Juh." He turned and

walked away.




"Do not again tell him that he is white," said Cochise to Juh.

"Some day soon he will be a warrior and if he thinks that he is

white it will make his heart like water against the enemies of our

people."




Shoz-Dijiji did not return to the women and children. His heart

was in no mood for play nor for any of the softer things of life.

Instead he walked alone out of the camp and up a gaunt, parched

canyon. He moved as noiselessly as his own shadow. His eyes, his

ears, his nostrils were keenly alert, as they ever were, for

Shoz-Dijiji was playing a game that he always played even when he

seemed to be intent upon other things—he was hunting the

white soldiers. Sometimes, with the other boys, he played that they

were raiding a Mexican rancheria, but this sport afforded him no

such thrill as did the stalking of the armed men who were always

hunting his people.




He had seen the frightened peons huddled in their huts, or

futilely running to escape the savage, painted warriors who set

upon them with the fury of demons; he had seen the women and

children shot, or stabbed, or led to death with the men; he had

seen all—without any answering qualm of pity; but it had not

thrilled him as had the skirmishes the soldiers of Mexico and the

United States—ah, there was something worthy the mettle of a

great warrior!




From infancy he had listened to the stories of the deeds of the

warriors of his people. He had hung breathless upon the exploits of

Victorio, of Mangas Colorado, of Cochise. For over three hundred

years his people had been at war with the whites; their lands had

been stolen, their warriors, their women and their children had

been ruthlessly murdered; they had been treated with treachery;

they had been betrayed by false promises.




Shoz-Dijiji had been taught to look upon the white man not only

as a deadly enemy, but as a coward and a liar; even as a traitor to

his fellow whites, for it was not unknown to this little Apache boy

that there were many white men who made a living selling rifles and

ammunition to the Indians while their own troops were in the field

against them. It was no wonder Shoz-Dijiji held the whites in

contempt, or that to be called white was the bitterest insult that

could be placed upon him.




Today, as he moved silently up the sun-scorched canyon he was

thinking of these things and listening, listening, always

listening. Perhaps he would hear the distant thud of iron-shod

hoofs, the clank of a saber, and be the first to warn his people of

the approaching enemy. He knew that there were scouts far

afield—eagle-eyed men, past whom not even klij-litzogue, the

yellow snake, could glide unseen; yet he loved to dream, for he was

a boy.




The dreaming that Shoz-Dijiji practiced did not dull his senses;

on the contrary it was thus that he made them more alert, for he

lived his dreams, rehearsing always the part of the great warrior

that he hoped some day to play upon the stage of life, winning the

plaudits of his fellows.




And so it was that now he saw something behind a little bush a

hundred feet away, although the thing had not moved or otherwise

betrayed its presence. For an instant Shoz-Dijiji became a bronze

statue, then very slowly he raised his mesquite bow as he strung

his quartz-tipped arrow. With the twang of the string the arrow

leaped to its mark and after it came Shoz-Dijiji. He had not waited

to see if he had made a hit; he knew that he had, also he knew what

had been hiding behind the bush and so he was not surprised nor

particularly elated when he picked up Ka-Chu, the jack rabbit, with

an arrow through its heart; but it was not Ka-Chu that he

saw—it was the big chief of the white soldiers. Thus played

Shoz-Dijiji, the Apache boy.




As he came into camp later in the afternoon he saw Cochise

squatting in the shadow of his hut with several of the men of the

village. There were women, too, and all were laughing and talking.

It was not a council, so Shoz-Dijiji dared approach and speak to

the great chief.




There was that upon the boy's mind that disturbed him—he

wished it settled once and for all—yet he trembled a little

as he approached this company of his elders. Like all the other

boys he stood in awe of Cochise and he also dreaded the ridicule of

the men and women. He came and stood silently for what seemed a

long time, looking straight at Cochise until the old chieftain

noticed him.




"Shoz-Dijiji is a little boy," said the lad, "and Cochise is a

great chief; he is the father of his people; he is full of wisdom

and true are the words that he speaks. Juh has said that

Shoz-Dijiji is white. Shoz-Dijiji would rather be dead than white.

The great chief can speak and say if Shoz-Dijiji be a true Apache

that after this Juh may keep a still tongue in his head."




Cochise arose and placed his hand on the boy's head and looked

down upon him. A fierce and terrible old man was this great war

chief of the Apaches; yet with his own people and more often with

children was his heart soft, and, too, he was a keen judge of men

and of boys.




He saw that this boy possessed in a degree equal to his own a

pride of blood that would make of him a stalwart defender of his

own kind, an implacable enemy of the common foe. Year by year the

fighting forces of the Apache were dwindling, to lose even one for

the future was a calamity. He looked up from the boy and turned his

eyes upon his warriors.




"If there be any doubt," he said, "let the words of Cochise

dispel it forever—Shoz-Dijiji is as true an Apache as

Cochise. Let there be no more talk," and he looked directly at Juh.

"I have spoken."




The muscles of Juh's cruel face gave no hint of the rage and

malice surging through his savage breast, but Shoz-Dijiji, the

Black Bear, was not deceived. He well knew the relentless hatred

that the war chief had conceived for him since the day that

Go-yat-thlay had thwarted Juh's attempt to dash out his infant

brains against the tire of his murdered father's wagon, even though

the lad knew nothing of the details of that first encounter and had

often wondered why Juh should hate him.




As a matter of fact Juh's hatred of the boy was more or less

impersonal, in so far as Shoz-Dijiji was concerned, being rather a

round-a-bout resentment against Go-yat-thlay, whom he feared and of

whose fame and prestige he was jealous; for Go-yat-thlay, who was

one day to become world famous by his Mexican-given name, Geronimo,

had long been a power in the war councils of the Apaches; further,

too, the youngest and prettiest of his squaws had also been the

desired of Juh. It was she who had the care of Shoz-Dijiji; it was

she, Morning Star, who lavished love upon the boy. To strike at the

woman who had spurned him and the man who had inflamed his envy and

jealousy, Juh bided his time until he might, with impunity, wreak

his passion upon the lad.




Now no one had time for thoughts of anger or revenge, for

tonight was to be a great night in the camp of Cochise the war

chief. For two days the bucks had eaten little or nothing in

preparation for the great event; the women had brewed the tizwin;

the drums were ready. Night fell. Before the entrance to his hogan

stood Go-yat-thlay with his women and his children. From a beaded

buckskin bag he took a pinch of hoddentin and cast it toward the

moon.




"Gun-ju-le, chil-jilt; si-chi-zi, gun-ju-le; inzayu, ijanale! Be

good, 0 Night; Twilight, be good; do not let me die!" he cried, and

the women prayed: "Gun-ju-le, klego-na-ay—be good, 0

Moon!"




Darkness deepened. Lured by the twinkling fires of the

Chihuicahuis myriad stars crept from their hiding places. The

purple hills turned to silver. A coyote voiced his eerie wail and

was answered by the yapping pack within the camp. A drum boomed

low. A naked warrior, paint-streaked—yellow, vermillion,

white, blue—moved into a slow dance. Presently others joined

him, moving more rapidly to the gradually increased tempo of the

drums. Firelight glistened upon sweat-streaked bodies. The squaws,

watching, moved restlessly, the spell of the dance was taking its

hold upon them.




That night the warriors drank deep of the tizwin the women had

brewed, and as little Black Bear lay in his blankets he heard the

shouting, the wild laughter, the fighting and dreamed of the day

when he, too, should be a warrior and be able to sit up and drink

tizwin and dance and fight; but most of all he wanted to fight the

white man, not his own people.




Stealing the brains of the warriors was the tizwin until their

actions were guided only by stark brutish germ of savagery. Thus it

came that Juh, seeing Go-yat-thlay, bethought himself of

Shoz-Dijiji and his hate. Leaving the firelight and the revellers,

Juh moved quietly through the outer shadows toward the hogan of

Go-yat-thlay.




Black Bear lay wide awake, listening to the alluring, savage

sounds that came to him through the open doorway that similarly

revealed to his childish eyes occasional glimpses of the orgy.

Suddenly, in the opening, the figure of a man was silhouetted

against the glimmering firelight beyond. Shoz-Dijiji recognized Juh

instantly and, too, the knife grasped in the war chief's sinewy

hand and knew why he had come.




Beside the child lay the toys of a primitive boy—toys

today, the weapons of the coming warrior tomorrow. He reached forth

and seized his bow and an arrow. Juh, coming from the lesser

darkness without, was standing in the doorway accustoming his eyes

to the gloom of the hogan's interior.




Keen-eared savage that he was he heard no sound, for

Shoz-Dijiji, too, was a savage and he made no sound—not until

his bow-string twanged; but that was too late for Juh to profit by

it as already a quartz-tipped shaft had torn into his right hand

and his knife had slipped from nerveless fingers to the ground.




With a savage Apache oath he leaped forward, but still he could

not see well in the darkness, and so it was that Black Bear slipped

past him and was out of the hut before Juh could seize him. A dozen

paces away the boy halted and wheeled about.




"Come out, Juh," he cried, "and Shoz-Dijiji will kill you! Come

out, gut of a coyote, and Shoz-Dijiji will feed your heart to the

dogs." Shoz-Dijiji said other things, that are printable, but Juh

did not come out, for he knew that the boy was voicing no vain

boast.




An hour passed and Juh was thinking hard, for the effects of the

tizwin had lessened under the stress of his predicament. Suppose

the squaws should return and find him held prisoner here by a

boy—he would be laughed out of camp. The thought sobered him

completely.




"Juh had it not in his heart to harm Shoz-Dijiji," he said in a

conciliatory tone. "He did but joke."




"Ugh!" grunted Black Bear. "Juh speaks lies."




"Let Juh come out and he will never harm Shoz-Dijiji again,"

dickered the chief.




"Juh has not yet harmed Shoz-Dijiji," mocked the lad in whose

mind was slowly awakening a thought suggested by Juh's offer. Why

not make capital of his enemy's predicament? "Shoz-Dijiji will let

you go," he said, "if you will promise never to harm him

again—and give him three ponies."




"Never!" cried the chief.




"The women and the children will laugh at you behind their hands

when they hear of this," the boy reminded him.




For a moment Juh was silent. "It shall be as Shoz-Dijiji says,"

he growled presently, "so long as no one knows of this thing that

has just happened, other than Juh and Shoz-Dijiji. Juh has

spoken—that is all!"




"Come forth, then, Juh, and go your way," said the boy; "but

remember they must be good ponies."




He stood aside as the warrior strode from the hogan, and he was

careful to stand out of the man's reach and to keep his weapon in

readiness, for after all he had no great confidence in the honor of

Juh.




III. — YAH-IK-TEE
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ANOTHER year rolled around. Once again were the

Be-don-ko-he, the Cho-kon-en and the Ned-ni camped together and

with them were the Chi-hen-ne, with Victorio, old Nanay and Loco.

Together they had been raiding in Chihuahua and Sonora. It had been

a prosperous year for the tribes, a year rich in loot; and for

little Shoz-Dijiji it had been a wonderful year. Bright, alert, he

had learned much. He had won a name and that had helped him too,

for the other boys looked up to him and even the great chiefs took

notice of him.




Cochise had developed a real affection for the stalwart

youngster, for he saw in a lad who could face fearlessly a renowned

chief such as Juh was, even at that time, a potential leader of his

people in the years to come.




Often the old war chief talked to Shoz-Dijiji of the exploits of

his people. He told him of the many wars with the Comanches and the

Navajos, of raids upon the villages of the Pimos and the Papagos;

and he filled his heart with yearning to emulate the glorious deeds

of the great warriors who had made terrible the name of the

Apaches, the Shis-Inday, the Men of the Woods, from the Arkansas

River in Colorado on the north, south to Durango, Mexico, more than

five hundred miles below the border; and from the California line

on the west to San Antonio, Texas, on the east—an empire as

large as Europe.




"And of all this, I, Cochise, am war chief," cried the old

warrior. "Soon you will be a brave. So fight that you will fill our

enemies with fear and our warriors with admiration so that,

perhaps, you some day may be war chief of all the Apaches."







IT was May. Flowers starred the rolling pasture land, green with

grama grass on which the ponies were fattening after the gruelling

months of raiding south of the border. The braves loafed much about

the camp, smoking and gambling. The squaws and the children tilled

a little patch of ground, and once again some of the women brewed

tizwin, for there was to be a great dance before the tribes

scattered to their own countries. The crushed corn had been soaked

and was fermenting; the mescal was roasting upon hot stones in its

pit; a Yuma squaw, a prisoner of war, was making a paste of soaked

maize in a metate. The paste she patted into thin, round cakes and

baked.




Little Ish-kay-nay watched her, for she loved tortillas and

wished to learn how to make them. Ish-kay-nay was eleven, very

dirty, almost naked and entirely lovely. Her lithe young body

approximated perfection as closely as may anything mortal. Her

tangled hair fell over a mischievous, beautiful face from which

laughing eyes, serious now, watched intently every move of the

Yuma. The long, black lashes and the arched brows had not yet been

plucked, for Ish-kay-nay still had three years of childhood before

her. Her name means boy, and to see her romp and play was all that

was necessary to make one understand why she was given that

name.




Night had come. The sacrificial hoddentin had been offered to

the evening and to the moon. The dancing, the feasting, the

drinking commenced. Among the dancers moved the medicine men, the

izze-nantan of the Apaches, tossing hoddentin, mumbling gibberish,

whirling their tzi-ditindes to frighten away the evil spirits.




That night the braves got gloriously drunk. Perhaps the medicine

of the izze-nantan was good medicine, for the Mexican soldiers who

had come up out of the south to raid them made camp a few miles

away instead of attacking that night. Had they done so the flower

of the six tribes of the Apaches would have been wiped out, for

even Cochise, the war chief, lay unconscious in the grip of the

tizwin.










The following day the braves were tired and cross. They lay around

the camp and there was much quarreling. Cochise was very sick.

Go-yat-thlay, Victorio, Juh, Hash-ka-ai-la, Chief of the White

Mountain Apaches, and Co-si-to, Chief of the Chi-e-a-hen,

forgathered and discussed the wisdom of immediately separating the

tribes before there was an open break. Well they knew the savage

followers. Not for long could the tribes associate without

squabbles, brawls and bloody duels. Tomorrow, at the latest, they

decided, each tribe would take up its trail to its own hunting

grounds.




Shoz-Dijiji, tiring of play with the other children, took his

bow and arrows and his lance and started up the ridge above camp.

Today he was a scout under orders from Cochise. The enemy was

thought to be close and because Shoz-Dijiji had the eyes of

itza-chu, the eagle, and was as brave as shoz-litzogue, the yellow

bear, Cochise had sent him out alone to discover the whereabouts of

the foe. Thus dreamed Shoz-Dijiji as he moved silently and swiftly

up the steep mountain, taking advantage of every cover, noiseless,

invisible. Thus learned Shoz-Dijiji the ways of his

people—the ways of the Apache.




From the headwaters of the Gila far south into the Sierra Madre

mountains in Mexico, Shoz-Dijiji already knew every canyon, every

peak, every vantage point. He knew where water ran or stood the

year round; he knew where it stood after each rain and for how

long; he knew where one might discover it by scratching in the bed

of a dry stream, and where one must dig deep for its precious boon.

This was but a fraction of the countless things that Shoz-Dijiji

knew about his own country. He knew nothing about Latin or Greek;

he had never heard of Rome or Babylon; but he could take care of

himself better at eleven than the majority of white men can at

their prime and he had learned more useful things from actual

experience than the white boy ever learns.




Therefore, this day, though he played, he played with judgment,

with intelligence. He did not just fare forth and make believe that

he was scouting for an enemy—he did scout. He moved to the

best position within a radius of fifty miles, and when he reached

it he knew just where to look for an enemy; he knew the trails they

must follow to reach his people's camp; and the first thing that he

saw when he looked toward the south, toward Sonora, toward the land

of their hereditary enemies, brought a wave of savage exultation

surging through his brown body.




There, on the plain, twenty miles away, moving steadily toward

the camp of the Shis-Inday was a long column of dust. All the six

tribes lay unsuspecting below him, so it would not be Apaches that

were advancing toward them, and if it were not Apaches it must be

an enemy. His eyes were keen, but the column was enveloped in dust;

however, he was confident from the formation that he was looking at

a body of mounted troops.




For just an instant longer he watched them, while he revolved in

his mind the plan of action best to follow. The enemy was ten miles

south of camp, Shoz-Dijiji was ten miles north. They were mounted

but it would take them longer to ascend the rocky trail than it

would take Shoz-Dijiji to descend the mountain and give the

warning; otherwise he would have resorted to smoke signals to

apprise his people of their danger. That he might still do, but the

enemy would see the signals, too, and know that the Indians were

near and aware of their presence. Shoz-Dijiji pictured instead a

surprise ambush in a narrow canyon just below the Apaches'

camp.




Already he was leaping swiftly down the mountain side. Speed,

now, meant everything and he was less careful of concealment, yet

neither did he entirely neglect it, for to the Apache it was second

nature. He did not fear detection by the main body of the enemy,

but he knew that they might have scouts far out in front, though

his keen eyes had seen nothing of them. With streaming hair the boy

flew down the steep declivity, as trailless as the Mountains of the

Moon. If he could reach camp ten minutes ahead of the enemy his

people would be saved. He knew that he could do so; there was no

guess work about it.




The warriors were, for the most part, sleeping off the effects

of the tizwin. Some were gambling. Others were still quarreling.

The squaws, as usual, were working, caring for their babies,

cooking food, preparing hides, gathering firewood; carrying water.

The bosom friends, Victorio and Go-yat-thlay, were emerging from

the shelter of Cochise, who was still very sick, when Shoz-Dijiji

bounded into camp and ran directly to the two chiefs.




"Soldiers!" he said, and pointed down toward the plain. "From

the mountain top Shoz-Dijiji saw them. There are many soldiers and

they come on horses. There is yet time, if you make haste, to hide

warriors on either side of the canyon before the pindah lickoyee

pass through."




The chiefs asked him a few brief questions, then they ran

quickly through the camp calling the warriors to arms. There was

little noise, but there seemed to be a great deal of confusion. The

squaws gathered up their few belongings preparatory to taking to

the mountains if hard pressed. The warriors caught up their weapons

and gathered around their chiefs; the Be-don-ko-he around

Go-yat-thlay; the Chi-hen-ne, or Warm Springs Apaches, around

Victorio; the Chi-e-a-hen to Co-si-to; the White Mountain Apaches

to Hash-ka-ai-la; the Ned-ni to Juh; and the Cho-kon-en, or

Chihuicahui, to Na-chi-ta, the son of Cochise.




There was hasty daubing of paint on swart faces as the chiefs

led them out from camp to take the places that Go-yat-thlay, acting

war chief, had allotted to each tribe. Stripped to loin cloth,

moccasins and head band or kerchief the fighting men of the Apaches

moved silently down among the cedars to their positions. Ahead of

them Go-yat-thlay had sent scouts to ascertain the position of the

enemy and before the warriors reached the place of ambush one of

these had returned to say that the soldiers were but a mile from

the lower mouth of the canyon.




There was ample time to dispose of his forces to the best

advantage and this Geronimo did like the able war chief that he

was. Swiftly, silently the savage defenders moved into position and

in five minutes both sides of the canyon's rim were bristling with

unseen weapons—bows, with arrows of quartz and iron, lances

similarly shod, ancient Mississippi Yaugers, Spencer carbines,

Springfield rifles, six-shooters from the house of Colt; filled

cartridge belts were strapped around slim waists, or carried across

broad shoulders.




Behind the advance line there were reserves; in camp were the

old men and the boys, left to guard the women and the children;

though the women were often as savage fighters as their men.




From the bottom of the canyon there was no sign of all this. A

soft wind soughed through the cedars and the pines; there was no

other sound. Only the trees and the birds and the squirrels, it

seemed, inhabited this sylvan world.




The scouts of the enemy, wary, entered the canyon. They were but

a short distance in advance of the main body which consisted of a

company of Mexican cavalry, well mounted, well armed, well

officered; veteran Indian fighters, they were, to the last man.




Go-yat-thlay waited until that last man was well inside the jaws

of death, then he raised his carbine to his shoulder and fired. It

was the signal. Mingling with the staccato of the rifle fire were

the war whoops of the Apaches, the commands of the officers,

curses; the moans and screams of the wounded. There was no cover

for the troops as the Apaches were firing down upon them from

above. Terrified horses, riderless, or unmanageable from pain or

fright, added to the confusion wrought by the unexpected attack.

Courageous as they might be the Mexicans had no chance, and that

their officers realized this at the first volley was apparent by

the effort they made to extricate as large a part of their force

from the trap as was humanly possible.




With six or eight troopers the commander opened fire on the

hidden foe, aiming at the spurts of smoke that alone revealed the

position of the Indians, and thus reduced their fire while the bulk

of his command turned and raced for the mouth of the canyon, where

the braves that Geronimo had placed advantageously against this

very emergency fired down upon them from both sides of the rim of

the canyon's lower end.




Like sheep they went to the slaughter, only a few escaping,

while the handful that had remained to offer their fellows this

meager chance for life were wiped out to the last man.




Shoz-Dijiji, slipping away from the camp, had sneaked to a

vantage point from which he might witness the battle, and as he

watched his heart filled with pride at realization of the superior

generalship and strategy of his savage sire. His blood leaped to

the excitement of the moment and his brown fingers itched to draw

the bow against the enemy.




He saw the rout of the Mexicans and he joined the rush of

yelling, whooping braves that swarmed down the sides of the canyon

to dispatch the wounded and loot the dead. In his path a wounded

Mexican raised himself upon one elbow and Shoz-Dijiji shot him

through the throat. As the trooper sank to earth again the lad drew

his hunting knife and scalped him, and his eyes blazed with the

deep fire of what was almost religious exaltation as he consummated

this act in the Apaches' sacred drama—war.




All about him the warriors were torturing the living and

mutilating the dead and Shoz-Dijiji watched, interested; but he did

not follow their examples in these things. Why he did not, he could

not have told. He felt neither pity nor compassion, for he had been

taught neither one nor the other by precept or example. Deep within

him, perhaps, there was forming, nebulously, the conviction that in

after years guided him in such matters, that it added nothing to

the luster of a warrior's fame to have the blood of the defenseless

upon his weapons.




He could kill with savage delight, but he took no joy in the

sufferings of his victims; and in this respect he was not the only

exception among his fellows to the general rule that all Apaches

took delight in inflicting diabolical sufferings upon the helpless.

This was not the first time that he had seen Mexican soldiers

fight, and having found them fearless and worthy foes he had

conceived for them that respect which every honorable fighting man

feels for a brave antagonist. To have killed one, then, was a high

honor and Shoz-Dijiji was filled with justifiable pride as he

viewed the dripping trophy of his prowess.




Geronimo, blood-spattered, grim, terrible, saw him and smiled,

and passed on to send a small party after the retreating Mexicans

who had escaped, that he might be assured that there was not a

larger party of the enemy to the south, or that the others did not

turn back to seek revenge.




The grim aftermath of an Apache victory completed, the

victorious warriors, laden with loot and bearing a few scalps,

returned, exulting, boasting, to the camp, where the women and

children greeted them with shrill cries of praise.




That night there was feasting and dancing—the scalp

dance—and the loot was divided.










The following day four of the tribes withdrew to separate camps

short distances apart, leaving only the Be-don-ko-he and the

Cho-kon-en in the main camp, and there they waited until the

trailers had returned and reported that the Mexicans had crossed

the border in retreat; then they scattered to their own hunting

grounds.




Cochise was yet very ill and so Geronimo held his tribe with the

Cho-kon-en, for to him the old war chief was as a second father. He

exhorted Nakay-do-klunni and Nan-ta-do-tash, the medicine men, to

exert their utmost powers in behalf of the old warrior; but though

they made their best medicine Cochise grew weaker day by day. And

then one day he called Geronimo to him where he lay in his rude

shelter upon blankets and furs.




"My son," said the old chief, "the spirits of the white men that

he has killed are clamoring for the life of Cochise.

Nakay-do-klunni and Nan-ta-do-tash cannot make medicine strong

enough to drive away the spirits of the white-eyes.




"Send then for all the great chiefs of the Apaches. Tell them to

come and help Nakay-do-klunni and Nan-ta-do-tash frighten away the

spirits of the pindah lickoyee, for they fear our war chiefs more

than they do our izze-nantan. Go, Geronimo, or Cochise will surely

die."




And so Geronimo sent runners to the four tribes, summoning Nanay

and Victorio and Loco, Hash-ka-ai-la, Co-si-to and Juh; and they

all came and with Geronimo and the warriors of the Be-don-ko-he and

the Cho-kon-en they sat before the wigwam of Cochise and while some

beat upon hides stretched over sticks they all chanted songs that

would fill the spirits of the white-eyed men with fear and drive

them from the body of their war chief.




They sat in a circle about a large fire beside which lay

Cochise. Nakay-do-klunni and Nan-ta-do-tash, wearing the sacred

izze-kloth and elaborate medicine headdress, danced in a circle

about the sick man and the fire. The bodies of the izze-nantans

were painted a greenish brown and upon each arm was a yellow snake

with the heads toward the shoulder blades.




Upon the breast of Nakay-do-klunni was painted a yellow bear and

on his back were zig-zag lines denoting lightning, while

Nan-ta-do-tash had lightning upon both back and breast. Dancing,

bending low to right and left, forward and back, spinning first in

a circle upon the left foot and then around again in the opposite

direction upon the right, they voiced a weird whistling sound. Now

Nan-ta-do-tash advanced toward Cochise and sprinkled hoddentin upon

his arms and legs in the form of a cross and as he backed away to

resume the dancing Nakay-do-klunni took his place beside the dying

chieftain and made similarly the mystic symbol upon his head and

breast.










For six weeks Cochise lay ill and for nearly all of this time the

warriors and medicine men, working in relays and assisted by the

women and the children, sought continuously by day and by night to

frighten away the malevolent spirits by incantation and by

noise.




Shoz-Dijiji added his bit, for he was fond of Cochise in whom he

had always found an understanding as well as a powerful friend.

Genuine was the sorrow of the lad in the sickness of his friend,

and often he went alone into the mountains and prayed to Usen,

asking him to let Cochise live; but not all the big medicine of the

greatest of living izze-nantans, or even the love of a little boy

could avail, and so it was that early in June, 1874, Cochise, the

war chief of all the Apaches, went out upon the long, last

trail.




All that night there was wailing and chanting and the beating of

drums and early in the morning Geronimo and Victorio who had closed

the dead chief's eyes after he had died, came and painted his face

afresh as for the war trail. They dressed him in his best buckskin

shirt and moccasins and wrapped him in his finest blanket, while

outside the rude shelter the tribes gathered to do honor for the

last time to a wise and courageous leader.




The warriors and the women were arrayed in their finest: fringed

buckskin and silver and bead work; heavy earrings of turquoise and

silver; necklaces of glass beads, berries and turquoise, some of

them a yard long, fell, a dozen or more perhaps, over a single

deep, savage chest. The chiefs and the izze-nantans wore gorgeous

war bonnets or medicine headdresses and each grim face was made

more terrible by the pigments of the warpath. And always there was

the wailing and the sound of the es-a-da-ded.




Apart from the others sat a boy, dry-eyed and silent, sorrowing

for the loss of a kindly, gentle friend. In the mind of

Shoz-Dijiji, who could not recall the time when he had not known

the great chief, the name of Cochise suggested naught but courage,

wisdom, honor and loyalty. Shocked and angry would he have been

could he have sensed the horror that that grim name aroused in the

breasts of the pindah lickoyee.




Three warriors came, each leading one of Cochise's best ponies,

and two stalwart braves raised the dead chieftain and lifted him

astride that one which had been his favorite, in front of Chief

Loco, who held the corpse in an upright position.




They bore his arms before him as they started for the grave, the

procession led by four great chiefs, Geronimo, Victorio, Nanay and

Juh, with the balance of his people trailing behind the two ponies

that were led directly in rear of the dead chief.




Juh, glancing back, saw a lad fall into the procession directly

behind the last pony and a fierce scowl made more terrible his

ugly, painted face. He halted the funeral cortege and the other

chiefs turned and looked at him questioningly.




"Only those of the blood of the Shis-Inday may follow a great

chief to his last resting place," he announced. The others grunted

acknowledgment of the truth of that statement. "Shoz-Dijiji, the

son of a white-eyed man, follows the war ponies of Cochise," said

Juh, angrily. "Send him away!"




The inscrutable blue eyes of Geronimo regarded the chief of the

Ned-ni, but he did not speak. His hand moved to the hilt of his

knife, that was all.




"Cochise himself proclaimed the boy an Apache," said Nanay.

"That is enough."




"Let the boy come to the grave of his friend," said Victorio.

"Cochise loved him. He is, too, as good an Apache as you or I. Did

he not warn the tribes and save them from the Mexicans. With my own

eyes I, Victorio, saw him slay and scalp. Let him come!"




"Let him come!" said Nanay.




"He is coming," announced Geronimo as he resumed the march

toward the grave.




With a scowl Juh fell in behind the chief of the Be-don-ko-he

and the procession took up again its winding way along the trail

toward the burial place, the mourners chanting in wailing tones the

deeds of valor of the dead chief as they bore him into the mountain

fastness.




For twelve miles they marched until they came to a new-made

grave, hill-hidden from the eyes of foemen. It was a large grave

with its sides walled up with stone to a height of three feet. Upon

its floor they laid thick blankets and upon these they laid

Cochise, wrapped in his two finest; beside him they placed his

weapons and his most cherished belongings; across his breast was

his izze-kloth, or sacred medicine cord, and inside his buckskin

shirt they tucked an amulet, a tzi-daltai, made of lightning riven

wood, carved and painted by the chief himself and blessed by a

great izze-nantan.




Then across the grave they laid poles of mescal, resting upon

the stone walls, and over these they placed blankets to keep the

dirt which they now shoveled in from falling upon the corpse. Mixed

with the dirt were many stones, that the coyotes might not disturb

the chief's last sleep.




During the last rites the wailing of the mourners rose and fell,

merging with the drums and the chants and cries of the medicine

men; and then his three ponies were led away to the northwest in

the direction of the Grand Canyon three hundred miles away. At two

hundred yards one of them was shot, and another a mile from the

grave and the third, the favorite war pony of the dead chief, still

another mile farther on, that he might be well mounted on his way

to the Spirit Land.




Sorrowfully the tribes turned back toward camp, where the blood

relatives of Cochise destroyed all their belongings and the tribe

all its provisions, so that for forty-eight hours thereafter they

were without food, for such is the custom of the Apaches.




Cochise, war chief of all the Apaches, was dead. Cochise, war

chief of all the Apaches, was yah-ik-tee.




IV. — THE NEW WAR CHIEF
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THE council gathered, the chiefs and the warriors

sitting in a great circle about a central fire. Naliza, the orator,

arose and stepped within the circle.




"Men of the Shis-Inday listen to Naliza," he began. "Cochise is

not present. We have many brave chiefs, but we have no war chief to

whom all the tribes will listen and whom they will follow upon the

war trail. It is not well that we should be thus unprepared against

our enemies. Tonight we must select one who will by his bravery set

our warriors an example upon the field of battle and by his wisdom

lead us to victory.




"The war chief of the Be-don-ko-he has suffered great wrongs at

the hands of our enemies and he has wrought upon them a great

revenge. He has led his people, and often ours, many times upon the

war trail against the foe. Cochise trusted him. Cochise knew that

he was a great leader and upon his death bed Cochise counselled us

to name Geronimo war chief of all the Apaches when Cochise should

be tats-an. I, Naliza, have spoken."




Others spoke, then, some for Geronimo, some for Victorio and

some for Juh, for each was a great warrior and a great chief. Then,

one after another, around the great circle, each warrior cast his

vote and Geronimo became war chief of all the Apaches; and later in

the evening Na-chi-ta, son of Cochise, was accepted by the

Cho-kon-en to succeed his father as chief of that most warlike of

tribes, the Chihuicahui Apaches.




Shoz-Dijiji was squatting near the wives of the dead Cochise

listening to them wail when suddenly out of the deep woods came the

hoot of an owl. Instantly all was silence; the wailing ceased and

the women looked at one another in terror.




"Listen!" whispered one of the squaws. "It is the spirit of

Cochise, he has returned and he is trying to speak to us. What does

he want?"




"Have we not done everything to make him happy on his journey to

chidin-bi-kungua, the house of spirits?" demanded another.




"He is not happy, he has come back," whimpered a young squaw and

then with a muffled scream, she lifted a shaking finger and pointed

toward the black woods. "Look! It is he, come back."




They all looked. To their overwrought imaginations, harried by

days of mourning and ages of superstition, anything was possible,

and it was not strange that they should see the vague and nebulous

outlines of a warrior standing among the deep shadows of the trees.

They shuddered and hid their faces in their blankets, and when they

dared look again the apparition disappeared.




Attracted by their screams some warriors had joined them, and

when they heard the cause of the women's terror they sent for

Nakay-do-klunni to arrange for a feast and a dance that the spirit

of Cochise might be appeased and made happy on its journey to

chidin-bi-kungua.










The sorrows of death do not lie heavily or for long upon the spirit

of youth and so on the morrow the children romped and played and

Shoz-Dijiji organized a rabbit hunt with Gian-na-tah, his best

friend, and a dozen others who could borrow or steal ponies for the

purpose. Laughing and joking, they rode down to the foot of the

mountains, each lad armed with a hunting club.




A mile behind them a childish figure astride a pinto pony lashed

its mount with a rawhide quirt in an effort to overtake the loping

ponies of the boys, and when the latter halted to discuss their

plans the belated one overtook them. The first boy to discover and

recognize the newcomer raised a shout of derision.




"A girl! A girl!" he cried. "Go back to camp. Only warriors

follow the chase, go back to camp with the squaws and the

children."




But the little girl did not go back. Her dishevelled hair

flying, she rode among them.




"Go back!" shouted the boy, and struck at her pony with his

hunting club.




"Go back yourself!" shrilled the little girl as she lashed him

across the head and shoulders with her quirt, pushing her pony

against his until he fled in dismay. The other boys screamed in

derision at the discomfited one, yet some of them could not resist

the temptation to bait the girl and so they rode in and struck at

her pony with their clubs. Lashing to right and left her stinging

quirt fell impartially upon them and their mounts, nor did she give

a foot of ground before their efforts to rout her, though by the

very force of their numbers it was evident that she must soon

succumb in the unequal struggle.




It was then that Shoz-Dijiji rode to her side and swung his club

against her tormentors, and Gian-nah-tah, following the example of

his friend, took a hand in her defense.




Shoz-Dijiji, having killed a bear and scalped an enemy, stood

high in the estimation of his fellows who looked upon him as a

leader, so that now, when he had taken his stand upon the girl's

side, the outcome of the battle was already a foregone conclusion

for immediately the majority lined themselves up with Shoz-Dijiji.

The vanquished scattered in all directions amid the laughter and

the taunts of the victors while both sides felt gingerly of

numerous bumps and abrasions. It was then that some of the boys

again demanded that the girl return to camp.




She looked questioningly at Shoz-Dijiji, her great brown eyes

pleading through dishevelled raven locks.




The lad turned to his fellows. "Ish-kay-nay plays like a boy,

rides like a boy, fights like a boy. If Ish-kay-nay does not hunt

with us today Shoz-Dijiji does not hunt. I have spoken."




Just then one of the lads cried "Ka-Chu!" and, turning, lashed

his pony into a run; a jack rabbit had broken cover and was

bounding away across the plain in long, easy jumps. Instantly the

whole pack was after him and Ish-kay-nay was in the van. Clinging

with naked knees to the bare backs of their wiry little mounts the

savage children streaked after the fleeing Ka-Chu. The foremost

lad, overhauling the rabbit, leaned far forward over his pony's

shoulder and struck at the quarry with his hunting club. The rabbit

turned directly at right angles across the pony's track and as the

latter, as accustomed to the sport as the boys themselves, turned

sharply in pursuit, the rider, far overbalanced following the blow

he had aimed, tumbled from his mount and rolled over and over upon

the turf. With wild whoops the children followed the chase and as

the rabbit turned and doubled many were the spills of his pursuers.

Sometimes a boy, almost within striking distance, would hurl his

club at the quarry, but today Ka-Chu seemed to bear a charmed life

until at last the plain was dotted with riderless ponies and

unhorsed riders, and only two were left in pursuit of the rabbit.

Knee to knee raced Shoz-Dijiji and Ish-kay-nay. The rabbit, running

upon the boy's right was close to the pony's forefoot when

Shoz-Dijiji leaned down and forward for the kill, but again Ka-Chu

turned, this time diagonally across the front of the pony.

Shoz-Dijiji missed, and at the same instant Ish-kay-nay's pinto

stepped in a badger hole, and turning a complete somersault

catapulted the girl high in air to alight directly in the path of

Shoz-Dijiji's pony as it turned to follow the rabbit, and as the

boy toppled from its back the active little beast leaped over

Ish-kay-nay's head and galloped off with head and tail in the

air.




Shoz-Dijiji rolled over twice and stopped in a sitting posture

at the girl's side. They looked at each other and the girl grinned.

Then she reached beneath her and withdrew the flattened body of the

rabbit—in falling, the girl had alighted upon the hapless

Ka-Chu.




"Ish-kay-nay should have been a boy," said Shoz-Dijiji,

laughing, "for already she is a mighty hunter."




Together they arose and stood there laughing. Their copper

bodies, almost naked, shot back golden highlights to the sun, as

the two tousled black heads bent close above the prey. The lad was

already a head taller than his companion and well-muscled for his

age, yet they looked more like two lads than a boy and girl, and

their attitude toward one another was as that of one boy to

another, and not, as yet, as of the man to the maid. Two little

savages they were, blending into Nature's picture of which they

were as much a part as the rolling brown plain, the tree-dotted

foothills, or the frowning mountains.




Ish-kay-nay's pony, none the worse for its spill, had scrambled

to its feet and trotted away a short distance, where it was now

contentedly feeding upon the grama grass. Still farther away the

boy's mount browsed. Shoz-Dijiji looked toward it and whistled

once, shrilly. The pony raised its head and looked in the direction

of the sound, then it started toward its master, slowly at first;

but at the second whistle, more peremptory than the first, it broke

into a gallop and came rapidly to stop before the lad.




Shoz-Dijiji mounted and drew Ish-kay-nay up behind him, but when

they sought to catch the girl's pony it snorted and ran away from

them. Herding it toward camp the two rode in the direction of their

fellows, some of whom had regained their ponies; and, so, several

of them mounted double, driving the riderless animals ahead, they

came back to camp.










Thus the happy days rolled by with hunting, with games, with play;

or there were long trails that led down into Sonora or Chihuahua;

there were raids upon Mexican villages; upon wagon trains; upon

isolated ranches; there were the enemy's attacks upon their own

camps. In the springs there was the planting if the tribe chanced

to be in a permanent camp and then, with wooden hoes, the children

and the squaws broke the ground, planted the corn in straight rows,

melons and pumpkins at haphazard about the field, and the beans

among the corn.




Sometimes the children, tiring of so much work, would run away

to play, staying all day and sneaking into camp at dark, nor were

they ever chided by their elders; but woe betide them should one of

these discover them in their hiding place, for the ridicule that

was sure to follow was more bitter to the Apache taste than

corporal punishment would have been.




As the boys, playing, learned to use the weapons of their

people, to track, to hunt, to fight, so the girls learned the

simple duties of their sex—learned to prepare the maguey for

each of the numerous purposes to which their people have learned to

put this most useful of plants; learned to grind the mesquite bean

into meal and make cakes of it; learned to dry the fruit of the

Spanish bayonet; to dress and tan the hides that the braves brought

in from the chase.




And together the children, under the admiring eyes of their

elders, learned the gentle art of torture, practicing upon birds

and animals of the wild and even upon the ponies and dogs of the

tribe. Upon these activities Shoz-Dijiji looked with interest; but

for some reason, which he doubtless could not have understood had

he tried to analyze it, he found no pleasure in inflicting pain

upon the helpless; nor did this mark him particularly as different

from his fellows, as there were others who shared his indifferences

to this form of sport. Apaches are human and as individuals of

other human races vary in their characteristics, so Apaches vary.

The Apaches were neither all good, nor all bad.










In the early summer of Shoz-Dijiji's fourteenth year Geronimo and

Juh, with half a dozen other warriors, were preparing to make a

raid into Mexico, and when Shoz-Dijiji heard the talk about the

camp fires he determined, by hook or by crook, to accompany the war

party. He told Gian-nah-tah, his best friend, of this hope which

occupied his thoughts and Gian-nah-tah said that he would go too,

also by hook or by crook.




"Go to Geronimo, your father," counseled Gian-nah-tah, "and tell

him that Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah wish to become warriors, and

if his heart is good he will let us go out upon the war trail with

him."




"Come with me, then, Gian-nah-tah," replied Shoz-Dijiji, "and I

will ask him now before chigo-na-ay sets again and yan-des-tan

grows dark."




Squatting beneath a tree and holding a small mirror in his left

hand, Geronimo was streaking his face with vermilion, using the

index finger of his right hand in lieu of a brush. He looked up as

the two boys approached. There was a twinkle in his blue eyes as he

nodded to them.




With few preliminaries Shoz-Dijiji went to the point.

"Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah," he said, "will soon be men. Already

has Shoz-Dijiji slain the black bear in fair fight and upon the

field of battle taken the scalp of the enemy he had killed. No

longer do Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah wish to remain in camp with

the old men, the women and the children while the braves go upon

the war trail. Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah wish to go upon the war

trail. They wish to go with the great Geronimo tomorrow.

Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah await the answer of the great war

chief of the Apaches."




Geronimo was eying them keenly while he listened in silence

until the boy had finished, nor was there any change in expression

to denote how he was receiving their appeal. For a while after the

boy became silent the chief did not speak. He seemed to be weighing

the proposition carefully in his mind. Presently he opened his lips

and spoke in the quiet, low tones that were his.




"Geronimo has been watching Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah," he

said, "and is pleased with them. They are both young, but so too

was Go-yat-thlay when first he went upon the war trail. The time is

short. Go, therefore, this very night to the high places and pray

to Usen. Make your medicine, strong medicine, in the high places.

Nakay-do-klunni will bless it in the morning. Go!"




Never were two boys more elated, more enthusiastic, more imbued

with a desire to shout and dance; but they did nothing of the sort.

Stolidly, without a change of expression, they turned and walked

away. They were Apaches and they were on the high road to becoming

warriors. There are times when warriors shout and dance; but such

an occasion was not one of them.




Together the two boys left the camp, heading deep into the

mountains, Shoz-Dijiji leading, Gian-nah-tah stepping directly in

his tracks. They did not speak, but moved silently at a dog trot,

for the time was short. Better would it have been to have spent

days and nights in preparation, but now this could not be. A mile

from camp Gian-nah-tah turned to the left, following a branch of

the main canyon up which Shoz-Dijiji continued for a matter of

several miles, then, turning abruptly to the right he scaled the

sloping base of the canyon wall.




Where the fallen rubble from above ended against the rocky cliff

side the blackened stump of a lightning-riven pine clung

precariously. Here Shoz-Dijiji paused and, searching, found a flat

splinter of wood not three inches long nor an inch wide and quite

thin. With a slender buckskin thong he tied the splinter securely

to his G-string and commenced the ascent of the nearly

perpendicular cliff that towered high above him.




Taking advantage of each crevice and projection the lad crept

slowly upward. Scarcely was there an instant when a single slip

would not have hurled him to death upon the tumbled rocks below,

and yet he never paused in his ascent, but moved as confidently as

though on level ground, up and up, until, three hundred dizzy feet

above the canyon floor he drew himself to a narrow, niche-like

ledge. Settling himself here with his back against the cliff and

his legs dangling over the abyss, he unfastened the pine splinter

from his G-string and with his hunting knife set to work to fashion

it to his purpose.




For an hour he worked unceasingly until the splinter, smoothed

upon its two flat sides, suggested, roughly, the figure of a short

legged, armless man, and had been whittled down to a length of two

and a quarter inches and a width of about a sixth of its greatest

dimension. Upon one flat side he carved zigzag lines—two of

them running parallel and longitudinally. These represented

ittindi, the lightning. Upon the opposite side he cut two crosses

and these he called intchi-dijin, the black wind. When he had

finished the carving he tied it firmly to a thong of buckskin which

formed a loop that would pass over his head and hang about his

neck.




Thus did Shoz-Dijiji, the Black Bear, fashion his tzi-daltai.

From a buckskin bag upon which Morning Star had sewn pretty beads

the boy took a still smaller bag containing hoddentin, a pinch of

which he sprinkled upon each side of the tzi-daltai, and then he

tossed a pinch out over the cliff in front of him and one over his

left shoulder and one over his right and a fourth behind him.




"Be good, 0, winds!" he prayed.




Another pinch of hoddentin he tossed high in air above him. "Be

good, 0, ittindi! Make strong the medicine of Shoz-Dijiji that it

may protect him from the weapons of his enemies."




All night he stood there in the high place praying to Usen, to

ittindi, to the four winds. Making big medicine was Shoz-Dijiji,

the Black Bear; praying to be made strong and brave upon the war

trail; praying for wisdom, for strength, for protection; praying to

the kans of his people; and when morning came and the first rays of

chigo-na-ay touched his eerie he still prayed. Not till then did he

cease.




As deliberately as he had ascended, the Black Bear climbed down

the escarpment and, apparently as fresh as when he had quit camp

the preceding day, trotted rapidly down the canyon and into camp.

No one paid any attention to him as he went directly to the shelter

of Nakay-do-klunni, the medicine man.




The izze-nantan looked up as the youth stopped before him, and

grunted.




"Nakay-do-klunni," said the lad, "Shoz-Dijiji goes upon the war

trail for the first time today. All night he has prayed in the high

places. Shoz-Dijiji has made strong medicine. He brings it to

Nakay-do-klunni to bless, that it may be very strong." He held his

tzi-daltai toward the izze-nantan.




Nakay-do-klunni, squatting in the dirt, took the amulet and blew

upon it; he mumbled gibberish above it; sprinkled hoddentin upon

it; made strange passes in the air that thrilled

Shoz-Dijiji—Shoz-Dijiji, who could climb a sheer precipice

without a thrill. Then he handed it back to Shoz-Dijiji, grunted

and held out his palm. The lad emptied the contents of his little

pouch into his own hand and selecting a piece of duklij, the impure

malachite that the whites of the Southwest call turquoise, he

offered it to the izze-nantan.




Nakay-do-klunni accepted the proffered honorarium, examined it,

dropped it into his own pouch and grunted.




As Shoz-Dijiji turned to depart he passed Gian-nah-tah

approaching the shelter of the medicine man and the two friends

passed one another as though unaware of each other's existence, for

the preparation of the youth aspiring to become a warrior is a

sacred rite, no detail of which may be slighted or approached with

levity, and silence is one of its prime requisites.




An hour later eight warriors—grim, terrible, painted

men—set out upon the war trail and with them went two hungry

youths, empty since the morning of the preceding day.




V. — ON THE WAR TRAIL
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THROUGH rugged mountains Geronimo led his war

party toward the south, avoiding beaten trails, crossing valleys

only after ten pairs of eagle eyes had scanned them carefully from

the hidden security of some lofty eminence. Where there might be

danger of discovery he sent a scout far ahead. At night he camped

upon the rocky shoulder of some mountain inaccessible to cavalry.

There the novitiates brought the firewood, carried the water, if

there was aught to carry, did the cooking and performed whatever

labor there was to be performed.




All this they did in silence, speaking only when directly

addressed by a warrior. They ate only what they were told they

might eat and that was little enough, and of the poorest quality.

In every conceivable way were their patience, nerve and endurance

tried to the utmost, and always were they under the observation of

the warriors, upon whose final report at some future council would

depend their acceptance into the warrior class.










On the third day they entered Mexico, and faced a long, waterless

march upon the next. That morning Shoz-Dijiji filled a section of

the large intestine of a horse with water and coiled it twice over

his left shoulder and beneath his right arm. Presently the water

would become hot beneath the torrid rays of chigo-na-ay, and the

container had been cleaned only according to Apache standards of

cleanliness, yet its contents would in no way offend their palates.

In quantity there was sufficient to carry them far beyond the next

water hole.




Shoz-Dijiji hated to carry the water. The container sloshed

about his body and ever had a tendency to slip from his shoulder.

With the thermometer 118 in the shade, a hot water bag adds nothing

to one's comfort, and, too, this one was heavy; but Shoz-Dijiji did

not complain. He stepped lightly along the trail, nor ever lagged

or sulked.




Always he watched every move that the warriors made and listened

with strict attention to their few words, since the procedure and

terminology of war are sacred and must be familiar to every

candidate for warrior honors.




The familiar names of articles used upon the war trail were

never spoken, only their war names being used and the observance of

every act, however trivial, was tinged with the hue of

religion.




Perhaps during the long span of man's existence upon Earth there

has never been produced a more warlike race than the Apaches. They

existed almost solely by war and for war. Much of their country was

a semiarid waste land, producing little; their agriculture was so

meager as to be almost nonexistent; they owned no flocks or herds;

they manufactured nothing but weapons of war and of the chase and

some few articles of apparel and ornament. From birth they were

reared with but one ambition, that of becoming great warriors.

Their living and their possessions depended almost wholly upon the

loot of war; and for three hundred years they were the scourge of a

territory as large as Europe, a thickly settled portion of which

they entirely depopulated.




Upon such facts as these had Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah been

raised, and now they were taking the first step toward becoming one

of these mighty warriors, the very mention of whose names was

sufficient to bring terror to an entire community of white men.




Sometimes when they were alone or unobserved the boys conversed,

and upon one of these occasions Shoz-Dijiji exclaimed: "How

wonderful to have been born an Apache! I should think that the

white-eyed men would prefer death to the shame of not being

Apaches. They have no great warriors or we should have heard of

them and no one is afraid of them. We kill their people and they

fear us so that they promise to feed us in idleness if we will kill

no more. What manner of men are they who are so without shame! If

other men kill our people, do we feed them and beg them to do so no

more? No! we go among them and slay ten for every Apache that they

have killed."




"There are many of them," sighed Gian-nah-tah. "For every ten we

kill, there are a hundred more to come. Some day there will be so

many that we cannot kill them all; then what will become of the

Apaches?"




"You have listened to the talk of Nanay," replied Shoz-Dijiji.

"He is getting old. He does not know what he is talking about. The

more white-eyes there are the more we can kill. Nothing would suit

Shoz-Dijiji better. I hate them and when I am a great warrior I

shall kill and kill and kill."




"Yes," said Gian-nah-tah, "that will be great medicine, if it

does not happen that there are more white-eyes than we can kill. If

there are we are the ones who will be killed."










In the mountains of Sonora Geronimo camped where he had an almost

impassable mountain fastness at his back and a view of a broad

valley spread out below him, and he was secure in the knowledge

that no enemy could reach him undetected.




The very first day their scouts discovered a wagon train winding

up the valley at their feet and Geronimo sent two braves down among

the foothills to spy upon it. All day the train wound up the valley

and all day savage, unseen eyes watched its every move, saw it go

into camp, saw the precautions that were taken to prevent attack,

and carried the word back to the war chief, who had been scouting

in another direction.




"There are twenty wagons, each drawn by eight mules," the scout

reported to Geronimo. "There are twenty Mexicans, well armed. They

ride with their weapons beside them. It is as though they feared

attack, for they are often peering this way and that, and always

those in the rear keep well closed up and glance back

often—there are no stragglers."




"And in camp?" inquired Geronimo.




"They form their wagons in a circle and inside the circle are

the mules and the men. There were two armed men on guard. They are

vigilant."




"They are men," said Geronimo. "Some time they will relax their

vigilance." He turned toward the youths who were busy at the camp

fire. "Shoz-Dijiji," he called, "come here!"




The lad came and stood before the war chief. "There, in the

valley," said Geronimo, pointing, "the Mexicans are camped. Go and

watch them. Creep as closely to them as you can. If they see you

you will be killed. Return at dawn and tell Geronimo all that you

have discovered. Do not alarm them and do not attack unless you are

discovered. Go!"




Supperless, Shoz-Dijiji faded into the twilight. A shadow, he

moved in denser shadows, keeping to the hills until he came

opposite the camp fires of the freighters. It was dark; the men

around the camp fire could not possibly see far out into the night;

yet Shoz-Dijiji did not relax his wariness.




Stooping low, sometimes creeping upon his belly, taking

advantage of whatever cover the plain offered, he advanced closer

and closer to the parked wagons. While yet a considerable distance

from them he silently whittled a bush from its stem, close to the

ground, and when he had come within a hundred yards of the nearest

wagon he was crawling forward upon his belly, holding the bush in

front of him. He moved very slowly and very cautiously, advancing

by inches, for the art of successful stalking is the art of

infinite patience. After a short advance he would lie still for a

long time.




He could hear the voices of the men gathered about the fire. He

could see one of the armed guards, the one nearer him. The man

moved back and forth just inside the enclosure, occasionally

pausing to watch and listen at the gaps between the wagons. It was

when he was turned away from him that Shoz-Dijiji advanced. At last

he lay within a foot of one of the wagon wheels and directly behind

it.




Now he could hear much of the conversation and what he heard he

understood fairly well, for his people had often traded amicably

with Mexicans, posing as friendly Indians, though the next day they

might be planning to massacre their hosts, and there had been

Mexican prisoners in the camps of the Be-don-ko-he. Through, such

contacts he had gained a smattering of Spanish, just as he was to

acquire a smattering of English, above the border, within the next

year or two.




He heard the guard, passing close in front of him, grumbling

"This is foolish," he called to someone at the camp fire. "We have

not seen an Indian or an Indian sign this whole trip. I do not

believe that there is an Apache within three hundred miles of

us."




A big man, with a black mustache, squatting before the fire,

removed his cigarette from his mouth.




"Neither do I," he replied; "but I do not know. I am taking no

chances. I told you before we came out that we would stand guard

every night, turn and turn about, and as long as I am captain of

this train we shall."




The other grumbled and turned to look out toward the mountains

across the pole of one of the wagons. Within six feet of him lay an

Apache. All night he lay there watching, listening.




He learned where they would halt during the heat of the

following midday; he learned where they would camp the next night

and the night following that; he saw that guards were changed every

two hours and that thus the men lost but two hours sleep every

other night. There was no reason, therefore, on this score, why

they should be too sleepy to watch efficiently. He saw that all of

the men slept with their rifles and six-shooters within easy reach.

He knew that a night attack would find them ready and would have

little chance for success.




Shortly before dawn the wind, which had been blowing gently up

the valley, changed and blew from the hills behind Shoz-Dijiji and

across the camp. Instantly the Apache noted the change and watched

the mules. At the same time he commenced to worm himself away from

the parked wagons, holding the bush always as a screen between

himself and the camp of the enemy.




He saw a mule raise its head and sniff the air, then another and

another. They moved about restlessly and many of them were looking

out in his direction. This he could see in the light of the fire

that the sentries had kept burning all night. He retreated more

rapidly for he knew that the animals had caught the scent of an

Indian, and he feared that the men would interpret their

restlessness correctly.




Already the nearer guard had called to his fellow and both were

straining their eyes out into the night, and then, just behind him,

Shoz-Dijiji heard the wail of a coyote. He saw the tense attitudes

of the men relax as they turned to resume their beats, and he

smiled inwardly as he realized that they attributed the

restlessness of their stock to the scent of the coyote. An hour

later he entered camp as silently as he had left it the previous

evening.




Geronimo listened to his report, and, after the custom of the

Apaches, without interruption or comment until Shoz-Dijiji

indicated that he had done speaking. He gave no praise, but he

asked no questions; rather the highest praise that he could have

bestowed, since it indicated that the youth's report was so clear

and so complete as to leave no detail of information lacking.










For two days and two nights thereafter the Apaches followed the

freighters, and there was scarcely a moment during that time that

the Mexicans were not under close observation as the Indians waited

and watched patiently for the moment that the guard of the quarry

would be momentarily lowered, the inevitable moment that the shrewd

Geronimo knew would come. Keeping to the hills, along the foot of

which the wagon road wound, the noiseless, invisible stalkers

followed doggedly the slow moving train.




In the gory lexicon of Apache military science there appears no

such word as chance. To risk one's life, to sacrifice one's

warriors needlessly, is the part of a fool, not of a successful war

chief. To give the other fellow a chance is the acme of asininity.

In the event of battle men must be killed. If all the killed are

among the enemy so much greater is the credit due the victorious

chief. They have reduced the art of war to its most primitive

conception; they have stripped it stark to its ultimate purpose,

leaving the unlovely truth of it quite naked, unadorned by

sophistries or hypocrisies—to kill without being killed.




At length Geronimo was convinced of the truth he had at first

sensed—that the Mexicans were most vulnerable during their

midday rest. Then their wagons were not parked into a circular

fortress. The men were hot and tired and drowsy. They were lulled

into a fancied security by the fact that they could see to great

distances in all directions. Nothing as large as a man could

approach them unseen. He had even noted that upon one occasion the

entire party had dozed simultaneously at a noonday stop, and he

made his plans accordingly.




From his intimate knowledge of the country, the trail, and the

customs of freighters he knew where the noon stop upon the third

day of the trailing would be made. That forenoon only one Apache

trailed the unsuspecting Mexicans; the others were far ahead.




Noon approached. The complaining wheels of the great wagons

jolted over the ruts of the road. The sweating mules pulled evenly

and steadily. The drivers, with their single lines and their great

bull-hide whips, urged their teams only sufficiently to keep the

train well closed up.




Lackadaisically, soporifically, mechanically, they flicked the

leaders with their long, pliant lashes. They did not curse their

mules in strident voices as would American skinners. Sometimes they

talked to them in low tones, or, again, they sang, and the mules

plodded on through the dust, which rose in great clouds as they

crossed a low, alkali flat, from which they emerged about noon upon

higher, sandy ground, where the pulling was harder, but where there

was no dust.




Presently the leading wagon stopped and the others drew up about

it, but in no regular formation. To their left the flat plain rose

gently to meet the hills a mile away. To the right, in front of

them and behind they could see to the distant mountains, empurpled

by haze. A brilliant sun seared down upon the scorched land, a

pitilessly revealing sun in the light of which nothing could hide.

There was no breeze; nothing moved and there was no sound. Just

silence was there except as it was broken by the breathing of the

mules, the creaking or the jangling of a bit of harness.




The captain of the train scanned the landscape in all

directions. Nothing moved, there was nothing irregular within his

range of vision. Had there been he would have seen it, for he had

spent the best part of his life tracking back and forth across

Sonora.




"Keep a watch, Manuel," he directed one of his men, for even now

he would not relax his vigilance.




Manuel shrugged, rolled a cigarette, and looked about. His

companions had crawled beneath several of the wagons, where they

lay in the shade smoking, or already dozing. As far as he could see

the land lay rollingly level, dotted with small bushes, not one of

which would have offered concealment to anything larger than a jack

rabbit. The sun was very hot and the shade beneath the wagons

looked inviting to Manuel. He walked along the edge of the teams to

the rearmost one and then back again. Glancing beneath a certain

wagon he saw the captain curled up in sleep.




The guard walked all around the twenty wagons, looking off as

far as he could. There were only Indians to fear and there were

none in sight. Jesus Garcia had said that there was not an Apache

within three hundred miles and Jesus was a famous Indian fighter.

He had fought the Apaches and the Yaquis both. Manuel yawned and

crawled beneath a wagon, just to finish his cigarette in the

shade.




The mules had settled down to rest, sensible as mules always

are. The men dozed, even Manuel, though he had not meant to. Before

there were ears to hear there could not have lain upon the earth a

deeper silence. There seemed no life—but there was. Within

twenty feet of Manuel a pair of eager, savage eyes appraised him.

Within a radius of two hundred feet eight other pairs of eager,

savage eyes watched the dozing forms of the unconscious prey.




Lying prone, completely buried in the sand, except their eyes,

their bows hidden beneath cleverly held bushes, seven warriors and

two youths awaited the moment of attack. From the hills, a mile

away, another warrior watched. He would come leaping down to battle

when the attack was made. All day he had been following and

watching the train, ready to warn his fellows of any unforeseen

danger, or inform them of a deviation from the assumed plans of the

quarry; but there had been no change. The train had moved as though

ordered by Geronimo.




Manuel slept and dreamed of a soft-eyed senorita in Hermosillo.

Geronimo moved and the sand fell from his painted naked body as he

rose noiselessly to his feet. Eight other grim figures arose from

scattered beds of sand. At a sign from Geronimo they crept forward

to surround the train.




The mules commenced to move restlessly. One of them snorted as a

brave approached it. Geronimo held his lance above his head; from

nine throats issued the blood-curdling war whoop of the Apaches.

Manuel awoke and scrambled from beneath the wagon, fumbling with

his rifle. A young Indian leaped toward him and as the Mexican

raised his weapon an arrow from the bow of Shoz-Dijiji, the Black

Bear, transfixed his heart.




In old Hermosillo tears would come to the soft eyes of a

senorita. Far to the north, near the headwaters of the Gila, the

fire of savage pride would burn in the big, dark eyes of

Ish-kay-nay when she heard of the valor of her playfellow.




The Mexicans, utterly surprised, had no chance. Confused,

startled, seeing Indians in front of them they backed from beneath

the wagons only to receive lances and arrows in their backs from

the Indians darting in and out between the wagons of the train.

Curses and screams, mingled with the savage cries of the Apaches,

added to the bewilderment of the freighters who had not died with

the first volley. There were but nine Apaches, yet to the handful

of men who survived the first onslaught there seemed to be Indians

everywhere, so quickly did the savage warriors move from point to

point, driving home a lance here, speeding an arrow there, or

grappling hand-to-hand as they plunged their knives into the bodies

of the foe.




The captain of the train, bleeding, staggered to his feet from

beneath the wagon in the shade of which he had been sleeping. As he

arose he saw a huge buck leaping toward him with bloody knife

upraised. Clubbing his rifle the Mexican swung the stock down upon

the warrior's head and as the Indian collapsed at his feet he

whipped his six-shooter from its holster and stood at bay.




A few yards from him a stalwart Apache was on the point of

driving his lance through the chest of Jesus Garcia who had fought

Apaches and Yaquis all his life and knew that there was not an

Indian within three hundred miles. The captain raised his weapon

and leveled it full at the back of the Indian. Thus close was

Geronimo to death; and then a young Apache hurled himself violently

upon the captain of the train and the two went down together. It

was Shoz-Dijiji who had intervened to save the war chief's life.

Two warriors saw the act—one of them was Juh.




Rolling upon the ground the white man and the Indian lad

struggled; the one to use his firearm, the other to prevent that

and to drive his knife home. Shoz-Dijiji was strong for his age,

but he was no match for the Mexican except in agility; but he had

one advantage in a hand-to-hand struggle that the Mexican did not

possess—he was naked and his body was slippery with

grease.




Shoz-Dijiji clung to the pistol wrist of his antagonist, while

the other grasped the boy's forearm in an effort to prevent him

from driving his knife home. Rolling over and over the Mexican

finally succeeded in getting on top of the Apache. Slowly he forced

his weapon toward the boy's head.




Shoz-Dijiji, struggling but making no outcry, thought that his

hour had struck; yet he did not relax his efforts, rather he

redoubled them to wrench free his knife hand. He saw the finger of

the Mexican pressing upon the trigger of the six-shooter as the

muzzle of the weapon drew gradually in line with his forehead; then

he gave a final terrific tug at the arm of his enemy just as the

latter fired.




The report deafened Shoz-Dijiji, the powder burned his brow; but

at the same instant he wrenched his wrist free from the slipping

clutch of the Mexican and drove his blade home between the other's

shoulders. The man uttered a hoarse scream and fired again; but the

shock and the pain of the wound rendered this shot but the result

of the spasmodic clutching of his fingers and the bullet went into

the ground beside Shoz-Dijiji's head.




Again and again the quick knife of the Be-don-ko-he was plunged

home. The body of the Mexican writhed, his agonized eyes glared

down from his contorted face upon the savage beneath him, he

struggled once again to level his weapon and then he slumped

forward upon Shoz-Dijiji.




The youth wriggled from beneath the dead body of his adversary,

leaped to his feet and looked about him. The battle was over; its

grim aftermath was being enacted. A few of the Mexicans, less

fortunate than their companions, still lived. Upon these Geronimo,

Juh and their fellows wrought hideously. Gripped, seemingly, by a

cold, calculating frenzy of ferocity, that in another day and among

a more enlightened race would have passed for religious zeal, they

inflicted unspeakable torture upon the dying and nameless

indignities upon the dead that would have filled with envy the high

minded Christian inquisitors of the sixteenth century.




Shoz-Dijiji searching for loot upon the dead was conscious of

the orgy of blood about him, but if it aroused any marked emotion

within him his face did not reflect it. As he removed a cartridge

belt from a Mexican the man moved and opened his eyes. The Apache

shoved the sharpened quartz of his lance through the man's heart

and resumed his search for plunder. He did not torture; he did not

mutilate; but he was not deterred therefrom through any sense of

compassion. He felt none. These were the enemies of his people.




They would have slain him had they had the opportunity. It was

only fear or caution that prevented them and their kind from

hunting down him and his kind and exterminating them; and it was

through torture and mutilation that the Apache kept green in the

hearts of his enemies both fear and caution. To most of them it was

merely a well-reasoned component of their science of war, which is,

after all, but saying that it was a part of their religion. To

Geronimo it was something more.




VI. — THE OATH OF GERONIMO
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AROUSED by the shouts, the shots and the scent of

the savages, the mules had, during the battle, staged a

divertissement of their own. Some had kicked themselves free of

restraining leather while others had but entangled themselves the

more. Many were down.




Their taste for blood temporarily glutted, or for lack of more

blood to spill, the Apaches turned their attention to the mules.

While some cut loose those that were down, others rounded up those

that were loose. In the meantime Geronimo and Juh had inspected the

contents of the wagons which contained a general store of

merchandise consigned to many a small merchant in the villages of

northern Sonora.




Selecting what met their fancy or the requirements of their

wild, nomadic life, they packed their spoils of war upon the backs

of the captured mules and set out in a northeasterly direction

toward the Sierra Madre. All that afternoon and all of the

following night they pushed rapidly on until they emerged upon the

eastern slopes of the Sierra Madre and looked down upon Chihuahua.

Not until then did Geronimo order camp and a rest. A hundred miles

behind them the ashes of the burned wagon train still smoldered.

Ten miles in his rear a single scout watched the rear trail from a

commanding peak and far ahead another scout overlooked

Chihuahua.




Around the camp fire that day, while the mules browsed the lush

grasses of a mountain meadow, the warriors recounted boastfully

their deeds of derring-do.




Geronimo, sullen and morose, sat apart. Shoz-Dijiji, the camp

duties of the neophyte completed, lay stretched in rest beside his

savage sire. Geronimo, puffing at a cigarette, looked down at the

boy.




"Shoz-Dijiji has done well," he said. These were the first words

of approval that had fallen upon the youth's ears since he had

taken the war trail. He remained silent. Geronimo puffed upon his

cigarette before he spoke again. "Juh says that Shoz-Dijiji has a

heart of water; that he did not join the other braves in torturing

the wounded or mutilating the dead."




"Shoz-Dijiji killed three of the enemy," replied the youth; "one

in a hand-to-hand fight. The coyote attacks the wounded and devours

the dead. Which is braver?"




"You saw me after the battle," said Geronimo. "Am I a

coyote?"




"You are a brave man," replied Shoz-Dijiji simply. "There is no

one braver than Geronimo. Therefore I cannot understand why you

waste your time with the dead and the wounded. These, I should

think, you would leave to the squaws and the children. I,

Shoz-Dijiji, take no pleasure in fighting with a dead man who

cannot harm me. I should not think that Geronimo, who is so much

braver than Shoz-Dijiji, would find pleasure in it."




"Listen, my son, to the words of Geronimo," said the war chief.

"But seventeen times had the rains fallen upon me when I was

admitted to the warrior class. Then I was a Ned-ni, as my fathers

before me had been; but I loved Alope, the slender daughter of

No-po-so of the Be-don-ko-he and she loved me. I gave No-po-so the

many ponies that he had asked for Alope and took her with me. Then

it was that I was adopted into the tribe of my good wife. I became

a Be-don-ko-he.




"Three children came to us in the twelve years that followed and

we were happy. There was peace between us and the tribes that were

our neighbors. We were at peace with the Mexican towns in Chihuahua

and Sonora.




"Happy, carefree, contented, the Be-don-ko-he, with all their

women and their children, went down through Sonora toward Casa

Grande to trade, but before we reached our destination we stopped

at the Mexican village which we called Kas-ki-yeh, making our camp

just outside the town.




"I had brought my mother with me, as well as Alope and our three

children. With the other women and children they remained in camp

under the protection of a few warriors while the balance of the

braves went daily into the town to trade.




"Thus we had been living in peace and fancied security for

several days when one evening as we were returning to camp we were

met by several of our women and children. Their burning eyes

reflected the sorrow and righteous anger that blazed within their

breasts as they told us that during our absence Mexican troops had

attacked our camp, slain the warriors that had been left to guard

it, run off our ponies, burned our supplies, stolen our weapons and

murdered many of our women and children.




"Mangas Colorado, chief of the Ned-ni, who was with us with a

few of his people, was the ranking war chief and to him we turned

now, for this was war. He told us to separate and hide until

darkness had fallen, and this we did, assembling again in a thicket

by the river. Then it was, when all had come, that I discovered for

the first time that my aged mother, my young wife, my three small

children were among the slain.




"Without ponies, without weapons, our force reduced, surrounded

by the enemy and far within his country, we were in no position to

give battle. In silence and in darkness, therefore, we took up the

long trail toward our own country, leaving our dead upon the

field.




"Stunned by the sorrow that had overwhelmed me I followed behind

the retreating tribe, just within hearing distance of the soft

footfalls of moccasined feet. For two days and nights of forced

marching I did not eat, I did not speak, and no one spoke to

me—there was nothing to say.




"At last we arrived at our own kunh-gan-hay. There was the tepee

that I had made for Alope, a tepee of buffalo hides. There were the

bear robes, the lion skins, the other trophies of the chase that I

had placed there for her. There were the little decorations of

beads and drawn work on buckskin made by Alope's own slender

fingers. There were the many pictures that she had drawn upon the

walls of our home, and there were the playthings of our little

ones.




"I burned them all. Also I burned my mother's tepee and

destroyed all her property. It was then I took an oath to be

revenged upon the Mexicans, to kill them wherever I found them, to

give them no quarter and to show them no mercy.




"My mother, Alope, our three children have been avenged many

times over, but the end is not yet. Now, perhaps, Shoz-Dijiji too

will see the same pictures of the mind that Geronimo sees when the

war trail crosses the path of the Mexicans—an old woman and a

young woman lying in their blood, three little children huddled

together in terror before the bullets or the gun butts of the

Mexican soldiers stilled their sobs forever."




The wrinkled war chief arose and walked silently away. In

silence Shoz-Dijiji sat—in silence and in thought.




And all during the long, arduous marches that followed he

thought upon what Geronimo had told him until he too came to hate

the enemies of his people with a bitterness that was but to be

increased with each closer association with them, whether in war or

in peace; but Shoz-Dijiji discriminated less between Mexicans and

Americans than did Geronimo, for he knew that upon the whole the

former had sinned against them less than the latter.




Always watching for attack from in front, for pursuit from the

rear, the Apaches drove the laden mules northward toward home,

keeping as much to inaccessible mountains as the limitations of the

mules permitted; passing the few habitations that lay in their way

silently by night, with the single exception of an isolated Mexican

ranch not far from the border. This they attacked by day, slaying

its owner, his wife and children.




Again Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah conducted themselves well,

thus having two engagements to their credit of the four necessary

before they could be accepted into the warrior class; but again

Shoz-Dijiji abstained from torture or mutilation, though he watched

Juh, the butcher, with interest, if nothing more.




The meager loot from the pitiful Mexican home they loaded upon a

spare mule, set fire to the interior of the adobe house and

continued their way, leaving the wounded but conscious Mexican

staked out upon a bed of cactus within sight of the mutilated

remains of his family, to die of thirst.




As they passed on toward the farther hills Shoz-Dijiji saw a

coyote giving them a wide berth as it slunk down toward the

ranch.




That night they crossed the border into New Mexico and camped in

timbered mountains by a running spring. Here they killed a mule and

feasted, for at last they felt reasonably safe from pursuit.










A few days later they came to their home camp and that night there

was dancing and feasting in honor of the victorious warriors and a

great deal of boastful recounting of valorous deeds and displaying

of loot. Another mule was killed and cooked and presents were given

to each member of the tribe. It was a memorable night. Tomorrow the

work of the squaws would commence, for all the remaining mules must

be killed, their meat jerked, their hides cured and the meat packed

away in them for future use.




Little Ish-kay-nay, cross-legged upon the ground, tore at a

large piece of mule meat with her strong, white teeth. A lock of

glossy black hair fell across her face and tickled her nose. She

pushed it back with a greasy hand.




But if her teeth were occupied with the feast her eyes were

not—they followed the figure of a handsome youth who moved

about with the swagger of a warrior, though it was noticeable that

he kept out of the paths of the warriors, swaggering most where the

squaws and the children might see.




Closer and closer to Ish-kay-nay his wanderings led him, yet he

seemed quite unconscious of her presence, until presently, without

a word, he came and squatted at her side. He did not speak.

Ish-kay-nay did not speak. Perhaps each wondered at the change that

had come over their relations. When the youth had gone away a few

weeks before they had been playfellows. There had never been

reserve between them. Ish-kay-nay had seemed like another boy to

Shoz-Dijiji.




Now she seemed different. It seemed to Shoz-Dijiji that he was

almost afraid of her. To Ish-kay-nay there seemed a difference,

too, but, being a woman, she was less mystified than Shoz-Dijiji

and she was not afraid. She must only appear to be afraid.




Presently, timorously apparently, she extended her piece of mule

meat toward him and with his teeth he tore off a mouthful. Enjoined

from speech by necessity they sat there, side by side, chewing upon

the tough and fibrous flesh.




Ish-kay-nay looked up from beneath her tousled shock, caught his

eye and smiled. Then she looked down quickly and giggled.

Shoz-Dijiji grinned and leaned a little closer until his naked

shoulder touched hers. Again Ish-kay-nay looked up to smile, and

down to giggle, shrugging her shapely shoulders.




Laboriously the youth untied a soiled bundle that he had carried

for many days fastened to his loin cloth. It was wrapped in a bit

of the tail of a cotton shirt that Manuel, the freighter, had

bought in Guaymas.




A vile odor pervaded it, an odor that waxed in insolence and

insistence as Shoz-Dijiji, with exaggerated deliberation, slowly

unwrapped the package, while Ish-kay-nay, now leaning quite

brazenly against him, watched with increasing interest. Neither

appeared to note the odor which arose like material matter as the

youth threw aside the last fold of cloth and held up to the girl's

admiring gaze three putrid scalps.




"I, Shoz-Dijiji, have slain the enemies of my people," he said.

"Upon the war trail with the warriors of my tribe I have slain them

and here is the proof."




"Shoz-Dijiji will soon be a great warrior," whispered

Ish-kay-nay, snuggling closer.




The boy opened the buckskin bag in which he kept his treasures.

From it he drew a silver crucifix and a rosary. "Take these,

Ish-kay-nay," he said. "Shoz-Dijiji took them in battle for

Ish-kay-nay."




The eyes of the little savage maiden were wells of gratitude and

pride, and as Shoz-Dijiji slipped an arm about her she looked up

into his face and pressed closer to him. Now she did not giggle,

for the light of a great understanding had suddenly flooded the

consciousness of Ish-kay-nay.




For some time they sat there in silence, oblivious of the yells

of the dancers, the beating of the es-a-da-ded, wrapped in the

dawning realization of the wonder that had come into their lives.

It was Shoz-Dijiji who first spoke.




"Ish-kay-nay will soon be a woman."




"At the next moon," replied the girl.




"Twice again must Shoz-Dijiji take the war trail with the braves

of his tribe before he can become a warrior," continued the youth.

"Not until then may he tie his pony before the tepee of

Ish-kay-nay, to await her answer to his suit. Ish-kay-nay is

beautiful. Many warriors will desire her. Already has Shoz-Dijiji

seen them looking at her. Will Ish-kay-nay wait for

Shoz-Dijiji?"




"Until Chigo-na-ay gives forth no heat and the waters cease to

run Ish-kay-nay will wait," whispered the girl.







DURING the month that followed the tribe travelled to a small salt

lake that lies in the Gila Mountains, and there replenished its

supply of salt. There were Navajos there, too, and a small band of

Pimos, but there was no fighting, for such is the unwritten law of

the Indians who have come hither for ages after their salt.




Even the birds and the beasts are safe here, for no creature may

be killed upon its sacred shore. Here the gossip of the wild

country passed from mouth to mouth, the braves traded or gambled,

the squaws recovered the salt, and when the supply was garnered

each tribe took up its separate way in safety back to its own

country.




Shortly after they reached home the father of Ish-kay-nay, being

a man of importance and considerable means, sent runners to the

Apache tribes living nearest them, inviting all to a great dance

and feast in honor of the coming of his daughter into the full

bloom of womanhood, for Ish-kay-nay was fourteen and no longer a

child.




For days the preparations went forward. The young bucks grinned

and giggled at Ish-kay-nay, who tittered and hid her eyes behind

her hand. And Shoz-Dijiji laughed in his blanket.




The roasted mescal had been mixed with water and allowed to

ferment. Other pulpy sections of the maguey were being steamed in

rock-lined pits, the stones in which had first been superheated

with leaping, crackling greasewood fires before a layer of maguey

was laid upon them and covered with wet leaves and grasses, upon

which was laid a second layer of maguey, another layer of leaves

and grasses, thus alternating until the pit was filled and the

whole covered tightly over with earth from which protruded several

of the long bayonet spikes of the mescal, the lower ends of which

were embedded in the roasting pulp.




For three days had the maguey been cooking. The tribes were

gathered. The fermented mescal was ready and, lest their

hospitality be impeached, Ish-kay-nay's mother had brewed an ample

supply of tizwin against the needs of the occasion. The Yuma slave

woman cooked tortillas by a fire of her own making. There were

jerked venison, lion, bear and beef; fresh turkey, grouse and mule;

there were cakes of the meal of ground mesquite beans; there was

the sun-dried fruit of the Spanish bayonet.




During the afternoon the squaws were engaged in the final

preparations for the feast; the braves, with mirror and pigment,

were making themselves gorgeous for the ensuing nights of dancing,

feasting and celebration, or, the painting done, arraying

themselves in their finest buckskin, beaded, and silver or

turquoise hung; placing necklaces, often to the number of a dozen,

about their savage necks; adjusting earrings of silver or

turquoise.




Little Ish-kay-nay was being prepared, too. She had donned a new

and elaborately beaded robe of buckskin, the skirt of which was

fringed with tiny silver bells, as were the sides of her high

moccasins; and she was hung heavy with barbaric necklaces, some of

which merely encircled her throat, while others fell below her

waist.




Much of her wealth of silver and turquoise was hidden by the

long, heavy fringe that fell from the edges of her voluminous

sleeves and, encircling her skirt above her knees, swept the ground

about her richly beaded moccasins; but there was enough in evidence

to fix the wealth and social status of her sire.




Lengthening shadows heralded the coming of the guests. By ones

and twos and threes they came, Chi-hen-ne, White Mountain,

Chi-e-a-hen, Cho-kon-en and Ned-ni, to the camp of the

Be-don-ko-he, to celebrate the coming of Ish-kay-nay, the bud, into

the full flower of womanhood. A full September moon shone down upon

them as they gathered about the open space from which the grass had

been cut for the dancing. The potent mescal and tizwin was passed

freely among them.




In nearby tepees the braves who were to start the dance put the

last touches to their toilets. In a great lodge at one side of the

dance ground the chief men of the six tribes assembled and there

too sat Ish-kay-nay, looking very small; but, being Ish-kay-nay,

neither overawed nor fearful. With poise and dignity she sat among

the great, but doubtless in her elfin heart she was laughing at

some of the grim old chieftains, as youth, the world over, is prone

to laugh at age.




The squaws had drawn the bayonet stalks from the roasting maguey

and sampling the lower ends had found them cooked to a nicety. Now

they were uncovering the feast. A fire was burning in the center of

the space reserved for the dancing, and at one side a dried hide

had been laid upon the ground. About this sat several old warriors

armed with long, tough sticks. Gently they began beating upon the

surface of the bull hide. Just behind them two other old warriors

smote es-a-da-deds. Ish-kay-nay's father began to sing in time to

the beating of the crude drums, his voice rising and falling

monotonously as he chanted of the beauty of Ish-kay-nay, of her

docility, of her strength, of her many accomplishments. Gradually

the guests joined in, chanting in unison with him a wordless chant

that drowned out the balance of the list of Ish-kay-nay's

attractions.




Suddenly there burst from the tepees at the head of the dance

ground a series of blood-curdling whoops and yells. The beating of

the drums increased in tempo and volume until the sound rolled

forth in thunderous waves. From several tepees young men sprang,

leaping high in air, turning, twisting, bending, whooping. Onto the

dance ground they rushed, circling the central fire—weird,

grotesque, barbaric figures disguised beneath the heads and skins

of bear and deer and buffalo and lion.




Four times about the fire they danced when other warriors armed

with lances, bows and arrows sprang upon the dance ground and

circling the other dancers threatened them with their weapons.

Unintimidated the beasts danced on until at last the hunters threw

down their weapons.




At this signal the young women of the tribes joined in the

dance. As the first of them ran upon the field the young bucks gave

voice to a wild yell that rolled out across the still Arizona night

to reverberate and echo in the gloomy canyons and gorges of the

moon-mysteried mountains that hemmed them about. They crouched,

they leaped, they shook their shoulders and their hips as they

formed a circle about the fire, facing outward, as the girls took

their places in an outer circle, each girl opposite and facing a

warrior.




The drums boomed, the dancers bent double, whirled about first

upon one foot and then upon the other. The men advanced, the girls

retreated to the outer edge of the dance ground. Among them,

grotesque, painted, decked out in the finery of their most gorgeous

medicine headdress, their finest izze-kloths, whirling their

tzi-ditindes, the izze-nantans whirled and leaped and danced,

sprinkling the sacred hoddentin upon the youths and maidens.




Nakay-do-klunni was there with Nan-ta-do-tash and many another

famous medicine man of the six tribes of the Apaches, speaking

volumes for the wealth and power of the father of little

Ish-kay-nay. Now the men retreated, backing toward the fire, and

the girls advanced, and thus, forward and back, they danced for

hours, chanting the sacred songs of their people, doing honor to

Ish-kay-nay.




And all the time the girl remained in the great lodge, taking no

part in the festivities and catching but an occasional glimpse of

what was going on without. At the end of the fourth night the food

was gone, the mescal and the tizwin had been consumed, the dancers

were exhausted and the six tribes repaired to their several camps

to sleep off the effects of their prolonged orgy. On the following

day Ish-kay-nay's eyebrows were carefully plucked—the last

official symbol of her emergence from childhood to the marriage

market. A month later her eye lashes would be pulled out.




Shoz-Dijiji was not happy. He had had no part in the

festivities, other than a free hand at the food, and he had tried

to smoke—with dire results. This he might have done long

before, having killed big game and won the right to smoke like a

grown man; but he had not cared to until recently. Seeing

Ish-kay-nay stepping suddenly from childhood to womanhood had

awakened within him, or rather had stimulated within him an already

overwhelming desire to appear mature.




From the tepee of Geronimo he had taken a few leaves of tobacco

and these he rolled in the dried leaf of an oak. With an ember from

a camp fire he lighted his primitive cigarette, and for several

minutes he derived great satisfaction from parading nonchalantly

about, puffing clouds of smoke to the moon; but shortly he crawled

away out of sight and lay down behind a bush. For a while he was

quite helpless, but presently he was able to unwrap his tzi-daltai,

and to it he prayed that the bad spirit that had entered his

stomach with the smoke be driven out. He prayed for a long time,

until he fell asleep; and when he awoke he knew that his medicine

was strong medicine, for the sickness was gone, leaving him only a

little weak and a bit wobbly upon his feet.




Perhaps the sickness helped to make Shoz-Dijiji unhappy, but

there were other causes, too. One of them was the attitude of the

young warriors toward Ish-kay-nay, and that of some of the old

warriors, as well. Never before had Shoz-Dijiji realized how

wonderful and how desirable was Ish-kay-nay, and he saw that other

youths and men thought that she was desirable. Once, shortly after

the great feast, he saw ten ponies tied before her tepee, and among

them was the war pony of Juh, the chief of the Ned-ni.




For four days he watched them standing there, as their owners

watched them; but Ish-kay-nay did not come forth and feed any one

of them or lead one to water, and at the end of the fourth day,

disgruntled, the disappointed swains came and took away their

ponies. After that Shoz-Dijiji was happier and when it was dark,

that very night, he found Ish-kay-nay and sat down beside her and

held her hand and heard her say over again that she would wait for

him—forever.




VII. — RAIDED
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ONE day as Shoz-Dijiji squatted beside Geronimo

listening to the great chief's tales of the war trail a runner came

and stopped before them.




"Geronimo," he said, "I am sent by the officers of the white

soldiers. They want you to come to their camp. They have sent a

runner to Victorio also, and he is coming."




"What do the chiefs of the white soldiers want of Geronimo and

Victorio?" demanded the chief.




"I do not know," replied the runner.




"Perhaps they are calling a council," suggested Geronimo.




"Perhaps," replied the runner, an Apache scout in the service of

the government.




"Tell them Geronimo will come," said the chief, and the scout

turned and trotted away, disappearing among the trees below the

camp.




"Fetch my pony, Shoz-Dijiji," said Geronimo.




"And mine?" asked the youth.




Geronimo smiled and grunted an affirmative and the lad was gone

after the two ponies. When he returned Geronimo was ready and

together they rode down the mountainside in the direction of the

little town near which the soldiers were camped.




Early the following morning they saw a small band of Indians

moving in the same direction as were they, and evidently toward the

camp of the white soldiers which lay beside the village of Hot

Springs which they could already see in the distance.




"Victorio," grunted Geronimo, nodding his head.




Shoz-Dijiji nodded. However the two approached the other party,

as their trails converged, with careful wariness, and it was not

until they had actually recognized individual members of the band

and been recognized in turn that they finally joined them.




The two chiefs rode together, exchanging occasional

monosyllables, but for the greater part of the time in silence.

Shoz-Dijiji took the station befitting a youth among warriors and

rode in the rear and the dust. At the edge of town the party was

met by soldiers, two companies of scouts, and before Geronimo or

Victorio could realize their intentions the party was surrounded,

disarmed and arrested. Surprised, chagrined and angry the Apaches

were conducted to military headquarters, and for the first time

Shoz-Dijiji came into close contact with the pindah lickoyee.




Closely surrounded by armed soldiers the Apaches were herded

into a tent where several officers were seated behind two camp

tables. Ignoring his guards Geronimo strode forward and faced the

officers across the tables.




"Why have the soldiers done this to Geronimo and his friends?"

he demanded. "You sent for Geronimo as a friend and he came as a

friend. Is this the way to treat a friend?"




The senior officer turned to a Mexican standing near him. "What

does he say?" he demanded.




The Mexican, in turn, addressed a half-breed squatting at his

side. "What does he say?" he asked in Spanish. The half-breed

translated Geronimo's words into Spanish and the Mexican translated

them into English for the senior officer.




"Tell him it is because he left Apache Pass without permission,"

replied the officer. "Ask him why he did this," and again the

Mexican translated the officer's words into Spanish and the

half-breed translated them from Spanish to Apache. Thus the entire

proceedings were carried out. Perhaps the translations were

accurate—perhaps not. At any rate the principals in the

matter did not know.




Geronimo mused over the question before he replied. Then he

addressed himself directly to the senior officer, ignoring the

interpreters. "I do not think that I ever belonged to those

soldiers at Apache Pass," he said, "or that I should have asked

them where I might go. This is my country. I have lived here all my

life. It is the country that Usen gave to the Apaches when he

created them. It has always belonged to us. Why should we ask the

soldiers of the white-eyes for permission to go from one part of

our own country to another part?




"We have tried to live in peace with the white-eyes. We even

tried to stay at Apache Pass when they asked us to do so; but the

white-eyes do not know the ways of the Apaches as do the chiefs of

the Apaches. They did not know what they asked. The six tribes of

the Apaches cannot all live together in peace. The young men

quarrel. This we knew would happen, yet we tried to live together

because we were told that it was the wish of the Great White

Chief.




"Some of the young men got drunk on whiskey that was sold to

them by a white-eyed man. They fought and some were killed. We, who

are the chiefs of our people, we, who are responsible for their

welfare and happiness, held a council and there we all agreed that

the tribes could no longer live in peace together.




"The Chi-hen-ne and Be-don-ko-he have always been friendly and

so Victorio and I quietly withdrew together with our people. We did

not think this was wrong. Our hearts were not wrong. That is all.

Geronimo has spoken. Now let us return to our homes."




The officer questioned Victorio and several other Indians. He

asked about each one present and Shoz-Dijiji heard himself

mentioned, heard the half-breed say that he was but a youth and not

yet a warrior, for Shoz-Dijiji understood some Spanish. Now he

realized that it would be advantageous to understand the language

of the pindah lickoyee as well.




The proceedings did not last long. The officers issued some

orders to the soldiers and the Apaches were herded from the tent.

Geronimo and seven other Apaches were taken to the guardhouse and

placed in chains. Victorio and the others, including Shoz-Dijiji,

were released; but the youth did not wish to leave his father. With

that mixture of timidity and courage which often marks the actions

of creatures of the wild in the presence of white men, Shoz-Dijiji,

keeping at a distance, followed Geronimo to the guardhouse.




He saw the Indians disappear within, he saw the door closed. He

wondered what they were going to do with his father and his

friends, these white-eyed men whose actions he could no more

understand than he could their language. He crept to a window and

looked in. His pupils dilated with horror at the thing he saw; they

were placing great chains upon Geronimo, upon the chief of the

Be-don-ko-he, upon the war chief of all the Apaches, and fastening

him to the wall like a wild beast.




Shoz-Dijiji shuddered. The humiliation of it! And the hideous

injustice. Savage that he was, Shoz-Dijiji sensed keenly and felt

acutely the injustice, for he knew that Geronimo did not know why

he was being punished. He knew that the soldiers had said that it

was because he had left Apache Pass, but to Shoz-Dijiji as well as

to Geronimo, that was worse than no reason at all since they both

knew that it had been the right thing to do.




Shoz-Dijiji, through the window, heard Geronimo ask the soldiers

why he was being chained in the guardhouse; but they did not

understand him. One, who was quite a joker, mimicked the old war

chief, making the other soldiers laugh, thus demonstrating beyond

cavil the natural superiority of the white race over these

untutored children of the wild who sat now in majestic silence,

their immobile faces giving no hint of the thoughts that passed

within their savage brains, or the sorrows within their hearts.




Doubtless, had their positions been reversed, the Apaches would

have tortured the soldiers; but it is a question as to whether they

could have inflicted upon the white men any suffering more real,

more terrible, than are imprisonment and ridicule to an Indian.




As Shoz-Dijiji watched through the guardhouse window, his whole

being was so occupied by the numbing terror of what he saw within

that he did not hear the approach of a white soldier from his rear,

nor was he conscious of any other presence about him until a heavy

hand was laid upon his shoulder and he was wheeled roughly

about.




"What the hell are you doing here, you dirty Siwash?" demanded

the trooper, and at the same time he gave Shoz-Dijiji a shove that

sent him sprawling in the dust.




Shoz-Dijiji did not understand the white man's words. He did not

understand why he had been attacked. All he knew was that, his

heart filled with sorrow, he had been watching the humiliation of

his father; but as he arose slowly from the dust he became

conscious of a new force within him that crowded sorrow into the

background—a deep, implacable hatred of the pindah lickoyee.

Through level eyes, his face an imperturbable mask, he looked at

the white soldier and saw that he was heavily armed. About the

guardhouse were other armed soldiers. Shoz-Dijiji turned and walked

away. Apache-like he bided his time.










In the camp of his people Shoz-Dijiji took up again his accustomed

life, but he was not the same. The last vestige of youth had fallen

from him. Quiet, serious, even morose he was, and more and more

often did he spend nights and days upon end in the high places,

praying and making big medicine, that he might be strong against

the enemies of his people.




He talked with Gian-nah-tah about the wrongs that the pindah

lickoyee would inflict upon the Shis-Inday. He visited Victorio and

talked much with that savage, terrible old warrior, for Shoz-Dijiji

wanted to know "why." No one seemed to be able to enlighten him.

Usen had made this country for the Apaches, of that they were all

quite sure; but why Usen had sent the white-eyes, no one could tell

him. Victorio thought that Usen had nothing to do with it; but that

some bad spirits who hated Usen were really responsible.




"The bad spirits have sent the white-eyed men to kill the

Apaches," he explained, "so that Usen will have no one to guard

him. Then they will be able to kill Usen."




"Then we should kill the enemies of Usen," said Shoz-Dijiji.




"It is right to kill them," said Victorio. "Do they not kill

us?"




Shoz-Dijiji knew that they did. He knew that when he was

hunting, deep in his own country, he had ever to keep an alert eye

open for wandering white men—hunters, prospectors, cowboys,

soldiers—scarce one of whom but would shoot him first and

inquire into his friendliness afterward, if at all.




In primitive places news travels with a celerity little short of

miraculous. Thus it was that the day that Geronimo was transferred

to the guardhouse at San Carlos the fact was known to the

Be-don-ko-he in their hidden camp, deep in inaccessible mountains.

Shoz-Dijiji spoke to Morning Star, wife of Geronimo, the only

mother he had ever known.




"Sons-ee-ah-ray," he said, "I, Shoz-Dijiji, go to be near my

father, Geronimo. The hearts of the pindah lickoyee are bad.

Perhaps they have taken him away to kill him."




"Go!" said Morning Star. "If the pindah lickoyee harm Geronimo

return quickly and bring the word. Then, if the hearts of the

Apache braves have not turned to water, they will go upon the war

trail and drive the white-eyed men from the land of the Shis-Inday

forever. If they do not, then the squaws will spit upon them and

take their weapons from them and go upon the war trail in their

places."




So Shoz-Dijiji set out alone and afoot for the fort at San

Carlos. Deep in his heart was a purpose that he had not confided to

Morning Star or to any other, not even to Ish-kay-nay when he had

bid her farewell. In the high places Shoz-Dijiji had had much

opportunity for thought and for reflection, and more and more

during those solitary hours among the silent rocks and the

murmuring pines there had been borne into his consciousness a

realization of the fact that he had first vaguely comprehended at

the trial of Geronimo at Hot Springs, that his people were

handicapped in their struggle against the white-eyed oppressor by

their inability to understand his language.




Shoz-Dijiji had recalled the night that he had lain close beside

the parked wagon train of the Mexican freighters and overheard

their plans for the ensuing days, and because he knew their

language it had been possible for his people to profit by what he

heard. How great might be his advantage upon similar occasions in

the conflict with the whites, if he understood their tongue, he

thoroughly realized. Imbued with this thought as well as a desire

to be near his father and learn more of what the whites intended

for Geronimo, the youth made his lonely way toward San Carlos.




With a handful of parched corn, a few strips of jerked venison

and a primitive water bottle of horse gut, he trotted silently

along his untracked way. Always alert for signs of the enemy, no

sound escaped his trained ears; no broken twig, no down-pressed

bunch of grass, no turned stone escaped his watchful eyes; and all

that he saw he read as quickly and as accurately as we read the

printed page; but with this difference, possibly—Shoz-Dijiji

understood what he read.




Here he saw where klij-litzogue, the yellow snake, had passed

through the dust of the way an hour before; there was the spoor of

shoz-lickoyee; and in the bottom of a parched canyon he saw signs

of the pindah lickoyee. Two days before a white man had ridden down

this canyon toward the plain upon the back of a mare with a white

right hind foot and a black tail. All this Shoz-Dijiji read quickly

from a spoor so faint that you or I would not have noticed it at

all. But then, it was Shoz-Dijiji's business to know, as it is our

business to know that if we ignore certain traffic signals at a

crowded corner we may land in the receiving hospital.










On the second day Shoz-Dijiji crept to the summit of a low divide

and looked down upon the frontier post of San Carlos, upon the

straw-thatched buildings of adobe brick, upon the winding Gila and

upon the straggling villages of the reservation Indians, and that

night he slipped silently down among the shadows and merged with

his people. There were many tribes there, but among them were

Apaches whom Shoz-Dijiji knew, and these he sought, seeking word of

Geronimo first. They told him that the chief was still chained in a

guardhouse, but that he was well. What the white-eyes intended

doing with him they did not know.




Shoz-Dijiji asked many questions and learned many things that

night. With the braves he laughed at the white fools who fed the

Apaches between raids while the blood of other white men was scarce

dry upon them, and, who, while feeding them, sought to cheat them

out of the bulk of the rations the Great White Chief had sent them;

thus increasing their contempt for the whites, arousing their anger

against them, and spurring them on to further outbreaks.




"Our women and our children are hungry," complained an old

warrior, "and yet they will neither give us passes to go out on the

hunting trail or issue us sufficient rations to sustain us. We see

the agent growing rich and fat upon the money that should buy us

beef. We see our war chief and our friends chained in prison. To

make us content they wish to give us shovels and hoes and make us

do the work of squaws. They wish us to go to school and learn the

strange language of the white-eyes.




"We are men, we are warriors; it is not fit that men and

warriors should do these things. It is our land, not theirs. Usen

gave it to us and he gave the white-eyes other lands. Why do they

not stay in the land that Usen gave them, as we have? We do not

want them here."




Shoz-Dijiji heard a great deal of such talk, for the Indians,

discontented, aired their grievances freely among themselves. They

talked of little else, and the young bucks spoke continually of

war. These matters did not, however, greatly excite Shoz-Dijiji. He

knew that when the time came there would be war. There always was.

What interested him more was the statement of the old warrior that

the white-eyed men wished his people to learn their language. He

spoke often upon this subject, asking many questions.




"You wish to learn the language of the pindah lickoyee?"

demanded a scarred warrior who talked the loudest and the longest

about war.




"Yes," admitted Shoz-Dijiji.




"That is labor," sneered the warrior. "The men of the Apaches do

not labor. You should have been a squaw."




"The men of the Apaches make their own weapons wherewith to

fight the enemies of their people, do they not?" inquired

Shoz-Dijiji.




"That is the work of men, of warriors," exclaimed the other.




"The language of the white-eyes can be turned into a weapon

against them if we understand it," said the youth. "Now they use it

against us. That I saw at Hot Springs when Geronimo and the other

warriors were made prisoners. It was all done with the talk of the

white-eyes; no other weapon did they use. Had I known how to use

that weapon—had Geronimo, or any other of us known—we

might have defeated them, for we had the right upon our side."




"Shoz-Dijiji makes good talk," said an old man. "At the post

they have a school where they wish us to send our children and to

come ourselves to learn their language. There are but three

children in this school and they are all orphans. If they had had

parents they would not have been permitted to go. The pindah

lickoyee will be glad to have you come."




And so it was that Black Bear attended the school of the pindah

lickoyee and learned their strange language. He stayed and worked

in the school after the class was dismissed that he might ask

questions of the teacher and learn more rapidly. His teacher, the

wife of an officer, pointed to him with pride and told her friends

that the example set by Black Bear would probably do more toward

pacifying and civilizing the Apaches than all the soldiers in the

United States Army could accomplish.




"If they understand us they will learn to respect and love us,"

she said; "and they cannot understand us until they understand our

language."




And to his people Shoz-Dijiji said: "The pindah lickoyee are

fools and their tongue is the tongue of fools; but it is well to

know it. Already I have learned things about them that otherwise I

could never have known, and when I take the war trail against them

as a man there will be no arrow in my quiver with which I can

inflict more harm upon them than with this—my knowledge of

their language."




For three months Shoz-Dijiji attended school regularly, studied

diligently, learned quickly. His teacher was transported into

raptures whenever she had occasion to mention him in the presence

of her friends, and that was often, as the topics of conversation

at a frontier army post are meager at the best. Her husband was

skeptical, as were all of the older officers.




"He's an Indian," they said, "and the only good Indian is a dead

Indian."




Thus understandingly, sympathetically, has the Indian question

been approached by many army men, and by practically all of the

civilians of the frontiers. To have said: "He is an Indian. He

stands in the way of our acquisition of his valuable possessions.

Therefore, having no power to enforce his rights and being in our

way, we will destroy him," would have been no more ruthless than

the policy we adopted and cloaked with hypocrisy. It would have had

the redeeming quality of honesty, and would have been a policy that

the Apaches could have understood and admired.










One morning Shoz-Dijiji did not come to school. He never came

again. His teacher made diligent inquiry which always ended against

the dead wall of an Indian, "No savvy." She did not connect Black

Bear's disappearance with the release of Geronimo from the

guardhouse the previous afternoon, because she did not know that

Black Bear was Geronimo's son.




She knew nothing about Black Bear. From her he had learned all

that he sought to learn; from him she had learned nothing; for

which there is just one good and sufficient reason—Black Bear

was an Apache. Of all the great Indian tribes that have roamed

North America none has been in contact with white men longer than

the Apache, and of none is there less known.




Ugly, morose, vengeful, Geronimo came back to his people, and

that same night they slipped away toward the south. Every member of

the tribe was mounted and their meager belongings, their store of

provisions, were packed upon the backs of spare ponies.




Shoz-Dijiji was happy. The three months spent at San Carlos

under the petty restrictions of a semi-military regime had seemed

an eternity of bondage to his free, wild nature. Now again he could

breathe, out in the open where there were no fences, no walls, as

far as the eye could reach, and the air was untainted by the odor

of white men.




He looked up at the moon-silvered mountains and out across the

dim, mysterious distance of the plain. He heard the old, familiar

voices of the night, and her perfumes were sweet in his nostrils.

He drank deep of it, filling his lungs. He wanted to leap into the

air and dance and shout; but he only sat stolidly astride his pony,

his face reflecting nothing of all that filled his heart.




Travelling by night, hiding by day, Geronimo led his people to a

hidden valley, deep in the mountains, far from the trails and

settlements of the pindah lickoyee. There they lived in peace and

security for a long time, making occasional journeys into Mexico to

trade, or to neighboring Indian tribes for the same purpose.




Shoz-Dijiji grew taller, stronger. Few warriors of the

Be-don-ko-he could hurl a lance as far as he, and none could send

an arrow with greater accuracy to its goal; he could out-run and

out-jump them all, and his horsemanship brought a gleam of pride to

the cruel, blue eyes of Geronimo.




The long period of peace broke down the discipline of the tribe

and even astute old Geronimo nodded. An individualist in the

extreme sense of the word, an Apache takes orders from no one

except as it suits him to do so. Their chiefs are counsellors; they

may not command. Only the war chiefs in time of battle or upon the

war trail are vouchsafed anything approaching absolute authority.

It is the ambition of every youth to become a warrior so that he

may do whatever he wishes to do, without let or hindrance.




Thus lived the tribe in the dangerous insecurity and laxity of

peace. No longer did the keen eyes of scouts watch the trails

leading away into the lands of their enemies. For days at a time

the ponies pastured without a guard.




It was upon such a day, following a successful hunt, that the

warriors were dozing about the camp. Gian-nah-tah and Shoz-Dijiji,

tiring of the monotony, had wandered away into the hills. They were

moving quietly along, seeing everything, hearing everything, when

the son of Geronimo stopped suddenly and raised his hand. Like a

golden bronze by a master hand they stood motionless and silent.

Faintly from afar came the rolling of distant thunder, scarcely

heard. But Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah knew that it was not

thunder. Just for an instant they stood there listening and then

both dropped almost simultaneously to the ground, pressing ears

against the turf.




Shoz-Dijiji was the first to leap to his feet. "Return to camp,

Gian-nah-tah," he said, "and tell Geronimo what we have heard."




"What is it, Shoz-Dijiji?" asked the other.




"The herd has been stampeded. They are running away from

camp—south, toward Chihuahua. Only enemies would run it off.

Tell Geronimo that the Mexicans have raided us."




Gian-nah-tah wheeled about and raced down the mountainside,

while Shoz-Dijiji clambered straight up toward a lofty point that

would afford him a wide view of the country toward the south. His

ear had told him that the ponies were running wildly; therefore

they must be frightened. Nothing in these hills could so frighten

those ponies as could mounted men urging them rapidly from the

rear—that Shoz-Dijiji knew. The diminishing volume of the

sound had told him that the ponies were moving away from him,

toward the south. The rest was, of course, but shrewd

inference.




From the summit he sought, he could see nothing but a cloud of

dust receding down a canyon, and so he moved on after the

retreating herd. For three hours he followed without catching a

glimpse of ponies or thieves until he came out into the foothills

and overlooked the plain beyond. Far out toward the south he saw

just what he had expected to see, all the ponies and mules of the

Be-don-ko-he. Driving them was a detachment of Mexican troopers and

in their rear rode the balance of the company.




To follow was useless. He turned and trotted back toward camp.

Halfway up the canyon he met Geronimo and some twenty braves

already on the trail. Gian-nah-tah was with them. Shoz-Dijiji told

Geronimo what he had seen, and when the party resumed the pursuit,

not being forbidden, he fell in behind with Gian-nah-tah.




"Two more battles and we shall be warriors," whispered

Shoz-Dijiji.




Far behind the mounted troopers, dogged, determined, trailed the

twenty—grim and terrible.




VIII. — VAQUEROS AND WARRIORS
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DOWN into Sonora the trail of the raiders led

them, but the Mexicans, versed in the ways of the Apaches, loitered

not upon the trail. Pushing their stolen stock to the utmost of the

endurance of man and beast they kept ahead of their pursuers. Yet

to accomplish it they were compelled to average from sixty to

seventy miles a day through rough mountains and across fiery,

dust-choked flats, thirst-tortured, wearied, quirting on their

jaded mounts in sullen effort to outdistance the avenging red

demons that they never saw, but who experience, torture-won, told

them followed relentlessly just below the northern horizon. Brave

men, these, whose courage on countless savage, unsung fields

deserves a fairer recognition than it has received at the hands of

the chroniclers north of the Line.




Exhausted, half-starved, the troopers rode at last into a cattle

ranch near Nacozari; where, after turning the stock over to a dozen

cowboys, they were asleep almost before they could satisfy the

pangs of hunger.




Twenty miles behind them, their deep chests rising and falling

unhurriedly, trotted the twenty upon their trail. There were old

men among them and youths yet unmatured, but nowhere was there sign

of fatigue, though for three days and nights they had hung doggedly

to the trail of mounted men, gaining in the last day almost all the

distance they had lost while the horses of the Mexicans were

fresh.




Just before dark they halted within sight of the ranch and from

vantage points of concealment saw their herd grazing under the

watchful eyes of the dozen vaqueros. Quenching their thirst in the

nauseous, sun-heated contents of their septic water bottles,

allaying their hunger with bits of dried meat, tough as leather and

stinking to heaven, they waited. They were not resting, they were

merely waiting.




Mighty men were these, as nearly immune to fatigue as human

flesh may ever be, or ever has been. Some there were among them,

however, who, feeling perhaps a hint of rebellion upon the part of

overdriven muscles, cut switches from ready mesquite and lashed

recalcitrant legs until they bled, scarifying them to renewed life

and vitality.




Shoz-Dijiji was not of these. He had not tired. Prone behind a

little bush, chewing upon a bit of strength-giving carrion, his

sober, unchanging eyes bored through the dusk down to the

unsuspecting vaqueros and the herd. They held mostly upon a

browsing pinto, Nejeunee, friend, as his name implied, pal,

comrade, prized possession of this son of Geronimo. Shoz-Dijiji

owned two other ponies. They, too, were there; but they were not to

him as was Nejeunee.




The youth chafed to move forward to the battle. He glanced

behind him in the direction of Geronimo who would give the signal

for advance and attack. He saw that the old chief and the other

warriors had removed their shirts and cotton drawers. They were

stripped now to moccasins, G-strings, head handkerchiefs, and they

were greasing their bodies and painting their faces. Shoz-Dijiji

thrilled. The war paint—Ah! how it had always filled his

brain with fire and his breast with savage emotions that he could

not fathom, that he could only feel as they raised him to an

exaltation, to a fanaticism of the spirit such as the old crusaders

must have felt as they donned their armor to set their lances

against the infidels. Deep within him smoldered the savage fires of

his Caledonian ancestry that made him one with the grim crusaders

of the past and with the naked descendants of the Athapascans

preparing for battle.




The hearts of the crusaders were upheld by the holiness of their

cause; the soldiers of the Sultan Saladin died defending Allah and

the right; Usen looked down upon the Be-don-ko-he and was pleased.

Who may judge where the right lay?




Geronimo sent a warrior to relieve Shoz-Dijiji that he might

strip and prepare for battle. Dusk deepened into a moonless night

canopied by a star-shot heaven so clear and close that the stars

seemed friends that one might reach out and touch. The Apaches,

lovers of Nature, sensed beauties that many a dull frontier clod of

the usurping superior race lacked the soul to see. Even on the

verge of battle they felt and acknowledged the wonders and beauties

of the night, casting hoddentin to the heavens and the winds as

they prayed to their amulets and consulted their phylacteries.




The time had come. The war chief had issued his orders. Each

brave knew his position and his duties. One by one they crept from

the concealment of the mesquite thicket behind which they had made

their preparations. Below them and up wind was the herd. No bush

was too small to offer them concealment as they crept down toward

the enemy.




Half the band was to circle to the opposite side of the herd,

which, being composed principally of Indian stock, would not be

excited by the scent of Indians. Geronimo went with this

detachment. At his signal the Apaches would attack simultaneously

upon all sides. Certain braves were to be the first to seize mounts

and attempt to drive off the balance of the stock. Shoz-Dijiji was

one of those chosen for this duty. He would rather have remained

and fought, but the word of the war chief was law to

Shoz-Dijiji.




Following the braves with Geronimo, the youth, belly to the

ground, crept stealthily to the rear of the herd, giving the

vaqueros a wide berth. The warriors, increasing their distances,

spread out until a thin line entirely surrounded the Mexicans and

their charges; then they closed in. The Apaches worked with almost

the precision of trained troops but without word of command.




Geronimo saw a vaquero a few yards in front of him turn in his

saddle and peer intently at the shrub behind which the war chief

lay. For a long moment the Mexican watched intently; then,

apparently satisfied, he looked in another direction. Geronimo took

deliberate aim and pressed the trigger of his Springfield. There

was a flash and roar. The Mexican fell forward upon his horse's

neck.




Simultaneously the quiet of the night was blasted by a bedlam of

hideous war whoops. From all sides, from all directions they fell

upon the ears of the vaqueros. There was the cracking of rifles and

the shouts and curses of men. Shoz-Dijiji, Gian-nah-tah and another

rushed into the midst of the herd. The Black Bear whistled shrilly

and Nejeunee, at a distance, half-frightened by the noise and

confusion, about ready to break for liberty and safety, heard.

Halting, he turned with up-pricked ears and looked back in the

direction of the familiar sound. Again the youth whistled and there

was an answering nicker from the stallion.




Arrows and lances and bullets flew thickly through the air. Only

the fast movement of the participants, and the darkness, held down

the casualties. The Mexicans, separated, surprised, outnumbered,

readily assumed the attacking force much greater than it was, yet

strove valiantly to protect the herd and hold it from stampede. The

Apaches, profiting by the darkness, advantaging by the shrewd

strategy of Geronimo, carried through their well-planned attack

with whirlwind rapidity.




Shouldering through the frightened herd, Nejeunee galloped to

his master. A vaquero, catching sight of the youth, wheeled his

mount and bore down upon him. Shoz-Dijiji hurled his lance and

missed as the other fired point-blank at him from a distance so

close that the next stride of his horse brought him abreast the

youthful brave. The powder from the six-shooter of his assailant

burned Shoz-Dijiji's cheek as the bullet whizzed by his ear, and at

the same instant the Apache leaped for the vaquero, caught his arm,

and swung to the horse's rump behind the saddle of the Mexican.




The frightened horse leaped forward as its rider, dropping the

reins the better to defend himself, sought to rid himself of the

savage Nemesis upon his back. At their side raced Nejeunee, harking

to the low words of Shoz-Dijiji urging him on. About the neck of

the Mexican went a sinewy left arm, a well-greased, muscular,

copper-colored arm, as the Apache's right hand drew a hunting knife

from its sheath.




As they flashed by them Geronimo and two other warriors saw and

voiced their applause of the Black Bear in savage whoops of

approbation. His black hair flying from beneath his head band, his

muscles tensed to the exigencies of mortal combat, his black eyes

flashing fierce hatred, Shoz-Dijiji with a forearm beneath his

adversary's chin had forced back the latter's head until now they

rode cheek to cheek while the knife of the Apache hovered above the

back-stretched throat of the Mexican. For but an instant it

hovered. Seeing, the terrified vaquero voiced a single shriek which

ended in a bloody gurgle as the keen blade cut deep from ear to

ear.




Slipping from the horse's rump clear of the falling corpse,

Shoz-Dijiji leaped to Nejeunee's back and, bridleless, guided him

in a circle that rounded the rear of the herd, where, whooping,

yelling, he commenced the task of turning it toward the north,

assisted by Gian-nah-tah and the warrior who had been detailed for

this duty. One by one the other warriors of the party caught mounts

from the milling, frightened herd—in itself a highly arduous

and dangerous undertaking amid the flying heels and bared teeth of

the half wild, wholly frightened animals—as the remaining

vaqueros, believing themselves attacked by the full strength of the

six Apache tribes raced for the camp of the soldiers. Of the twelve

two were dead, and one, his horse shot from beneath him, rode

behind a comrade.




Awakened by the shots and the war whoops the sleepy soldiers

were stumbling to arms under the oaths and urgings of their

officers as the ten vaqueros galloped into camp with as many

excited versions of the attack and the battle as there were

survivors. The commanding officer listened, asked questions, swore

luridly when he discovered that not only all the stock that he had

won from the Apaches in the face of torture, death and unspeakable

hardship had been run off by the renegades, but all the horses of

his command, as well as those belonging to the ranch, with the

exception of the nine that had come back from the scene of

battle.




Bad as this was it did not constitute his greatest concern, for

if the Indians numbered but a fraction of what the vaqueros

reported, their force was sufficient to wipe out his entire

command; and it was not at all unlikely that, after starting the

herd at a safe distance on the way toward Arizona, they would

return in force and attack his camp. Thoughts of defense,

therefore, were paramount to plans of pursuit, and the officer set

about placing a strong guard about his position.




But no attack materialized. The Apaches did not reappear. They

were far away upon the northern trail, urging their ponies to

greater speed as they drove the captured herd ahead all during the

long night. In their rear rode Geronimo, Shoz-Dijiji and another

warrior to guard against a surprise attack by pursuers. Stopping

often to watch and listen they fell far behind.




"Shoz-Dijiji did well," said Geronimo. "You are young, but

already you have three battles to your credit—a fourth and

the council of warriors can accept you. Geronimo is proud. He

laughed when he saw you cut the throat of the Mexican. That was

well done. Kill them, Shoz-Dijiji, kill them—always."




"But Geronimo does not always kill them," said the youth.

"Sometimes Geronimo goes among them to trade, and laughs and jokes

with them."




The war chief grunted. "That," said he, "is the wisdom of an old

chief. Go among them and trade and laugh and make jokes so that

when you come the next day to cut their throats they will not be

prepared to resist you."




A simple, kindly soul was the old chief when compared with the

diplomats of civilization who seek by insidious and false

propaganda to break down the defenses of whole nations that they

may fall easier prey to the attacks of their enemies. Yet ever will

the name of Geronimo be held up to a horrified world as the

personification of cruelty and treachery, though during his entire

life fewer men died at the hands of the six tribes of the Apaches

than fell in a single day of many an offensive movement during a

recent war between cultured nations.




This was the first time that Shoz-Dijiji had been permitted to

enter into conversation since the war party had left in pursuit of

the Mexicans and so, while far from garrulous, he made the most of

it, as he never tired of listening to the too infrequent tales of

his sire, and tonight, as they rode side by side, he felt that

Geronimo was in good humor and ripe for narrative.




"Shoz-Dijiji knows why Geronimo hates the Mexicans," said the

youth, "and Shoz-Dijiji hates them, too—also, he hates the

pindah lickoyee. But before the Mexicans murdered the mother of

Geronimo and his wife and children, and the soldiers of the

white-eyes slew the Apaches they had invited to have food with

them, and before Mangas Colorado was treacherously murdered, did

the Apaches have reason to hate the Mexicans and the

white-eyes?"




"Many years ago," commenced Geronimo, "when Go-yat-thlay was yet

a youth, El Gobernador del Chihuahua put a price upon the scalps of

Apaches, just as the pindah lickoyee do upon the scalps of wolves.

For each Apache scalp brought to him he offered to pay thirty

dollars, nor was this for the scalps of warriors only, but included

the scalps of women and children. They treated us even then you

see, not like men but like wild beasts. But even this offer, large

as it was, did not bring him many scalps of Apaches, for few there

are who will hunt scalps who have scalps to lose and always, then

as now, the name of the Apache turned the hearts of his enemies to

water.




"But there was a pindah lickoyee called Gal-lan-tin whose heart

was very bad. He was chief of a band of white-eyes so wicked that

everyone feared them. This Gal-lan-tin determined to become rich by

killing Apaches and taking their scalps to El Gobernador; but

collecting the scalps of Apaches is not either a safe or easy

pastime.




"We drove Gal-lan-tin and his band from our country, but later

we learned that he was collecting much money for 'Apache' scalps.

Then we heard that we had been raiding the villages of the Papago,

the Opatah and the Yaqui, killing many, and that we had entered

Mexico upon the war trail and killed many Mexicans. All this time

we had been in our own country, not having made a raid into Mexico,

or upon any other Indian tribes. We were not at war. We were at

peace.




"After a while Gal-lan-tin and his band were caught by Mexican

troops in the act of scalping some Mexicans they had killed, and

then everyone knew, what the Apaches had known for a long time,

that it was Gal-lan-tin who had killed the Papagos, the Opatahs,

the Yaquis and the Mexicans; and we laughed in our blankets when we

thought of El Gobernador del Chihuahua paying out good silver for

the scalps of his neighbors and his friends.




"Thus, by accident, was the truth learned in this case; but

there were many other murders committed by white-eyes and Mexicans

that were blamed upon the Apaches. That is the way of the pindah

lickoyee. They are fools. They find a dead man and they say he was

killed by Apaches. The Apaches find a dead man and they can read

all about him the story of his death. They do not have to guess.

Not so the pindah lickoyee."




"What became of Gal-lan-tin?" inquired Shoz-Dijiji.




"He escaped from the Mexican soldiers and brought his band to

New Mexico. There they bought some sheep and stole more than

nab-kee-go-nay-nan-too-ooh, making in all some twenty-five hundred

head, and with these they started for the country which the pindah

lickoyee call California.




"On the shores of a great river which separates that country

from ours the Yuma Indians fell upon them and killed them all. The

Apaches were sorry that it had not fallen to their lot to kill

Gal-lan-tin and his band, for they had many sheep."










Shortly after daylight the Apaches camped while Geronimo,

Shoz-Dijiji and one other watched the trail behind. The Indians

made no fire lest pursuers might be attracted by the smoke. A few

held the herd in a grassy canyon while the others slept. Far to the

south of them Geronimo and the warrior dozed in the shade of a

stunted cedar on a hillside while Shoz-Dijiji watched with untiring

eyes the rearward trail.




Having eaten, Shoz-Dijiji quenched his thirst from his water

bottle, drawing the liquid into his mouth through his drinking

reed, a bit of cane, attached to his scanty apparel by a length of

buckskin, for no water might touch his lips during his four

novitiate excursions upon the war trail. Treasured therefore was

his sacred drinking reed without which he must choose between death

by thirst and the loss of credit for all that he had performed upon

the war trail, together with the attendant ridicule of the

tribe.




Only slightly less esteemed was another treasure dangling from a

second buckskin thong—a bit of cedar three inches in length

and less than half an inch in width. This was his scratch stick, an

article that he found constant use for, since he might not scratch

himself with his fingers during this holy period of initiation into

the rites and mysteries of the sacred war trail. These two

necessary adjuncts to the successful consummation of his ambition

he had fashioned in the high places under the eyes of Usen; he had

sanctified them with prayer and the sacrificial offering of

hoddentin and he had brought them to Nakay-do-klunni, the great

izze nantan, to be blessed, and so he set great store by them, but

he was glad that soon he would not have to carry them upon the war

trail.




With one more test of his fitness, which might come this very

day or the next, he would be ready to go before the council

prepared to lay away forever the last vestiges of his youth; and so

he strained his eyes in an effort to discover the first signs of

pursuit which might afford him the opportunity he craved.




A warrior! The young blood surged hot and savage in his veins,

conjured by that magic word. A warrior! To come and go as he

wished, master of his own destiny, answerable to none; his

achievements limited only by the measure of his own prowess. He saw

himself a great chief—war chief of all the Apaches. And in

the vivid picture that imagination projected upon his screen of

dreams the same figures, the same scenes recurred interminably; the

war trail, where he fought the blue-clad soldiers of the pindah

lickoyee side by side with his best friend, Gian-nah-tah; the

council, with the sinister figure of Juh thwarted, confounded at

every turn and finally locked with Shoz-Dijiji in a duel to death;

the camp, where in his own tepee he rested after the war trail and

the chase in the arms of Ish-kay-nay.




Geronimo awoke and relieving the youth told him to sleep. The

day wore on, the three relieving one another in turn. Shoz-Dijiji

had led the three horses to a tiny spring to water them and to fill

the water bottles of his companions and his own. Geronimo was

watching—back toward the south.




Throw yourself prone beside this savage sentinel and follow his

gaze along the back trail. Your eyes just top the summit of a ridge

which hides your body from an enemy approaching from the south. A

small bush, from which you have broken a few branches that you may

have an unobstructed field of vision, masks that portion of your

head that rises above the ridge. An enemy might approach you up the

southern slope of the ridge to within a few feet of the concealing

bush and not detect your presence.




Just below, to the south, is a tiny meadow, its grasses sere and

yellow; for the rains passed months ago. Beneath a single tree at

the upper end of the meadow is a mud hole where Shoz-Dijiji, having

filled the water bottles, is letting the ponies drink. Farther on

the canyon widens where it debouches on a rolling plain that

stretches on and on to hazy mountains in the south. There are

mountains to the west, too; and close at hand, in the east, rise

the more imposing Sierra Madre.




The plain shimmers in the heat that is still intense, though the

sun is low. The sage and the greasewood point long, shadowy fingers

toward the Mother of Mountains. Nowhere in all that vast expanse

that your eye can see is there a sign of life. You might be looking

upon a dead world or a painted canvas. The slow lengthening of the

shadows is imperceptible. You see nothing that might even remotely

suggest life, beyond the solitary brave watering the ponies below

you; but that is because the asthenia of civilization has left you

half blind as well as half deaf, for where you see nothing and hear

nothing Geronimo is conscious of life, movement and sound—of

rodents, reptiles and birds awaiting, quiescent, the lessening heat

of dusk.




Of these things he is merely conscious, his attention being

centered upon some tiny specks moving in the haze of the distant

horizon. These you could not see if they were pointed out, much

less recognize; but Geronimo has been watching them for some time.

He has recognized them, counted them. He half turned toward his

companion who was freshening the paint upon his face.




"The vaqueros are coming after their ponies," he said. "There

are nine of them."




The other crawled to his side and looked. "They will camp here

tonight," he said. "It is the first water."




Geronimo nodded and grunted some brief instructions. The warrior

made his way leisurely down to the water hole, which Shoz-Dijiji

had now left. Arrived at his destination he proceeded to carry out

the instructions of his chief, muddying the water hole and then

befouling it beyond use by man or beast. Disgusting? Hideous?

Cruel? Do not forget that he was on the war trail. Do not forget

that he was only a savage, primitive Apache Indian. Make allowances

for him. Had he had the cultural advantages of the gorgeous

generals of civilization he might have found the means to unloose a

poison gas that would have destroyed half the population of

Sonora.




For two hours the three Be-don-ko-hes watched the approaching

Mexicans. Then Geronimo told the warrior to take three ponies and

go northward along the trail of the herd for a mile or two,

awaiting there the coming of him and Shoz-Dijiji.




It was nine o'clock before the nine vaqueros, tired, hot, dusty,

thirsty, threw themselves from their saddles in the little meadow

and sought the water hole. Presently there arose upon the still

night air lurid profanity. Above, looking down upon the starlit

scene, the two watchers grinned while the vaqueros held council.

Should they press on or should they remain here in a dry camp for

the night?




Their horses were jaded. It was ten miles to the next water; but

most serious of all, they might overtake the Apaches in the dark

defiles of the mountains, and they did not want the Apaches to know

that they were following until they found a place where they might

strike with greater likelihood of success. To be discovered by the

enemy now, at night, would be to court extermination. They decided

to remain where they were until dawn, and so they left one man on

guard while the others slept. Just above them lay the war chief of

all the Apaches with his son, Shoz-Dijiji, watching their every

move.




An hour passed. The tethered horses of the Mexicans, jaded,

stood with drooping heads. The camp slept, even to the single

sentry. He was but a youth—a very tired youth—who had

fought manfully against sleep until it had become torture. Then he

had succumbed.




Geronimo whispered to Shoz-Dijiji and the young brave slipped

silently over the summit of the ridge and wormed his way down

toward the sleeping bivouac. With the caution of a panther moving

upon its prey he crept. No loosened stone, no complaining twig, no

rustling grasses bespoke his passing. The shadow of a floating

cloud had been as audible. Above him, his Springfield cocked and

ready, Geronimo covered the youth's advance, but there was no

need.




Shoz-Dijiji went quietly to the horses, calming them with

soothing, whispered words. Quickly he cut both ends of the picket

line to which they were tethered, and grasping one loose end in his

hand moved slowly up the canyon, the horses following him. Half a

mile from the camp Geronimo joined him. Behind them the vaqueros

slept on undisturbed, their lives preserved by the grim humor of

the Apache war chief.




Geronimo was pleased. He derived immense satisfaction by

picturing the astonishment and chagrin of the Mexicans when they

awoke in the morning and found themselves afoot many weary,

waterless miles from the nearest rancho. He visualized their

surprise when they realized that Apaches had been in their camp

while they slept; and he guessed that they would not loiter on the

trail toward the south, for he justly appraised, and gloried in,

the fear that that name aroused in the hearts of his enemies.




Presently Geronimo voiced the call of the owl and faintly from

afar he heard it answered ahead of them, and knew that their

companion was awaiting there with their ponies.




At noon the next day they overtook their fellows and turned the

newly captured stock in with the balance of the herd. With great

gusto they recounted their exploit. That is, Geronimo and the

warrior did. The ban of silence kept Shoz-Dijiji's tongue still in

his head, but it did not prevent him strutting just ever so

little.




IX. — LOVE
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THERE was rejoicing in the camp of the

Be-don-ko-he when the war party returned with its spoil. Victorio

and Juh were there with a hunting party of Chi-hen-ne and Ned-ni

and they joined in the jubilation, the feasting and the drinking

and in the council of the warriors that was held in the open, the

braves sitting in a circle about a small fire while Geronimo,

eloquent with tizwin, narrated the exploits of his party, his style

fettered by no embarrassing restraint of modesty.




To Shoz-Dijiji he gave full credit for the stealing of the

horses of the Mexicans, pointing out that while no fight ensued

this exploit was fully as much to the youth's credit as any

engagement with arms, since it required craft, cunning and bravery

of a high order. He expatiated upon Shoz-Dijiji's strength and

courage in his duel with the mounted vaquero, and in his peroration

called upon the council to vote Shoz-Dijiji's admission to the

warrior class.




When he had sat down others arose and spoke of the valor of the

candidate, of his prowess upon the war trail, his skill and

tirelessness in the chase, of his exemplary conduct during his

novitiate. Victorio spoke for him and many another noted warrior,

and then Juh arose, sullen, scowling.




"Chiefs and warriors of the Shis-Inday," he said, "a warrior is

known not alone by the things that he does but by those that he

fails to do. The names of Delgadito, Mangas Colorado, Cochise,

Victorio, Geronimo and Juh strike terror to the hearts of their

foes.




"The enemy is filled with fear and ready to retreat at the

mention of these names. Why? Because all these warriors made death

or capture so horrible that the hearts of all their enemies turn to

water before a weapon is raised in combat. Upon this fact more than

upon their bravery and skill rests their great value to the

Shis-Inday.




"One who is afraid to torture is a coward and unfitted to be a

warrior. Such is Shoz-Dijiji. His heart is as soft as a woman's

breast. To most of us Shoz-Dijiji is known best by his continued

refusal to torture. Even as a child he joined not with the other

children in torturing the birds and animals which they snared, and

never once upon the war trail has he inflicted pain upon a wounded

or prisoner enemy. I, Juh, will not vote to make Shoz-Dijiji a

warrior."




After he had resumed his seat there was silence around the

council fire for several minutes. Then Geronimo arose. In his heart

was murder, but in his cruel features, schooled to obey his will,

there was no hint of it.




"Juh, Chief of the Ned-ni, knows that a single voice raised

against Shoz-Dijiji now will prevent him from being admitted to the

warrior class until he has undergone another trial upon the war

trail. Geronimo knows that the words of Juh are not prompted by

loyalty to the Shis-Inday as much as they are by hatred of

Shoz-Dijiji. This is not the act of a brave warrior or a great

chief. Such things bring strife among the Shis-Inday. Does Juh wish

to change his words before it is too late?"




The chief of the Ned-ni sprang to his feet. "Juh has spoken," he

cried. "Juh does not change his words. Let Shoz-Dijiji change his

ways to the ways of a warrior and Juh will, perhaps, speak

differently at another council."




"The laws of the Shis-Inday were made by Usen," said Geronimo,

"and they may not be lightly changed. The words have been spoken

and not recalled. Shoz-Dijiji must go again upon the war trail and

prove himself once again fit to become a warrior. I, Geronimo, war

chief of the Apaches say these words." He sat down.




However keen the disappointment of Shoz-Dijiji when he was told

of the action of the council, he received the information with the

stolid indifference of an Indian, though within his breast the

fires of his hatred for Juh burned with renewed fury. Ish-kay-nay,

understanding, spoke words of praise and comfort, and Gian-rah-tah

applied vile, obscene Apache epithets to the great chief

Juh—when he was sure that no Ned-ni might overhear him.




Ish-kay-nay had a suggestion to make. "Upon the next raid,

Shoz-Dijiji," she advised, "do not kill. Torture the living,

mutilate the dead. Show them that your heart is strong."




"Never!" exclaimed Shoz-Dijiji. "If for no other reason, because

Juh wishes me to, I will not do it."




"Why do you not torture?" asked Ish-kay-nay. "You are

brave—everyone knows that—so it cannot be that you are

afraid."




"I see no sense in it," replied the young brave. "It gives me no

pleasure." He paused. "Ish-kay-nay, l cannot explain why it is and

I have never told any one before, but when I see warriors torturing

the helpless wounded and the defenseless prisoner, mutilating dead

men who have fought bravely, something comes into my heart which is

not pride of my people. I am ashamed, Ish-kay-nay, of even my own

father, Geronimo.




"I do not know why. I only know that I speak true words without

understanding them. I know that I am no coward; but I should not be

so sure of that had I plunged a red hot king bolt into a screaming

white woman, as I have seen Juh do, and laughed at her agonies of

death."




"If you feel pity for the enemy you are weak," said Ish-kay-nay,

sternly.




"I do not feel pity," replied Shoz-Dijiji. "I care not how much

they suffer. I only know that it gives me no pleasure to watch them

and that I do not think that it shows bravery to raise a weapon

against any creature which cannot inflict harm upon you in return,

except in the chase, where any man may kill for food."




"Perhaps Shoz-Dijiji is right," said Ish-kay-nay "I had never

thought of it in this way before."




"I know I am right, and I shall not torture if I never become a

warrior!"




But he had not a great while to wait before his chance came.

Living, as the Apache did, in constant danger of attack by the

soldiers of two civilized powers as well as by raiding parties of

hostile Indian tribes, he found it expedient, in the interest of

survival, to maintain constant, unflagging watchfulness. To this

end Geronimo, however safely he might consider his village hidden,

kept scouts almost constantly in the field.




To this duty, one in which he delighted, Shoz-Dijiji was often

detailed. It sent him alone into the solitudes that he loved, to

play in stern reality the games of his childhood. It kept him

always hard and fit for the war trail—the ultimate hope and

ambition of the warrior. It practiced him continually in the wood

and plain craft in which he already excelled.




Sometimes, astride Nejeunee, he covered prodigious distances in

a day, but oftener, on foot, he also covered prodigious distances.

Forty, fifty, at times a hundred miles of barren land would unroll

beneath his steady jog in a single day. His great lungs pushed out

his giant chest. The muscles of his mighty legs might, it almost

seemed, turn a bullet, so hard were they. He was a man now, by the

standards of the Apache, except for the fact that he had not yet

been admitted to the warrior class.




Among the Be-don-ko-he he was looked upon with respect and

admiration, for they knew that it was only the hatred of Juh that

prevented him from being a warrior. Upon the war trail and in the

chase he had proved himself all that a warrior should be, and he

carried himself with the restraint and dignity of a chief.

Ish-kay-nay was very proud of him, for it was no secret in the

tribe that when Shoz-Dijiji became a warrior his pony would be tied

before her tepee, nor was there one who believed that she would

wait the full four days before leading it to water and feeding

it.




Afoot, fifty miles from camp, Shoz-Dijiji was scouting. A few

miles ahead in the hills there was water and toward this he was

making his way one mid-afternoon. A blistering sun poured down upon

him, the superheated earth and rocks of the trail gave it back in

searing intensity. The country he had crossed had been entirely

waterless, and so it was that Shoz-Dijiji looked forward to the

little spring hidden in these seemingly arid hills, a spring known

only to his people, sacred to the Apaches.




Suddenly there was wafted to the Indian's nostrils the faintest

suggestion of an acrid odor and simultaneously he vanished from the

landscape, so quickly did he react to this tenuous hint of danger.

A greasewood hid him from the direction down which a barely moving

current of air had wafted this certain indication of the presence

of man. From straight ahead it came, from the direction in which he

was going. Where there was smoke there was man and man would not be

making a fire in this vicinity elsewhere than beside the water

where Shoz-Dijiji was planning to quench his thirst.




From beneath the greasewood his keen eyes looked out toward the

low hill behind which lay the water, and now he saw thin smoke

arising. So little was the smoke that Shoz-Dijiji almost felt that

it had been made by Indians, yet, too, he knew that near the water

there was little wherewith to make a fire, and so, perchance, the

pindah lickoyee, who ordinarily make great fires, foolishly, had

been forced to make a small fire from want of fuel. Therefore he

could not be sure whether Indians or whites were concealed behind

that little hill. If they were the former, and Apaches, well and

good, but if they were not, then they were enemies, for every man's

hand is against the Apache.




Shoz-Dijiji, with the patience that is only an Indian's, lay

silent, motionless for hours. As he lay he broke branches from the

greasewood, which chanced to be an unusually large bush, until at

last he had gathered enough to form quite a respectable screen.

Then, having seen or heard no further signs of life from beyond the

hill, he crawled forward a few inches, keeping the screen before

him. Again he lay motionless for a while, watching, before he

advanced a short distance.




This he kept up for a full hour, during which he had covered the

distance to the foot of the hill and up its slope almost to the

summit. Now he could hear voices, and they told him that he was

approaching the camp of white men—three of them.




Shoz-Dijiji felt the heat of just anger surge through him. What

right had these aliens at the water hole of the Shis-Inday? For a

thousand thousand years had this spring been hidden away from the

sight of man, just where Usen had placed it for the use of the six

tribes. That three white-eyed men should camp beside it, quench

their thirst, cook their food, sleep and move on, aroused, of

itself, no resentment in the heart of Shoz-Dijiji; it was the

foregone conclusion of the aftermath that caused his apprehension

and his determination to prevent the natural sequences of this

event.




He and his people had seen the pindah lickoyee "discover" their

hidden springs and water holes many times before in the past. In

ones or twos or threes the white-eyed men had stumbled upon these

gifts of Usen to his people in the arid places, and presently a

trail was beaten to them and many of the white-eyed ones came, and

the birds and the game were frightened away. Often a fence was

built around the water and a white man with bushy whiskers, and

dirt in his ears, guarded it, a rifle in one hand, a bottle of

whiskey in the other, making other white men pay for the water,

keeping the Indians away from it entirely.




Warriors of the Be-don-ko-he, fathers of his playmates, had been

shot by such men when they had sought to quench their thirst at

springs from which they had drunk since childhood, and that their

fathers had used before them beyond the memory of man. Such were

the thoughts that filled the heart of Shoz-Dijiji as he crept

toward the summit of the hill that hid the usurpers from his

view.




At last his eyes looked down upon the scene beyond, burning pits

of hate in which there lived no slightest spark of aught but

loathing and contempt. The Comanche, the Navajo, the bear, the

snake might awaken admiration in the breast of the Apache, but the

white man, never!




He saw three bearded men sprawled upon the ground. One of them

was frying bacon above a small fire. Two burros, thin, dejected,

stood with drooping heads. A third was stretched upon the ground,

exhausted. Their packs lay in disorder all about. The men appeared

to be weak. Shoz-Dijiji read their story at a glance.




Lost in this waterless wasteland, they had found the spring by

accident just in time to save themselves from death. He noted their

sunken cheeks and eyes; he saw their feeble movements. But there

was no answering pity in his heart. In his mind, however, there

arose vividly the recollection of a white soldier wantonly hurling

him to the ground, and of his words, the meaning of which he had

learned at San Carlos: "What the hell are you doing here, you dirty

Siwash?" A shudder ran through the frame of Shoz-Dijiji then, as it

always did at recollection of the humiliation of that moment at Hot

Springs.




He noted carefully every detail of the scene below him. He saw

that the men, with scarce the strength to carry their own weight,

had transferred everything to the packs of the burros, even

including their rifles and revolvers, and these lay now at a little

distance from them, entangled in the piles of carelessly

down-thrown tools, bedding and provisions that go to make up the

outfits of prospectors.




Shoz-Dijiji withdrew three arrows from his quiver and placed

them between his fingers, he grasped his bow and arose to his full

height. Silently, majestically he strode down toward the white men.

He was almost upon them before he who was watching the bacon

discovered him. The others had been lying with closed eyes. The

white man gave a cry of alarm, that cry that had sent the chill of

fear along countless white spines for three hundred years

"Apaches!" and staggered weakly in an effort to reach his

rifle.




"What the hell are you doing here, you dirty white-eyes?"

demanded Shoz-Dijiji in English; but he did not wait for a

reply—the soldier who had thrown him to the ground at Hot

Springs had not and he had learned his technique from the white

soldier. Instead, his bow string twanged and an iron-shod arrow

pierced the heart of the prospector. The two remaining whites

sprang to defend themselves, one seizing a hand axe, the other the

hot frying pan, the only weapons within their reach. With swift

rapidity two more arrows leaped from the mesquite bow.




With the hand axe Shoz-Dijiji made assurance of death doubly

sure, then he scalped the three, selected from their persons and

their packs everything that could prove of value to an Apache,

packed the loot upon the two stronger burros, quenched his thirst

and, leading the animals, moved on into the hills for about two

miles. Here he cached in a small cave everything but a single

rifle, a six-shooter and a belt of ammunition, which he

appropriated to his own immediate use, turned the burros loose and

started back toward the camp of his people, fifty miles away.




Travelling in the lesser heat of the night, taking short cuts

across open valleys that he must avoid in the light of day,

Shoz-Dijiji made rapid progress, arriving in camp about two o'clock

the following morning, some eight hours after he had left his loot

cached in the mountains.




When he awoke, well after midday, he exhibited his newly

acquired arms, boasted of his exploit, and showed the three bloody

scalps as proof of his prowess.




"I, myself, Shoz-Dijiji," he said, "crept alone upon the camp of

the pindah lickoyee. There were three of them, but Shoz-Dijiji

knows not the word fear. In the broad light of chigo-na-ay he

walked down into the camp of the white-eyes and slew them. He took

much loot and hid it in a cave in the mountains. Here are the scalp

locks of the white-eyed men. Here are the weapons of one of

them."




Geronimo grunted approvingly. Victorio fingered the rifle of the

dead prospector enviously. Juh was not there. With his Ned-ni he

had returned to his own country. To Shoz-Dijiji came an

inspiration.




"There are two more rifles in the cave in the mountains," he

said; "one for Geronimo and one for Victorio, and there are

presents for many braves and their women. If Geronimo speaks the

words Shoz-Dijiji will return with ponies and fetch these things

for his friends."




Geronimo nodded. "Go," he said, "and take Gian-nah-tah with you.

He can help." So that very night Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah set

out upon their ponies with two led animals upon which to pack the

loot; and Geronimo said to Victorio: "Shoz-Dijiji took the war

trail and slew three of the enemies of his people. If he returns

with loot he has proved that he is fit to be a warrior. We will

hold a council and vote again."




"Yes," agreed Victorio, "if he returns with many presents we

will make him a warrior. Juh is not here."










Three days later Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah returned. The former

turned over all the loot, except one rifle, a revolver and

ammunition for himself, to Geronimo to distribute, announcing that

he was going that very night to the high places to pray to Usen, to

make big medicine and to prepare himself to become a warrior. His

words and manner carried a definite inference that he fully

expected to be admitted to the council of warriors before he

returned. Geronimo laid his hand upon the shoulder of his son and

there were both pride and affection in the gesture.




"When Shoz-Dijiji returns from the high places," he said, "he

will be a warrior, or there will be a new chief of the

Be-don-ko-he, for Geronimo will be dead."




But Geronimo did not die, and when Shoz-Dijiji returned after

two days of prayer he found himself a warrior. The first great

ambition of his life was achieved and now the road lay clear to any

heights to which he might aspire. He was his own master, free to go

and come as inclination prompted.




He could take a squaw, or as many of them as he could afford.

Though he had but three ponies, which were scarcely enough to

compensate any fond father for the loss of the least attractive of

daughters, he was in no way down-hearted. The girl of his choice

would unquestionably command several times three ponies, but

Shoz-Dijiji knew that he would win her and he was happy. He had no

thought in his heart for any other mate. Ish-kay-nay would never

have a rival in the affections of Shoz-Dijiji. Unquestionably he

would take other squaws as the years passed, thus lightening the

domestic burdens of Ish-kay-nay, since nothing less could be

expected of an important and prosperous warrior who had a name and

dignity to uphold. Ish-kay-nay would expect at least this much

consideration, and she would be ashamed if he proved too poor a

provider or too penurious a mate to support an establishment

commensurate with the social standing of her family and his; but

that would come later—at first they would be alone.




Shoz-Dijiji had not seen Ish-kay-nay alone for a long time, but

tonight he found her and together they wandered into the forest and

sat upon the bole of a fallen tree. He held one of her hands in his

and putting an arm about her slim, young shoulders he drew her to

him. "My father is very angry," confided Ish-kay-nay.




"Why?" asked Shoz-Dijiji.




"Because I did not feed and water the pony of Juh, chief of the

Ned-ni."




"You do not love Juh," stated Shoz-Dijiji emphatically.




"I love only Shoz-Dijiji," whispered the girl, snuggling closer

to the bronze chest. "But the father of Ish-kay-nay knowing that

Juh is a powerful chief thinks that it would be best for him if his

daughter belonged to Juh.




"He speaks often to me about it and he grows angry when I

refuse. Juh came last time to our village to make talk to my father

of this matter. My father talked to me, but still I would not

listen. When he told him, Juh was very angry and said that he knew

who I was waiting for, but that I would wait forever as he would

see that Shoz-Dijiji never became a warrior.




"Of course such talk is foolish talk and my father knew it and

that sooner or later you must become a warrior, for he is not blind

to the fact that you are already mighty upon the war trail and a

great hunter; but he sought to find another way to discourage

Ish-kay-nay. He said that he would demand so many ponies from you

that you would be an old man before you could gather them, and that

unless I wanted a warrior before it was too late I had better let

him send for Juh again."




"I will get the ponies," said Shoz-Dijiji.




"If you cannot, I will run away with you," said Ish-kay-nay.




Shoz-Dijiji shook his head. "I do not have to run away with my

squaw," he said proudly. "I will take her before all men and give

her father as many ponies as he demands."




"If it takes a long time Ish-kay-nay will wait," announced the

girl, simply. Then, as though moved by a disturbing reflection,

"But what if Ish-kay-nay waits so long that she is old and

wrinkled? Then Shoz-Dijiji will not want her."




The young brave laughed and pressed her closer. "Shoz-Dijiji

will always want Ish-kay-nay," he insisted, "even though she be as

wrinkled and old as Tze-go-juni, the medicine woman of the

Cho-kon-en; but Ish-kay-nay will not have to wait so long as that,

for tomorrow morning she will find Nejeunee tied before her

tepee.




"Poor Nejeunee! Always has he been fed and watered promptly when

he was not running free upon the range. He will be sad when he sees

chigo-na-ay rise and set four times while he stands thirsting for

water and hungering for good grama grass." He bent and looked

quizzically into the girl's face, half revealed by the rays of

klego-na-ay filtering softly silver through the spreading branches

of the pines.




Ish-kay-nay looked up and smiled. "Nejeunee shall be fed and

watered at dawn," she told him.




"No," he said, "Ish-kay-nay must wait at least two days, lest

the girls and the women make fun of her and think her immodest, or

too anxious to have a warrior."




The girl threw her head up haughtily. "No one will dare say that

of Ish-kay-nay," she cried fiercely. "Nor will anyone think it.

Does not every one know that I can have Juh, or any of a dozen of

the bravest warriors of the Be-don-ko-he, Cho-kon-en, the Ned-ni or

the Chi-hen-ne? Is it any secret that Shoz-Dijiji loves me, or that

I love Shoz-Dijiji? Such foolishness is for fools."




"Ish-kay-nay will be the mother of war chiefs," said Shoz-Dijiji

proudly.




"And Shoz-Dijiji will be their father," replied the girl.
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WHEN morning dawned it did not find Nejeunee tied

before the tepee of Ish-kay-nay, for the pinto stallion was far

away upon the war trail with his savage master. Word had come to

Geronimo, even while Shoz-Dijiji and Ish-kay-nay were making love

in the woods, that troops from San Carlos were looking for him, the

bodies of the three prospectors having been discovered by two

Navajo scouts in the employ of the government.




Immediately the peaceful camp of the Be-don-ko-he became the

scene of hurried preparation for flight and for the war trail. A

scouting party of a dozen braves was dispatched in the direction

from which the troops might be expected, to watch and report their

movements; if necessary, to hold them in check while the main body

of the Be-don-ko-he, with their women, their children, their pony

herd and their camp equipment made good their escape across the

line into Mexico.




Hurriedly were war bands adjusted, grim faces streaked with

pigment, weapons looked to, ponies caught and bridled. For the

first time as a warrior Shoz-Dijiji prepared for the war trail.

Across his swart face, from ear to ear, he painted a broad band of

vermilion, laying on the pigment boldly with the index finger of

his right hand, stooping low toward the light of a little fire, his

features reflected in a small round mirror held in his left hand.

Above and below the vermilion band he laid a coat of blue, the base

of which was a ground micaceous stone. A single necklace adorned

his throat and two small silver rings were in his ears.




Attached to his person and concealed from view was his

tzi-daltai, wrapped in a three-inch square of buckskin upon which

were painted crooked lines of red and yellow, depicting the red

snake and the yellow. This phylactery was in itself big medicine

and very sacred; it added to the potency of his tzi-daltai,

rendering that amulet all powerful. In addition to the tzi-daltai

the phylactery contained a bit of sacred turquoise, and a tiny

cross of lightning riven pine, which Shoz-Dijiji called

intchi-dijin, the black wind. Upon these things no alien eye might

look without destroying their efficacy. For this reason the little

package was securely hidden in the folds of his loin cloth.




Upon his legs Shoz-Dijiji drew his long war moccasins with their

rawhide soles and protecting toe armor, their tops, three feet

long, he turned down from just below the knee, thus still further

protecting the lower leg from the sharp spines of the cactus.

Slender thongs of buckskin, leading from the moccasin tops to the

belt of his loin cloth, kept the former from falling down around

his ankles. A pair of cotton drawers encased his legs and a

quiet-hued print shirt covered his torso, its skirts falling

outside the drawers. There was a cartridge belt around his waist

and a six-shooter and a butcher knife at his hips, but he also

carried his beloved bow and arrows as well as the rifle he had

taken from the white prospector.




Shoz-Dijiji preferred the nakedness of a single loin cloth, for

thus it had been his wont to go in all weathers since he wore

anything at all, but custom seemed to demand these other things of

full fledged warriors, though all were accustomed to discard them

upon the eve of battle, and as he had just attained the status of

the warrior class he felt it incumbent upon him to uphold its

traditions even to the point making himself supremely uncomfortable

in hated shirt and drawers. However, the party had been upon the

trail but a short time before he discovered that the drawers

wrinkled and chafed him and they were discarded with no regrets;

and later in the day he removed his shirt and gave it to

Gian-nah-tah.




"It makes me look like a pindah lickoyee," he confided to his

friend. "In it I do not feel free. I shall not wear it."




His bronzed hide, naked to the elements almost from birth,

little felt the hot rays of the sun, thus eliminating the only

practical reason why an Apache should wear a shirt at all. Thus

Shoz-Dijiji rode almost naked—except for moccasins, G-string

and head bandanna he was quite naked. Beneath his bandanna he wore

the war band about his brow confining his black hair, slicked

smooth with tallow. It was not long after the shirt went that he

removed the bandanna, breathing a sigh of relief, for now

Shoz-Dijiji was himself again.




Before dawn the party had separated, the braves, in pairs,

moving at right angles to their original line of march, and in both

directions, forming at last a thin line of scouts that surveyed

from hidden vantage spots a front of sixty miles extending east and

west across the lines the troops would naturally follow as they

marched down from San Carlos.




Signals had been arranged and the rendezvous designated by the

sub-chief in command. The braves were to proceed as quickly as

possible to certain advantageous positions indicated by the

sub-chief. There they were to remain until they sighted troops, or

received the signal that other scouts had sighted them. They were

to stay concealed and, if possible, avoid battle.




Shoz-Dijiji was accompanied by Gian-na-tah, and together they

rode through the night toward their appointed station, which they

reached shortly after dawn, making a slight detour to avoid a ranch

house, and coming at last to the rocky rim of a canyon through

which led a well-travelled road along which it was a foregone

conclusion that troops would pass if they followed a certain route

to the border.




In lieu of a saddle Shoz-Dijiji rode astride a well-worn gray

blanket. This he removed from Nejeunee's back after they had hidden

the two ponies in a narrow ravine a mile from the road. Coming to

the rim of the canyon, Shoz-Dijiji lay flat upon his belly, his

head at the very edge of the summit of the precipitous wall of the

canyon. Quickly Gian-nah-tah draped the gray blanket about the

black poll of his friend, sprinkled dirt about its edges where they

met the ground, leaving only a small opening through which the keen

eyes of the Black Bear might take in the whole of the canyon

below.




From the road the most suspicious might have looked carefully

and seen only another gray boulder upon the canyon's rim.

Gian-nah-tah, entirely concealed from the sight of anyone passing

through the canyon, watched northward along the flank, where a

careful and experienced Indian fighter would send Indian scouts

before permitting his command to enter the narrow canyon, so

eminently suited to sudden and disastrous ambush. He also watched

to east and west for the signal that would announce the discovery

of the enemy by another scout.




Patience is a quality of mind and will but vaguely sensed by

civilized races. The higher types of savages have it developed to a

degree of outstanding virtue but perhaps, of all peoples, the North

American Indians have achieved it most closely to perfection, and

of these it remained for the Apaches to raise it to the pinnacle of

highest specialization. With Shoz-Dijiji as with his fellows it was

a fine art in which he took just pride.




Thus it was that for hours he could lie perfectly motionless,

watching the silent, deserted, dusty road below. No sound escaped

his ears, no odor, his nostrils; his eyes saw everything within the

range of their vision. No lizard moved, no insect crawled along its

way that Shoz-Dijiji did not see and note. A rattle-snake crossed

the road and disappeared among the rocks upon the other side; a

horned toad, basking in the sun, awaiting unwary flies, attracted

his attention by its breathing so quiet and still were the

surroundings that even the gentle rising and falling of its warty

hide attracted the quick eyes of the Apache; a darting swift was as

sure of detection as would an Indian elephant have been.




And as he lay there his mind was occupied with many thoughts,

mostly somber, for the mind of the Apache inclines in that

direction. This background, however, was often shot with lights of

a happier vein—with recollections of Ish-kay-nay and

anticipations. He considered, pridefully, the traditions of his

people, the glory of their past, the exploits of their greatest

warriors; he pondered the wrongs that had been inflicted upon them

by their enemies.




He recalled the tales of the murders committed upon them by

Mexicans and whites—the differentiation of color is strictly

and solely Apache—he reviewed the numerous and increasing

thefts of their ancestral lands. These thoughts awakened within him

no self-pity as they might have in an Anglo-Saxon, so thoroughly

had training and environment succeeded in almost erasing hereditary

inclinations; instead they aroused hatred and a desire for

vengeance.




His thoughts, gloomy or roseate, were suddenly interrupted by a

faint sound that came down out of the north. It grew in intensity,

so that Shoz-Dijiji knew that whatever caused it was approaching,

and he knew what was causing it, the feet of horses moving at a

walk. Listening, he determined that they were too few to announce

the approach of a body of troops. Perhaps a few scouts rode in

advance. He waited, watching the northern end of the canyon.




Presently three bearded men rode into view. They were not

soldiers. They were not cowboys. Shoz-Dijiji identified them as of

that class of fools who scratched around in arid hills for the

yellow iron, pesh-litzogue. He gazed down upon them with contempt.

His fingers, resting upon his rifle, twitched. What a wonderful

target they presented! But he was scouting and must forego this

Usen-given opportunity. Of course the sub-chief had only mentioned

specifically the soldiers of the white-eyes, when he had warned

them against engaging the enemy. Technically Shoz-Dijiji would be

committing no disobedience were he to rid the world of these three

quite useless creatures; but he knew that he had been sent here to

watch for soldiers and for nothing else, so he curbed his

desire.




The floor of the canyon was dotted with boulders, large and

small, among which the road wound. Some of the boulders were larger

than a large tepee, offering splendid cover. Behind them more than

one man had fought and died, making his last stand.




Shoz-Dijiji was suddenly attracted by a sound coming from the

south, a rhythmical sound that announced the approach of a loping

horse. Two of the three men drew quickly behind a great boulder,

the third behind another on the opposite side of the road. The

Apache waited, watching. The loping horse drew nearer. He entered

the lower end of the canyon and presently came within the range of

Shoz-Dijiji's vision. Its rider was a girl—a white girl.




Even from where he lay he saw that she was very good to look at.

As she came abreast of the three whites they rode directly into the

road and barred her passage, and as she sought to wheel her horse

one of them reached out and seized her bridle rein. The girl

reached for a six-shooter that hung at her hip, a cold, blue Colt;

but another of the three had slipped from his saddle and run to her

side. Now he grasped her wrist, tore the weapon from its holster

and dragged the girl to the ground. It was all done very quickly.

Shoz-Dijiji watched. His hatred for the men mounted.




He could hear the words that were spoken below and he understood

them. He heard the girl call one of the men by name, demanding that

they release her. He felt the contempt in her tone and a like

sentiment for them in his own breast aroused within him,

unconsciously, a sense of comradeship with the girl.




"Your old man kicked me out," growled the man she had addressed.

"You told him to. I wasn't good enough for you, eh? You'll find I

am. You're goin' with me, but you ain't a-goin' as Mrs.

Cheetim—you're goin' as Dirty Cheetim's woman. Sabe?"




The girl seemed very cool. Shoz-Dijiji could not but admire her.

The ethics of the proceedings did not interest him; but suddenly he

became aware of the fact that his interest was keenly aroused and

that his inclinations were strongly upon the side of the girl. He

did not know why. He did not attempt to analyze his feelings. He

only knew that it pleased him to interfere.




He heard the girl's reply. Her voice was steady, level, low. It

had a quality that touched hidden chords within the breast of the

Apache, arousing pleasant reactions.




"You are a fool, Cheetim," she said. "You know my old man. He

will kill you if he has to follow you to Hell to get you, and you

know it."




"They'll be two of us in Hell then," replied Cheetim. "Come

on—git back on that cayuse." He jerked her roughly. The

barrel of a rifle slid quietly from beneath the edge of a gray

boulder at the top of the canyon's wall; there was a loud report

that rebounded thunderously from wall to wall. Cheetim dropped in

his tracks.




"Apaches!" screamed one of the remaining men and scrambled into

his saddle, closely followed by his companion. The girl's horse

wheeled and ran toward the south. Another shot and one of the

fleeing men toppled from his saddle. The girl looked up to see a

painted, all but naked warrior leaping down the steep canyon side

toward her. She reached for her Colt, forgetting that it was gone.

Then he was beside her. She stood there bravely, facing him.




"Nejeunee," announced Shoz-Dijiji, which means friend or

friendly; but the girl did not understand. He held out his hand;

this she understood. She took it, smiling.




"You sabe English?" she asked.




"No savvy," lied Shoz-Dijiji. He picked up the Colt, where it

lay beside the dead Cheetim, and handed it to her.




"What your name?" demanded the girl.




"No savvy," said Shoz-Dijiji.




She pointed a finger at her own breast. "Me, Wichita Billings,"

she announced, and then she pointed the finger at him,

questioningly.




"Huh!" exclaimed the Apache. "Shoz-Dijiji," and he pointed at

his own deep chest.




Without a word he turned and left her, walking south toward the

end of the canyon. The girl followed because in that direction lay

the ranch of her father. When she came in sight of the Apache again

he had already caught her horse and was leading it toward her. He

handed her the bridle rein, pointed toward the ranch and started at

a swinging trot up the side of the canyon. Being a wise girl and

having lived in Indian country since she was born, Wichita Billings

put spurs to her horse and disappeared around a bend in the canyon

toward the squat, fortified ranch house that was her home.




Why the Apache had befriended her she could not guess; but for

that matter Shoz-Dijiji could not guess either why he had acted as

he had. He knew what Geronimo or Juh would have done. He wondered

why he had not done likewise.




Halfway between the ranch and the canyon Wichita Billings met

her father and two of his ranch hands. Faintly they had heard the

shots from the direction of the canyon and knowing that the girl

had ridden in that direction they had started out to investigate.

Briefly she told them what had transpired and Billings was frankly

puzzled.




"Must have been a reservation Indian on pass," he decided.

"Maybe some buck we give grub to some time."




Wichita shook her head. "I never seen him before," she said,

"and, Dad, that siwash wasn't on no pass, he was on the

warpath—paint, fixin's an' all. He didn't have nothin' on but

a G-string an' moccasins, an' he was totin' a young arsenal."




"Ole Geronimo's been out quite some time," said one of the

hands; "most likely it was one of his Cheeracows. Wisht I'd a-been

there."




"What would you a-done?" inquired the girl, contemptuously.




"They'd a-been one more good Injun," boasted the man.




"Say, if you'd been there they couldn't no one of seen your

coat-tails for the dust, Hank," laughed the girl as she gathered

her horse and reined toward the ranch again. "Besides I think that

buck was one pretty good Indian, alive; the way he took my part

against Cheetim."




"They ain't only one kind of a good Injun," grumbled Hank, "an'

that's a dead one."




From behind a distant boulder Shoz-Dijiji and Gian-nah-tah

watched the four as they rode toward the ranch. "Why did you let

the woman go?" asked Gian-nah-tah.




"Gian-nah-tah," said Shoz-Dijiji, "this I may say to you because

we are long time friends and because Gian-nah-tah knows that the

heart of Shoz-Dijiji is brave: Shoz-Dijiji will never take the war

trail against women and children. That is for weaklings and

women—not for a great warrior."




Gian-nah-tah shook his head, for he did not understand; nor, for

that matter, did Shoz-Dijiji, though each of them pondered the

matter carefully for a long time after they had returned to their

respective posts.




Gian-nah-tah, following the instructions of Shoz-Dijiji, watched

now carefully toward the ranch as well as for smoke signals from

the east or west, or for flankers sneaking down through the hills

from the north; and at last, far away in the west, a distant smoke

rewarded his watching. Faintly at first it arose, a thin gray

column against the azure sky, gained in volume, persisted

steadily.




Gian-nah-tah crept to Shoz-Dijiji's side, touched him and

pointed. The young warrior saw the distant shaft rising

unwaveringly through the still, midday air, calling the scattered

bands to the rendezvous, sending its message over an area as great

as the whole state of West Virginia, to be received with as varied

emotions as there were eyes to see it.




It told the savage vedettes where the soldiers of the pindah

lickoyee were marching toward the border and where to gather to

harass and delay them; it brought an oath to the lips of a grizzled

man in dusty blue who rode at the head of a weary, dust-choked

column, for it told him that the wily enemy had sighted him and

that the clans were gathering to oppose him upon some well-selected

field of their own choosing. To the far scattered cowman and miner

it cried: "The hostiles are on the war-path!" and set them to

barricading ranch house and cabin, oiling breech blocks and

counting ammunition; it sent mothers to their knees in prayer, with

crying children huddled about them.




It filled the heart of Shoz-Dijiji with joyous song, for it told

him that he was soon to fight his first fight as a warrior against

the hated warriors of the pindah lickoyee. It urged the main body

of the fleeing Be-don-ko-he onward toward the border, torturing,

burning, ravishing, killing as it went. For an hour the smoke

column hung in the sky, a beacon of the hate, the cruelties, the

treacheries, the wrongs that man inflicts on man.




Silently, from east and west, the Be-don-ko-he scouts assembled

far to the south of the long dead signal fire; and up from the

south came Geronimo the next day with twelve warriors to reinforce

them. Slowly they dropped back, leaving sentinels upon their rear

and flanks, sentinels who retreated just ahead of the advancing

enemy, whose every move was always under observation by a foe he

never saw.




The trail narrowed where it entered low, rocky, barren hills.

"Hold them here," said Geronimo to a sub-chief, and left four

warriors with him, while he retreated another mile into the hills

and disposed his men for more determined resistance.




"Hell!" murmured a grizzled man in blue denim overalls down the

seams of which the troop tailor had sewn broad yellow stripes. "I

don't believe there's an Apache within forty miles of us, outside

our own scouts."




A lean, parched sergeant, riding at his side, shook his head.

"You can't most always sometimes tell, sir," he volunteered.




From the base of the hills ahead came the crack of a rifle,

putting a period to that paragraph. The officer grinned. To the

right of the trail was a shallow gully. Into this he led his troop,

still in column of fours.




"Prepare to dismount. Dismount! Number twos hold horses! Fall

'em in, sergeant!" He gave commands quietly, coolly. The men obeyed

with alacrity. The point, three men riding in advance of the troop,

having uncovered the enemy raced back to the shelter of the gully,

the bullets of the hostiles pinging about their heads. Far to the

rear the pack train and two companies of infantry plodded through

the dust.




Behind a rock that barely covered his prone figure from the eyes

of the enemy, lay Shoz-Dijiji. Similarly sheltered, four other

painted savages fired after the retreating point. One of them was a

wrinkled old subchief, a past-master of the art of Apache warfare.

The five watched the dismounted cavalrymen deploy into the open,

dropping behind bushes and boulders as they wormed their way

forward.




There was a burst of fire from the thin line that made the

Apaches duck behind their shelter; when they looked again it was to

see that the soldiers had advanced, fifty yards, perhaps, and again

sought cover. The Indians fired rapidly to give the impression of a

larger force than actually constituted this insignificant rear

guard. The soldiers peppered away at the puffs of smoke that

signaled the positions of the foe.




The sub-chief called across to Shoz-Dijiji and the two wormed

themselves back, turned to the left and sought new positions,

holding their fire, waiting for the moment the old warrior knew

would come. Again the soldiers fired rapidly, half of them

concentrating their fire upon the rocks from behind which the puffs

of smoke had arisen while the other half arose, and, bent half

double, raced forward to new and more advanced positions. It was

then that the sub-chief and Shoz-Dijiji opened fire upon them from

their new positions that had not yet attracted the fire of the

cavalrymen. The grizzled captain saw three of his men stumble

forward, their faces in the dirt. Afterward two of them crawled

painfully toward cover but the third lay very still.




Angry, the entire troop fired rapidly at the Indian position,

until there was no response; then the second half of the troop

advanced in a quick rush. From another point, far to the right of

that upon which they had been concentrating their fire, came the

crack of a rifle and another soldier fell.




Shoz-Dijiji reloaded and fired again. To his rear the sub-chief

with the three other warriors was trotting back toward the main

body of hostiles that was busily engaged in the construction of

simple but effective fortifications under the supervision of

Geronimo.




The captain had lost four men and had not seen an Indian. He had

no definite idea of the strength of the enemy. He could not advance

without exposing his men to the full fire of the hostiles. To his

left was a dry wash that afforded complete protection, and into

this he ordered his troop, there to await the coming of the

infantry. Behind his rock, quite alone, Shoz-Dijiji held off the

United States Army while the war chief of all the Apaches prepared

for a determined stand a mile to the south.




For an hour the cavalrymen sweltered and cursed in the dusty

barranca. Occasionally one would lift a head above the sheltering

wall, there would be a crack and the ping of a bullet and the head

would duck to safety—Shoz-Dijiji, patient, tireless,

eagle-eyed, hung doggedly to his post.




Then the infantry arrived. Out of effective range they took to

the barranca, the pack train sheltering in the gully with the

horses of the troop. The cavalry, loath to relinquish the honor to

doughboys, charged the position of the hostiles after the infantry

had poured a steady fusillade of rifle fire into it for several

minutes.




Hunched double that they might present the smallest possible

target, grasping their carbines at the ready, separated by

intervals of a yard or two, the men advanced at the double up the

gentle, rock-strewn acclivity. Their grizzled captain led them. A

dozen yards beyond the summit he raised his hand and the blue line

halted. The officer looked about him. For hundreds of yards in all

directions there was not sufficient cover to conceal a cottontail.

There was not an Indian in sight.




"Hell!" murmured the captain.




A half mile to the south of him Shoz-Dijiji trotted toward the

stronghold of his people, while the blue column reformed to resume

the heartbreaking pursuit of the elusive quarry. The Apache scouts,

who had been sent out to the east and west the day before, returned

to the command, reporting signs of renegades at widely separated

points. A rancher and his family had been murdered at Sulphur

Springs, two cowboys had had a running fight with Apaches in San

Simon Valley, two men had been killed near Billings' ranch.




A lieutenant with six men and three scouts was sent ahead of the

column. Within a mile they were fired upon and driven back. The

infantry deployed and advanced after a brief reconnaissance by the

grizzled captain. Geronimo had chosen a position impossible for

cavalry, impregnable to infantry. His fortifications topped a low

but steep hill, the summit of which was already boulder-strewn by

nature. On three sides the hill overlooked open country that

afforded no shelter within the effective range of the weapons of

that day, on the fourth side, behind him, rose rugged mountains

that offered him a ready avenue of retreat. Within twenty miles to

the north there was no water for the soldiers or their mounts. Ten

miles to the south, upon the opposite side of the range, there was

plenty of water, but Geronimo sat astride the only trail short of a

fifty-mile-long detour around the end of the range.




The infantry advanced. Already that day they had marched twenty

miles beneath a blistering sun from the last water. Their lips were

parched and blistered, their eyes, their nostrils, their throats

were choked with the stinging, impalpable dust of the alkali

desert. All day they had groused and cursed and bewailed the fate

that had sent them into "this man's army"; but that had been while

they were plodding along in the shroud of dust that hung

continually about them and with no sign of an enemy about.




Now it was different. All was changed. With the first shot

fatigue slipped from them as easily as an old coat, they forgot the

hardships and the thirst, they fretted to go as young thoroughbreds

at the barrier. And they were young thoroughbreds—these

picked men, hard as nails, the flower of the western army. No finer

body of men ever underwent crueler hardships in a more savage

country, against a more savage and resourceful foe in any country

in the world, and none ever got fewer thanks.




On they went, up toward that silent, rock-bound hilltop. There

was no cover; they were advancing to the charge. Geronimo waited.

He knew that they would underestimate his strength, judging it by

what they had developed at the last stand a mile to the north; and

he was right. He waited until the blue line was well within range,

then he opened on them with all his rifles. A few men fell. The

command to charge was given and up the slope the soldiers raced,

yelling. In twos and threes they fell beneath the withering fire of

the hostiles. It was a useless sacrifice and the retreat was

sounded.




Covered by the fire of the cavalry they withdrew and dug

themselves in three-fourths of the way down the slope—those

that remained of them. Until dark they lay there, sniping, being

sniped at, the painted savages yelling taunts and insults at them.

Their water was gone, their dead and wounded lay beneath the

pitiless sun on the fire-swept slope.




A sergeant, beneath a hail of lead, brought in a wounded

officer. Twenty-five years later he was awarded a Congressional

Medal, which arrived in time to be pinned on his breast by an

attendant at the poor house before he was buried in Potter's

Field.




Under the protection of darkness they recovered their dead and

those of the wounded who had miraculously survived the determined

sniping of the Apaches. The officers held a council. What water

there was left was distributed among the infantrymen. The cavalry

and the pack train, bearing the wounded, started back across those

weary, dusty miles for water. The dead they buried on the field. At

dawn the hostiles recommenced their sniping, though the infantry

had withdrawn to such a distance that only an occasional bullet

fell among them. They did not know that now the entire force

opposing them consisted of but three warriors; that the others were

miles away to the south. All day they lay there without shelter

while the Apaches fired at them at long range and at long

intervals.




It was after dark before the cavalry returned. The hostile fire

had ceased, but how could the soldiers know that the last of the

enemy was miles away upon the southern trail. Geronimo had

accomplished all that he had set out to accomplish. He had held up

the troops two full days and in that time the Be-don-ko-he, with

the exception of a few warriors, had crossed the boundary into

Mexico and disappeared in the rugged mazes of the Mother Mountains;

and he had done it without losing a man.




XI. — WAR CHIEF OF THE

BE-DON-KO-HE




  

	Table of Contents

  






SHOZ-DIJIJI liked the new camp which lay in

rugged, timbered mountains south of the town of Casas Grandes, in

the state of Chihuahua. There was water there and game and the

hated soldiers of the pindah lickoyee could not follow. When they

had settled down to the routine of camp life he would tie Nejeunee

before the tepee of Ish-kay-nay. Just now, with several other

braves, he was hunting, for the long march from the north had

depleted the stores of the Be-don-ko-he.




For three days the chase continued, covering mountains and

plain, and during that time the hunters brought in a variety and

abundance of red meats. In many a pot boiled savory stews of

venison, antelope, beef or mule, the sweet aroma of cooking food

mingling with the scent of the pine forest in the pure air of the

high sierras, while below in the plain many a frightened peon

huddled his family about him behind the barred door of his adobe

shack the while he mourned the loss of his live stock.




Their bellies filled, peace hovering about them, elated by their

victory over the soldiers of the white-eyes, the Be-don-ko-he

rested in camp. The warriors smoked and gambled, the women worked

and gossiped, the children played. Upon distant look-outs sentinels

scanned the country for the first sign of an approaching enemy.




The Be-don-ko-he felt secure. But a chain is as strong only as

its weakest link. Perhaps a sentinel was shirking; perhaps there

were other Indians who knew the Mother Mountains better than the

Be-don-ko-he knew them. How else might be explained the long file

of armed men creeping upward through a narrow, timbered defile

toward the camp of the Apaches? Twenty-four of them were Mexican

regulars and with them were forty Indian allies, hereditary enemies

of the Be-don-ko-he.




Geronimo sat before a rude brush shelter, smoking, while

Sons-ee-ah-ray ground maize in a metate. Ish-kay-nay, sewing beads

to the yoke of a buckskin shirt, worked industriously at her side,

while Shoz-Dijiji, squatting in the circle, watched the girl's

nimble fingers and beautiful face. Several children played about,

sometimes listening to the talk of their elders. At a little

distance, her back toward them, sat Geronimo's mother-in-law. She

took no part in the conversation, never addressed any of them and

was never addressed by them, and when necessary to refer to her

signs were invariably employed. Notwithstanding the fact that

Geronimo was very fond of her he might never speak to

her—thus are primitive peoples slaves to custom, even as

we.




Shoz-Dijiji was narrating again his encounter with the three

white men and the white girl near Billings' ranch.




"Why," asked Geronimo, "did you not kill the white-eyed girl? It

was not wise to let her go back to her people and say that she had

seen an Apache in war paint."




"Was she very pretty?" demanded Ish-kay-nay.




"Yes," replied Shoz-Dijiji.




"Is that why you did not kill her?" There was a note of jealousy

in the girl's voice. She could be jealous of a white woman.




"I did not kill her because I do not make war on women," said

Shoz-Dijiji.




"Then you cannot successfully fight the white-eyes," growled old

Geronimo, "for they make war on women and children. If you let

their women live they will breed more white warriors to fight

against your people. They know—that is the reason they kill

our women and our children.




"Listen! The soldiers attack our camps, killing our women and

our children. They do this today. They have done it always. Listen

to the words of Geronimo of the story of Santa Rita, that his

father's father had from his father's father. A hundred rains have

come and gone and yet the blood is not washed away from the memory

of the Shis-Inday or from the hands of the pindah lickoyee.




"A hundred times have the deer mated; a hundred harvests have

been gathered since that day. The Mexicans worked the mines of

Santa Rita near the headwaters of the Rio Mimbres in those days,

and their chief was a pindah lickoyee named Johnson. His heart was

bad, but he hid it beneath soft words. He called our chiefs and

told them that he was going to give a great feast, asking them to

send word to their people.




"Happy, the chiefs dispatched their runners to the scattered

camps and villages of the Shis-Inday summoning the people to

assemble at the mines on the appointed day. From all directions

they came, bringing their women and their children until a thousand

Apaches gathered about the barbecue pits of the pindah

lickoyee.




"Less than a hundred yards away lay a pile of pack saddles. They

looked quite harmless. How were our chiefs to know that hidden

beneath them was a cannon, loaded to the muzzle with slugs, musket

balls, with nails and pieces of glass? They did not know. The

pindah lickoyee lighted the fuse himself. There was a loud noise

and several hundred Apache men, women and children lay dead, or

maimed and wounded. Then the Mexicans charged us.




"Four hundred were killed. What could our people do? They had

come in friendship and peace, leaving their weapons behind. Those

who could scattered and escaped.




"Now the pindah lickoyee tell us that it is wicked to kill women

and children. They mean that it is wicked to kill the women and

children of the lickoyee. It is all right to kill the women and

children of the Shis-Inday. But we do not forget. You must not

forget. Kill them, that they may not breed warriors to kill your

women and children."




"Yes," cried Ish-kay-nay, "kill them!"




"I will kill their warriors," replied Shoz-Dijiji, quietly. "Let

the women and the old men kill their women."




Geronimo shook his head. "Wait," he said, "until they have

killed your women; then you will have the right to speak."




A volley of rifle fire brought a sudden end to the conversation.

Bullets pinged and whistled among the trees. War whoops

reverberated among the lofty peaks. The Be-don-ko-he, taken

entirely by surprise, scattered like rabbits, the warriors seizing

their weapons as they fled. Two fell before they could gain

cover.




Geronimo rallied his force and led it forward. Taking advantage

of trees and rocks the Apaches advanced against the enemy's line.

Shoz-Dijiji fought beside his fierce sire. The war chief led his

warriors to within ten yards of the Mexicans and their allies and

then, at his command, they stepped into the open from behind rocks

and trees and fired point-blank at the foe. At places the lines

touched and men fought hand to hand. Geronimo struck down a Mexican

with his clubbed rifle, but another sprang upon him with up-raised

knife before he could recover himself after delivering the blow. An

Indian raised his rifle to the level of Shoz-Dijiji's breast, the

muzzle but a few inches away.




It was the proximity of the weapon that saved the son of the war

chief from death. With his left forearm he struck up the rifle,

grasped it, wrenched it from the grasp of his adversary, and,

swinging it behind him, brought it down upon the other's skull;

then he wheeled and leaped upon the back of the Mexican who was

lunging at Geronimo's breast with his long hunting knife.




A sinewy arm encircled the fellow's neck and he was torn from

his prey, whirled about and thrown to the ground. Before he could

recover himself a hundred and seventy pounds of steel and iron fell

savagely upon him, his knife was wrested from his grasp and he

shrieked once as his own blade was buried deep in his heart.




Shoz-Dijiji sprang to his feet, saw the opening that had been

made in the enemy's line, saw Gian-nah-tah and another fighting

near him, called them and broke through to the rear of the foe.

Like a red demon he fell upon the Mexicans and their henchmen; his

savage war whoops rose above the din of battle as with the clubbed

rifle of an enemy he mowed them down, while the very ferocity of

his expression appeared to hold them in a spell of awful

fascination.




At last, splattered with the blood and brains of his

adversaries, the Black Bear paused. Erect in the midst of the

carnage he had wrought he stood like some avenging angel, his

fierce eyes casting about for more to slay. There were no more. To

the last man the enemy lay dead upon the field, dead or mortally

wounded. Already the squaws were moving among them, Shoz-Dijiji

thought of the dying women, the mangled children at the copper

mines of Santa Rita, and the screams of the tortured brought no

answering pity to his heart.




Some warriors gathered about him. He suddenly became aware that

they were calling his name aloud; they were acclaiming him. It was

unusual, for more often does the Apache boast of his own exploits

than those of another; but there could be no mistaking. Geronimo

came and laid a hand upon his shoulder. "The warriors of the

Be-don-ko-he have chosen Shoz-Dijiji as a war chief," he said, "and

they have chosen well."




Then the Black Bear understood. It had come! He thrilled, as

what red-blooded man would not thrill to be chosen a war chief by

such warriors as these! He had known that it would come—he

had dreamed that it was his destiny. This was the first step and it

had come years before he had hoped to achieve it. Shoz-Dijiji was

very proud, but he was not half as proud as terrible old Geronimo,

or as little Ish-kay-nay.










That night moans and wails mingled with the exultations of the

victorious tribe, for twelve warriors had fallen in the battle. At

the council Shoz-Dijiji's elevation to the rank of war chief was

confirmed amidst flights of oratory, and Gian-nah-tah was admitted

to the warrior class in recognition of his bravery upon the field

of battle.




Their dead buried, the loot gathered from the bodies of the

slain foemen, the tribe packed its belongings and set out from this

camp, which they called Sko-la-ta, toward the northeast. Through

the lofty mountains they made their way, and when they came out

down into Sonora they were joined by Juh and a band of Ned-ni. The

two tribes decided to go to the town of Nacosari and trade with the

Mexicans.




On an open plain near Nacosari the Apaches were surprised by

three companies of Mexican troops, but, after the manner of Apaches

when they do not wish to give battle, they scattered in all

directions and, firing as they rode away, eluded concerted pursuit.

When they had out-distanced the troops they reassembled in the

Sierra Madre and held a council. Juh reported having seen Mexican

troops at several points and Geronimo well knew that they had been

dispatched against him in Chihuahua. It was therefore decided to

disband as it would be impossible to maintain a large camp secure

from detection while an active campaign was in force against

them.




Scattering into single families or small groups of unmarried

warriors, they spread out through the mountains of Chihuahua,

Sonora, New Mexico and Arizona to await the withdrawal of the

troops. For four months they lived by hunting and trading, entering

villages as friendly Indians, always careful to commit no

depredations, that the fears of the enemy might be lulled into

fancied security.




Shoz-Dijiji, happiest when farthest from the haunts of whites,

spent all his time hunting in the depth of the mountains. He was

much alone, and many were the long nights he spent in some rugged,

granite eerie praying to Usen and making strong medicine against

future days of war. He dreamed always of war or of Ish-kay-nay or

of the goal of his ambition—to be war chief of all the

Apaches. The next step, as he planned it, was to become head war

chief of the Be-don-ko-he, after Geronimo became too old to lead

the tribe in battle, and after that he would win to the final

goal.




Occasionally he saw Mexicans in the mountains, and it amused him

to wonder what their reaction would be could they guess that a war

chief of the Apaches was lying behind a rock or bush above them

looking down upon them; but not one of them ever guessed that such

potential death lurked thus close.




On several occasions he ventured down upon the plains after

antelope. On one of these excursions he had approached a hacienda

belonging to a very rich Mexican who owned a herd of horses that

was famed throughout all of Mexico, and of which the owner was

justly proud. Shoz-Dijiji often watched this herd from a distance

as it grazed under the watchful eyes of numerous well-armed

vaqueros. It interested him to note the care that was exercised by

day and by night to protect the herd against theft; it pleased his

vanity to guess that these precautions were directed by fear of his

people.




He saw the herd rounded up each afternoon and driven within a

walled enclosure, protected by heavy gates; and after dark he came

down and prowled about until he was familiar with the surroundings

of the hacienda and the habits of its dwellers. He knew when and

where they ate and slept, and the hour that the horses were turned

out each morning. These things he did not learn in a single visit,

but after many visits. He did not know that he might ever put this

knowledge to use, but, Apache-like, it suited him to know more of

the enemy than the enemy guessed.




In the mountains he had occasionally come upon woodchoppers at

work, and when he heard the sounds of their axes he came and

watched them, though they never knew that they were watched. He

knew where they came to cut wood; he knew the habits of every one

of them; he could recognize their faces; he knew how many burros

each owned. He knew where they lived and where they took their

wood. Whenever it suited him he could kill them—that thought

gave him pleasure—but Geronimo had warned them all against

depredations of all kinds until the enemy had recovered from the

effects of the last raid.




There was one woodchopper who always came alone. He had five

burros. All day long he would chop, chop, chop. In the evening he

would cook a few beans, smoke a cigarette, roll up in his blanket

and sleep until morning. In the morning he would roll a cigarette,

cook a few beans, roll another cigarette, load his five burros and

start down the trail toward Casas Grandes. Every tenth day

Shoz-Dijiji could expect to hear his axe ringing in the forest.




He knew him and his habits so well that he no longer took the

trouble to spy upon him. But one day the chopping ceased shortly

after it had commenced and there followed a long silence.

Shoz-Dijiji was several miles away hunting with bow and arrows. Had

the chopping continued all day Shoz-Dijiji would not have given the

woodchopper a second thought; but to the suspicious mind of the

Apache the silence was ominous. It spoke of a change in the habits

of the woodchopper—it augured something new, an altered

condition that must be investigated.




Shoz-Dijiji moved quickly but warily among the trees and rocks

along the shoulder of a mountain to the point from which he had

often watched the woodman in his camp. Looking down he saw the five

burros, but at first he saw no woodchopper.




What was that? The Apache cocked an attentive ear. The sound was

repeated—a low moan coming up out of the canyon. It was then

that Shoz-Dijiji saw a human foot protruding from beneath a felled

tree, revealing the lonely tragedy below. He listened intently for

several minutes until every sense assured him that there were no

other men about, then he descended to the camp, walked around the

tree and looked down at the woodchopper.




The Mexican, lying upon his belly, saw the moccasined feet first

and guessed the worst, for the moccasins of no two tribes are

identical. Turning his head painfully his eyes moved slowly upward

to the savage face. With a moan of hopelessness he dropped his head

to the ground and commenced to pray. Realizing that not even God

could save him from death at the hands of this Apache, he concerned

himself only with matters pertaining to the salvation of his

immortal soul and to be on the safe side he prayed not only to the

gods of his conquerors, but to strange, heathen gods as

well—gods whose names were old before Nazareth.




Shoz-Dijiji saw that a not over-large tree had fallen upon the

woodchopper, pinioning him in such a way that he could not release

himself. He also guessed that the man was injured. Laying hold of

the tree the Apache, already a giant in strength, raised it easily

from the prostrate form and dragged it to one side. Then he

approached the Mexican and with quick, sensitive fingers examined

his body and limbs. One leg was broken. Otherwise the man was not

seriously hurt. However the broken leg would have proved fatal were

help not forthcoming.




The Apache cut away the trouser leg from the injured member, and

tore the cloth into strips. He fashioned splints from twigs and

small branches, and while his victim screamed he set the broken

bones, adjusted the splints, bound them in place with the strips he

had torn from the man's trousers.




By this time the Mexican was almost convinced against his better

judgment that the Apache did not intend killing him. It was quite

inexplicable, but it seemed a fact, and he waxed eloquent in his

gratitude; but to all that he said Shoz-Dijiji returned but one

reply: "No savvy," albeit he perfectly understood.




He built a soft bed of pine branches and threw up a rude shelter

of boughs above the injured man. After that he filled the Mexican's

water bottle, placed it beside him and went away as silently as he

had come, leaving his hereditary enemy still only half convinced

that it was not all part of a diabolical plot to save him for

future torture.




Why was it that the Apache did not kill this helpless Mexican?

Perhaps he was moved by sentiments of compassion and brotherly

love. Far from it. The war chief of all the Apaches had warned them

not to kill, that the fears and anger of the foe might be allayed,

and that, thus lulled into the lethargy of false peace, they might

become easier prey upon the occasion of some future raid.




Shoz-Dijiji hated the Mexican with all the bitterness of his

savage nature, but he saw here an opportunity to carry Geronimo's

strategy a step further than the wily old chieftain had instructed,

and by playing the good Samaritan to impress upon this Mexican and

all to whom he should have an opportunity to narrate his adventure

that the Apaches not only were not upon the warpath, but were

thoroughly friendly.




Just before dark Shoz-Dijiji returned with fresh venison which

he cooked and fed to the woodchopper; then he lifted him to the

back of one of the burros, unmoved by the screams of agony this

necessary handling produced, and, followed by the remaining

animals, started down the trail toward the valley, leading the

beast upon which the moaning man rode. At times Shoz-Dijiji had to

support the Mexican to keep him from falling from his mount, but

with infinite patience he pursued the course that he had laid

out.




It was dawn when they came to the edge of the village of Casas

Grandes. Without a word Shoz-Dijiji dropped the lead rope, turned,

and trotted back toward the mountains. When the woodchopper reached

his own home and told the story his wife would scarce believe him.

Later when the news spread even the chiefs of the village came and

questioned him, and a few days later when there were some friendly

Indians trading in the town the chiefs spoke to them about this

thing and told them that the people of Casas Grandes would like to

be friends with the Apaches, but they did not know how to get word

to Geronimo.




As it happened these "friendly" Indians were Be-don-ko-he, so

the word came promptly to the old chief with the result that a

message reached the chiefs of the village of Casas Grandes stating

that the Apaches would like to make a treaty of peace with the

Mexicans, and runners went out from the camp of Geronimo and the

word was carried among the scattered bands. By ones and twos and

threes they came from all directions to the appointed place in the

mountains above Casas Grandes, and when the day of the treaty

making arrived they moved down to the village. Nervous, the chief

men met them; nervous, the villagers looked on askance, for the

fear of the Apache was as inherent in them as their fear of the

devil.




They sat in solemn council, the Mexicans and the Apaches, and

there was much talk and hand shaking, during which they all

promised to be brothers and fight no more. Afterward they commenced

to trade and the Mexicans offered mescal to their guests with a

free and generous hand. This innocent looking, but iniquitous

beverage is more potent than bullets and it was not long before

nearly all the warriors of the Apaches were helpless. It was then

that two companies of Mexican troops entered the town and attacked

them.




Shoz-Dijiji, asleep behind a corner of an adobe wall, knew

nothing of all this until he recovered consciousness the following

morning and discovered that he was a prisoner and that twenty of

his fellow warriors had been killed in the slaughter of the

previous day. He also learned that the women and children of the

Be-don-ko-he, who had been taken prisoner, were to be kept as

slaves, while he and the other braves were to be shot.




The prisoners were herded together in a corral, surrounded by

guards, and the towns-people came and stared at them, or spit upon

them, or threw stones at them; the same people with whom they had

shaken hands the preceding day. Silent, stoical the Apaches took

taunts, insults and hurts without a change of countenance.




Among the other townspeople was a man on crutches, who was

accompanied by his wife and several small children. Shoz-Dijiji

recognized him immediately as the woodchopper whose life he had

saved, but he made no effort to attract the man's attention. What

good would it do? Shoz-Dijiji neither sought nor expected favors

from the enemy. Gratitude was a quality which he sensed but

vaguely, and in his mind it always was confused with self-interest.

He could not see how the Mexican might profit by befriending

him—therefore there was little likelihood of his doing

so.




The woodchopper surveyed the Indians casually. There was nothing

remarkable about them except that they were prisoners. It was not

often that the Mexicans had Apache prisoners. Presently his eyes

alighted upon Shoz-Dijiji. Instant recognition was apparent in

them. He nudged his wife and pointed, speaking excitedly.




"There is the Indian who saved my life," he exclaimed, and

pressing close to the bars of the corral he sought to attract the

attention of the tall brave, standing with folded arms, looking

contemptuously at the crowd without.




"Good day, my friend!" called the woodchopper.




Shoz-Dijiji nodded and one of his rare smiles answered the

smiling greeting of the Mexican.




"What you doing here?" demanded the latter. "You are a friendly

Indian. They have made a mistake. You should tell them. I will tell

them."




"No savvy," said Shoz-Dijiji.




An officer, who had heard the statements of the woodchopper,

approached him.




"You know this man?" he asked.




"Yes," said the woodchopper, and then he told the officer his

story. "Let him go, captain," he begged, "for he is a very good

Indian. He could have killed and robbed me and no one would have

known; but instead he fed and brought me home. I do not believe

that he is an Apache."




The officer turned to Shoz-Dijiji. "Are you an Apache?" he

demanded.




"No savvy," replied the Black Bear.




"You are sure he is the man who saved your life?" demanded the

officer.




"I could not know my own mother's face better," the woodchopper

assured him.




For several minutes the officer stood in thought before he spoke

again.




"I cannot release him," he said, then. "He is to be shot in the

morning when the general comes, he and all the other grown men; but

it is crowded in this corral and I am afraid with so many prisoners

and so few men to guard them that many will escape. Therefore you

may take this one and guard him in your own house until morning. If

he escapes it will not be my fault."




"Thank you! Thank you!" exclaimed the woodchopper; "and may the

Mother of God Bless you."




Shoz-Dijiji heard and understood. He was to live! But not by so

much as the quiver of an eyelid did he reveal his understanding. He

stood impassive while they bound his hands behind him and placed a

rope about his neck, and he followed, though not meekly, but with

haughty mien, as the woodchopper led him away, the wife and the

several small children following proudly behind.




XII. — THE SCALP DANCE
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DARKNESS had fallen, but the night was still young

when a fire appeared upon the summit of a lonely hill above the

village of Casas Grandes. It burned steadily hour after hour,

tended by a single, silent figure. Into the hills about and out

across the valley it signalled to the scattered braves, and through

the silence and the darkness of the night shadowy forms,

soft-footed, mysterious, converged toward the shining beacon.




As Shoz-Dijiji kept the signal fire he thought upon the events

of the day and he was puzzled. He could not understand why the

Mexican had interceded for him, taken him to his home, fed him,

and, after dark, turned him loose without any slightest expectation

of reward, not even a remote hope of reward. And for the first time

in his life, perhaps, there was forced into his consciousness

recognition of a quality of the soul of the very existence of which

he had hitherto been ignorant—unselfish gratitude.




The Black Bear was a highly intelligent, reasoning human being

and so, as he thought the matter out during the long hours of the

night, he came to the conclusion that the only motive the

woodchopper could have had was prompted by a desire to repay

Shoz-Dijiji for his kindness with a like kindness.




Such an attitude of mind directed upon an enemy was at first

quite beyond the experience of one Apache-bred and for this reason

difficult to grasp fully; but when the facts finally convinced him

they induced a certain warmth within his breast that was new and

strange. He thought now of the Mexican woodchopper as a brother. He

would repay him. If necessary he would lay down his life for him,

for to such extremes does the pendulum of the savage heart swing,

and none may guess the depth of feeling masked by the trained

muscles of the savage Apache face.




Four times from the valley below a coyote yelped and the

reveries of Shoz-Dijiji were broken. With four similar yelps he

replied. An owl hooted down from the hills behind him; from the

north came the scream of a bobcat. And each in turn was answered

from the signal fire.




A shadowy form appeared but Shoz-Dijiji was hidden behind a

bush. A whispered word was spoken—a sacred, secret

word—and Shoz-Dijiji arose and came forward, greeting a

squat, great-chested Be-don-ko-he. One by one, then, they came in

about the signal fire—two, three, five, ten—until at

last a dozen warriors were gathered.




Shoz-Dijiji picked up some loose stones and arranged them in a

line pointing toward the village of Casas Grandes. He leaned them

one against another with the sides that had been down, and were

marked by contact with the earth, turned upward; that any who might

arrive later could read plainly that he who had laid the signal

needed assistance in the direction of Casas Grandes. He placed more

fuel upon the fire and withdrew to a little distance, followed by

the other warriors. There were older warriors and sub-chiefs among

them, but they came and listened to Shoz-Dijiji; and when he had

finished speaking they signified their willingness to follow him,

for not only was he a war chief among them, but he had conceived

the plan that he had just explained to them and was therefore

entitled to lead whoever agreed to accompany him.




The village of Casas Grandes slept, perhaps a less troubled

sleep than it had enjoyed for many a long month, for had not the

feared Apaches of the north been routed, had not many of them been

killed and many taken prisoner? No wonder the village of Casas

Grandes slept in peace as the barefooted soldiers of the guard

paced their posts about the prison corral of the Apaches, as a

dozen silent forms crept down out of the hills, slinking into the

shadows of the little buildings of Casas Grandes, as el general

rode swiftly from the south to witness the execution at the coming

dawn.




From hidden places about the corral a dozen pairs of savage eyes

watched the sleepy sentries pacing to and fro, watched the building

that the soldiers were quartered in, waited for the signal from

Shoz-Dijiji. At last it came—a figure rushing through the

dark, a figure that threw itself upon the nearest sentry with the

savage ferocity of a wounded jaguar, wrenching the rifle from

astonished hands, striking down the poor peon with brutal savagery.

At last Shoz-Dijiji was armed again!




This was the signal! From all sides other men, terrible men,

leaped upon the sentinels; but not until the shouts of the Mexicans

had alarmed the soldiers in their barracks did the attackers utter

a sound, for such had been the orders of Shoz-Dijiji. As the first

of the guard turned out they were met by the savage war whoops of

the Apaches and a volley of rifle fire that sent them stumbling

into momentary retreat. A few braves, detailed by the war chief,

leaped into the corral and cut the bonds of the captives. There

were a few scattering volleys directed toward the barracks and then

silence, as, like the smoke from their own black powder, the

Be-don-ko-he merged with the darkness of the night.




Scattering again, the better to throw pursuers off the track,

the Apaches were far away from Casas Grandes by morning; and though

el general pursued them he lost their trail within two miles of the

village, nor ever picked it up again.




It was a long time before the Be-don-ko-he gathered again in the

depths of their beloved Arizona mountains and Shoz-Dijiji sat once

more in the cool of the evening at the side of Ish-kay-nay. He was

a great warrior now and as he recounted his exploits upon the war

trail the girl thrilled with pride.




"Tomorrow," he said, "Nejeunee will be tied before the tepee of

Ish-kay-nay."




"Not tomorrow," she reminded him, "for tomorrow the izze-nantans

purify the warriors who have been upon the war trail and

Shoz-Dijiji must ride no other pony then than Nejeunee, his war

pony; and Ish-nay-kay will feed no other pony than Nejeunee, the

war pony of Shoz-Dijiji."




The young man laughed. "The next day, then," he said.




"The next day," repeated the girl and rubbed her soft cheek

against his shoulder caressingly.










The following morning the warriors, wearing their finest raiment,

their faces painted with the utmost care, mounted upon their

favorite war ponies, assembled below the camp at the edge of the

river. Nakay-do-klunni was there with his medicine shirt gorgeous

with symbolic paintings, his plumed medicine head-dress, his sash

and izze-kloth, ready to make big medicine.




Along the bank of the river, knee to knee, the braves sat their

ponies, resplendent with beads and feathers, turquois, silver and

painted buckskin. A proud, fierce gathering it was—these

savage warriors come to be cleansed of the blood of their

foemen.




The izze-nantan waded into the river, cast hoddentin to the four

winds, made symbolic passes with his hands, the while he intoned

mystic, sacred phrases in a jargon of meaningless gibberish. Then

he came forth from the water out upon the bank, impressive,

majestic. Going to the warrior at the right of the line he took a

weapon from him and returning to the river washed it, dried it, and

blew upon it, blowing the ghost of the dead enemy from it.




One after another he repeated this rite for each warrior and

then from a buckskin bag at his side he withdrew a few scalps,

taken and preserved for this ceremony, which should by ancient

custom have been held upon the site of the battle field. Plucking a

few hairs from each grisly memento he handed some to each of the

warriors all along the line, and while he stood with outstretched

hands upraised, mumbling his sacred jargon, each warrior burned the

hairs that had been given him, thus purifying forever the tainted

air of the battle field which otherwise it would be unsafe to

revisit, peopled as it would have been by the malign ghosts of the

dead enemy.










Ish-kay-nay stood before the tepee of her father as klego-na-ay

rose behind a stunted cedar, a swollen disc of orange flame

floating upward out of the mysterious country that lay below the

edge of Apacheland.




"Be good, 0 Moon!" murmured Ish-kay-nay.




"Gun-ju-le, klego-na-ay!" sighed the voices of the Be-don-ko-he

women, evening zephyrs sighing through the fragrant cedars.




Little fires crackled merrily, dancing red and orange, shooting

sudden tongues of blue, gold-tipped, lighting copper faces old and

wrinkled, young and smooth, faces stern and terrible, faces light

and laughing; glinting from proud eyes, haughty eyes, cruel eyes,

cunning eyes, laughing eyes, beautiful eyes, the eyes of all

Apachedom, the eyes of all the world. Laughter, gossip mingled with

the crackling of the flames. Little children played pranks upon one

another, upon the dogs, upon their elders, unrebuked, and the full

moon mounted the clear Apache sky to gaze down, content, upon this

living poem of peace and love.




Rising gradually above the confused murmur of the camp the

measured voice of the es-a-da-ded arose, insistent. A young brave,

gay in the panoply of war, stepped into the firelight dancing to

the music of the drum. Naked he was, but for a G-string and

moccasins, his god-like body green with copper ore, his face banded

with yellow ochre, vermilion, blue; upon his head a war bonnet of

eagle feathers; in his hand he bore a lance, a quartz-tipped lance

to the point of which was tied something that fluttered as the tip

moved—human hair. Shoz-Dijiji bore aloft a trophy in the

scalp dance of his people.




Behind him came other braves, painted braves; singing, yelling

braves, shouting the savage war whoop that has carried terror down

the ages, out of the north, across a world. Grisly tassels waved

from many a point. Rifles cracked. Admiring squaws looked on.

Ish-kay-nay was among them, her great, dark eyes clinging ever to

the mighty figure of her lover.




Weaving in and out among the fires the warriors danced, yelling,

until they were upon the verge of exhaustion; but at last it was

over—the last scalp had been discarded, a vile thing that no

Apache would retain. The camp slept. In far places the scouts

watched, guarding against attack. Shoz-Dijiji came among the banked

fires, leading Nejeunee. To the tepee of Ish-kay-nay he led him and

there he tied him and went away.




In the morning, when Ish-kay-nay arose she looked out and

smiled; but she did not come forth until the camp was stirring and

there were many about to see her. Others looked at the pinto pony

tied there before the tepee, and smiled, too.




At last came Ish-kay-nay, with the carriage of a queen, the step

of a panther. She did not hesitate, but taking the rope that held

him she led Nejeunee, the war pony of Shoz-Dijiji, to water, and

then she fed him. Everyone saw, but there was none that laughed

behind his blanket at Ish-kay-nay, or thought her immodest; for

there was but one Ish-kay-nay and she could do no wrong, she who

all her life had done as she pleased, haughtily indifferent alike

to censure or to praise.




There was one wrinkled old warrior who saw, but did not smile.

He was the father of Ish-kay-nay. Much would he have preferred Juh,

powerful chief of the Ned-ni, as son-in-law; nor as yet was hope

dead within him. Later in the day Shoz-Dijiji sought him out,

making formal request for the hand of Ish-kay-nay. The old man

listened in silence and when Shoz-Dijiji had finished he spoke.




"Ish-kay-nay is a good daughter," he said. "She is strong and

can do a good day's work in the fields; there is none who makes

better shirts and moccasins; there is none whose bead work is more

beautiful; nor any who can prepare food as can Ish-kay-nay. I am

growing old. Her loss will be as the loss of my heart. Fifty ponies

will not be enough to repay me."




Fifty ponies! Many a daughter of the greatest chiefs there was

who had commanded far less. Shoz-Dijiji knew why the price was thus

high. The old man believed that it would be so long before

Shoz-Dijiji could hope to accumulate that many ponies that he would

relinquish his suit and content himself with some other girl whose

price was much less; but he did not know the depth of the love that

welled in the heart of the son of Geronimo.




"Fifty ponies?" repeated the young warrior.




"Fifty ponies," replied the father of Ish-kay-nay.




Shoz-Dijiji grunted and turned upon his heel. He went at once to

Ish-kay-nay.




"Your father demands fifty ponies," he said.




Ish-kay-nay laughed. "Fifty ponies! Why not one

hundred—two hundred? Now he will have none, Shoz-Dijiji, for

I, Ish-kay-nay, will run away with you."




"No," said the young man. "Shoz-Dijiji has told you before that

he does not have to run away with any woman. Shoz-Dijiji is a man;

he is a great warrior, a war chief of the Be-don-ko-he; he has led

the warriors of his people in battle. Does such a one run

away?"




"Shoz-Dijiji does not love Ish-kay-nay," said the girl. "He

knows that it will be many, many rains before he can pay fifty

ponies to her father. If he loved her he would not want to

wait."




"It is because he loves her that he will not make her ashamed

before the eyes of our people," replied Shoz-Dijiji. "Do not fear,

Ish-kay-nay. Before the next full moon Shoz-Dijiji will have the

ponies."




"Where will you get them?"




"Shoz-Dijiji knows. This very day he goes after them. If he does

not return before the moon is full again you will know that he is

dead. Good-bye, Ish-kay-nay." He drew the girl close to him.




An hour later Ish-kay-nay, standing forlorn upon a rocky

promontory, her fringed robe of buckskin fluttering in the breeze,

watched a solitary horseman riding toward the south. Her heart was

full, but no tear wet her cheek.










Darkness was falling as Nejeunee picked his way across the rocky

shoulder of a mountain, a round stone turned beneath his foot, he

stumbled and went almost down. When he regained his footing he

limped.




Shoz-Dijiji slid from his back and examined the foot and leg,

then he remounted and rode on, but more and more did the brave

little war pony favor the hurt member. Again Shoz-Dijiji dismounted

and felt the tendons of the pastern; there was a swelling there and

fever. The Apache arose and slipped the bridle and the blanket from

his mount.




"Good-bye, Nejeunee," he said, stroking the pinto's neck. Then

he continued on his way alone.




Nejeunee tried to follow, but the leg pained and he stopped.

Once he nickered, but Shoz-Dijiji returned no answering whistle.

Perplexed, the pinto, limping painfully, hobbled along the rough

mountainside after his master. For a mile, perhaps, he followed

through the darkness, but at last he stopped, for he could no

longer either see or hear Shoz-Dijiji, and the night wind, blowing

across the trail, carried the scent spoor away from him. The rising

moon looked down upon a little pinto stallion gazing with

up-pricked ears toward the south—wistful ears.




On through the night went the Black Bear, down the mountains and

across a valley into other mountains. There was no trail where the

Black Bear trod; but there were the stars and many familiar

landmarks and an uncanny sense that held him to the true course.

Hidden deep in these mountains, a parched and barren range, was a

large, flat rock, its center hollowed into a basin by some long

dead waterfall of antiquity. It lay near the head of a deep and

narrow ravine, hidden by a dense thicket.




For a long time it held the rain waters, and for many fiery,

dust-choked miles there was no other water. Toward this spot

Shoz-Dijiji made his way, as unerringly as the homing pigeon

returns to its cote. No other than Apache eyes ever had looked upon

this place. A man might die of thirst within twenty feet of it,

never guessing that life was just within his grasp.




It was daylight when Shoz-Dijiji came to the water hole. Here,

hidden in the dense thicket, he rested, lying up like a savage,

hunted beast. Nor is the analogy overdrawn. Further back than goes

the memory of man the Apache has been fair prey for his enemies and

there has been no closed season. As the wolf, the deer, or the bear

he has moved ever in danger of the swift arrow of Navajo or

Comanche, of the bullet of the white man. He did not complain. It

was a life he understood and loved. It was as fair for him as it

was for his enemies, and he prided in the fact that he played it

better than they.




Shoz-Dijiji rested but a short time as he wished to push on

toward the south, lying up at another place he knew during the heat

of the day, timing his marches that he might pass habitations and

cross open plains by night, keeping to the mountains in the

daylight hours. He carried little food and only a small water

bottle, for he could live for months on end upon a country that

white men considered waterless and without game. He was armed with

a bow and arrows, a knife and a six-shooter.




Upon an excursion of this nature, the success of which depended

more upon the agility of his wits than the strength of his

armament, he considered a heavy rifle a handicap, and so he had

hidden his in a safe cache in the mountains above the Be-don-ko-he

camp before he had set out upon his mission.




His water bottle refilled, his own thirst quenched, Shoz-Dijiji

clambered up the side of the ravine out of the thicket. Perhaps he

was careless; perhaps the wind blew in the wrong direction. However

it may have been, the fact remains that the first intimation he had

that he was not alone in these arid, deathlike hills was the crack

of a rifle and the whistling whing of a rifle ball past his head

just as he attained the summit of the rise.




Shoz-Dijiji dropped in his tracks, his body rolling down the

steep declivity. Two white men threw themselves flat upon a

parallel ridge.




"You got him," said one of them to the other.




"Mebbe there's more of them," replied his companion. "We better

wait an' see."




They waited for half an hour, watching, listening. From beyond

the summit of the ridge they watched there was no sign of life.

Behind and slightly above them, upon the main ridge of the

mountain, a man lay hid behind a squat shrub, watching them. It was

Shoz-Dijiji.




He wished that he had his rifle, for the two lay just out of

arrow range and he was a poor shot with a Colt. There was something

familiar about one of the men and Shoz-Dijiji wished that he would

turn his face that he might have a good look at it, for Shoz-Dijiji

never forgot a face, once seen. At last the man did turn. Then it

was that the Black Bear recognized him as the survivor of the three

who had attacked the white girl near the Billings ranch. Now, more

than ever, Shoz-Dijiji wished that he had his rifle. He weighed the

wisdom of a revolver shot and put the idea from him. Apachelike he

could bide his time against a more favorable opportunity. To fire

and miss would be but to disclose his position to the enemy,

gaining him nothing, and perhaps causing him still further

delay.




He had learned all that he needed to know of these two. They

were alone, hunting the yellow iron, doubtless. They had not been

following him, but had just chanced upon him. If he did not fire

they might lie there a long time waiting and watching, not quite

sure that they had killed him, not quite sure that he was not

alone. In the meantime Shoz-Dijiji might be far on his way toward

the south. Cautiously he slipped down upon the far side of the

ridge, well out of their range of vision, rose, turned his face

southward and moved silently away, leaving the two prospectors

debating the wisdom of a reconnaissance.




A half hour later Shoz-Dijiji came upon their camp. A banked

camp fire smoked slightly, some burros, hobbled, stood near by.

Shoz-Dijiji paused and brushed the ashes from the fire, then he

piled all their belongings quickly upon the coals; he burst the

containers in which they had their precious water. This done, he

took the hobbles from the burros and drove them ahead of him down

the canyon toward the south. Only a short way did he drive them for

he well knew that they would need no urging to leave this barren

country and search for feed and water.




Continuing his interrupted journey Shoz-Dijiji permitted himself

the indulgence of a smile as he considered the plight of the

white-eyes. Strangely, perhaps, there was no rancor in his heart

against them for having tried to take his life. That was only a

part of the game he played, the life-long, savage game of his

savage world, the greatest game the world has ever

known—man-hunting. He would have done the same as they had an

opportunity presented; but he was more patient than they—he

could wait until there was no chance of his shot missing.




XIII. — "SHOZ-DIJIJI IS

DEAD!"
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SEVERAL days later Shoz-Dijiji found himself

without food or water upon a rough and arid upland dotted with

greasewood and sage and an occasional clump of mesquite along the

rim of a dry wash. It was fifty miles to a little spring he knew

of, and no water had passed his lips for many hours, nor any food;

but Shoz-Dijiji was not dismayed. What to us would have meant

almost certain death, gave the Apache no concern.




Following the bed of the wash he came near sundown to a place

where the mesquite grew thick upon the bank. Here he stopped and

dug a hole down through the sand, into moisture, then deeper,

making a small basin, into which water filtered very slowly. While

the basin filled he occupied himself. Finding a stout mesquite

stick he hunted about until he had discovered a pile of twigs and

leaves and earth, heaped in seeming disorder among the stems of a

large bush. With his stick he beat and belabored the pile.

Frightened, hurt, several pack rats emerged, bewildered. These he

struck with his club, collecting four; then he returned to the hole

he had dug in the sand. Now it contained a cupful of water. With

his drinking reed he drew the liquid into his mouth.




Rubbing two sticks together he made a tiny fire beneath the edge

of the bank and cooked the pack rats. When he had eaten them there

was more water in the basin and again he drank. Carefully he filled

the hole that he had made, put out his fire and buried the ashes

with the hides and remnants of his repast until there was no sign

that an Apache had stopped here to eat and drink. As dusk turned to

dark he struck off across the plain toward the purple

mountains.




An hour before dawn he was skirting the village of Casas Grandes

when he heard voices ahead of him, where no voices should have been

at this hour of the night. Stealthily he crept forward to

investigate, wormed his way to the top of a little rise of ground

and looked down upon a camp of Mexican soldiers. All but the guard

were sleeping. A noncommissioned officer was changing sentries and

as each was relieved a few words were spoken— these were the

voices that he had heard.




Shoz-Dijiji was not looking for Mexican soldiers. They were the

last people in the world he cared to meet; and so he gave the camp

a wide berth and continued toward the mountains. At dawn he laid up

beneath a bush at the top of a low, rocky foothill and slept. Just

before noon he was awakened by the thud of horses' feet. Cautiously

he peered through the branches of the bush in the direction from

which the sound came and saw a patrol of Mexican cavalry riding

toward the mountains.




There were three men in the patrol and they were riding directly

toward the hill upon the summit of which he lay observing them. He

could see from their actions that they did not suspect his presence

and that they were following no trail. It was merely a patrol and

there were doubtless others out in various directions; it was only

chance that had placed him directly upon their post. They would

make their circuit and they would return to camp, well pleased if

they discovered nothing to delay them, for there were senoritas and

a cantina in Casas Grandes and soldiers are soldiers the world

over.




Shoz-Dijiji watched them coming. They were handsome men, almost

as dark as he, and they sat their horses with an easy grace that

bespoke their descent from long lines of vaqueros. The Apache

almost had it in him to envy them their gay uniforms and their

trappings, but he was too proud to accord them even his envy. He

knew that they were brave men and fierce men and that should they

discover him, mounted as they were and armed with carbines, there

was a chance that he might never drive fifty ponies before the

tepee of the father of Ish-kay-nay; that never again might he sit

in the cool of the evening beneath the pines that pray,

soft-voiced, to Usen, with Ish-kay-nay at his side.




Yes, they were coming directly up the hill! They would ride

close beside the bush that hid him now, but would no longer hide

him then. Behind him, up toward the great mountains, were other

bushes and many rocks. Before they saw him he might run quickly and

gain other cover. Perhaps, in this way, he might elude them

entirely, letting them pass on upon their business before he

resumed his way. Shoz-Dijiji was not looking for Mexican

soldiers.




Bent double, running swiftly, keeping the bush he had quit

always between himself and the enemy, the Black Bear scurried for

new cover, and reached it. They had not seen him—yet. But

still they were coming toward him. Again he raced for a new place

of concealment, but this time he scarce believed himself that the

Mexicans would be so blind as not to discover him, nor were

they.




Their sudden shouts shattered the quiet of the noonday; a

carbine barked and a bullet ricocheted from a great boulder just as

Shoz-Dijiji leaped to shelter behind it.




Shoz-Dijiji whipped out his Colt and fired twice above the top

of his rocky breastwork. A horse fell and the three Mexicans

scattered for shelter—not because they were cowards, but

because they were versed in the guerrilla warfare of their savage

foe.




As they scattered, Shoz-Dijiji raced for new shelter, nearer the

mountains that were his goal, and again he was fired upon. One of

the soldiers was exposed as Shoz-Dijiji turned toward them. Ah, if

he had his rifle! But he had no rifle and so he fired with his

six-shooter, and though he missed he made all three withdraw behind

rocks and bushes, and again he moved quickly to a new location.




For an hour this running fight continued until the Black Bear

succeeded in attaining a hilltop so thickly strewn with boulders

that he could lie in comparative safety and hold his fortress. If

he could but hold it until darkness had come there would be no

further need for apprehension; but when he saw one of the soldiers

creeping warily back toward the two remaining horses that they had

left where the fight commenced he guessed that new trouble lay in

store for him, and so he concentrated his fire upon this man.




The other Mexicans, however, had no mind to see their fellow

slain and their plan frustrated, so they, in turn, concentrated

their fire upon Shoz-Dijiji. Bullets flew thick and fast, pattering

upon boulders, plowing into soft earth, ricocheting, whistling,

screaming, and the soldier won safely out of range of Shoz-Dijiji's

Colt, reached the horses, mounted one of them, and galloped off

toward Casas Grandes.




The Apache glanced at the sun, quickly computed the distance to

Casas Grandes and the remaining hours of daylight and reached the

conclusion that reinforcements would arrive long before dark. His

ammunition was running low. Three miles away the mountains offered

him sanctuary. It was better to run for them now with only two

carbines firing at him than to wait until there were perhaps fifty.

He emptied his six-shooter rapidly at the cover behind which the

enemy lay; then he reloaded and fired twice again, after which he

rose quickly and, bending low, ran for the mountains, zigzagging,

dodging, twisting. Bullets whinged past him; bullets spattered him

with dirt and gravel; there were bullets everywhere but where

Shoz-Dijiji was.




His mind definitely determined upon a plan of action, the Apache

did not deviate from it. He passed many places where he might have

found shelter and stopped the pursuit, but he ran on, trusting to

his speed and the excitement of the soldiers to preserve him from

their bullets. He adopted the tactics of the hunted coyote, turning

quickly at right angles to his line of retreat where brush grew

that would hide him for a moment from his pursuers.




When he emerged again it was to the right or left of where he

had disappeared and once again were the soldiers required to

relocate their target. Occasionally he turned and fired at them as

he ran, which further disconcerted them. When he reached the dense

brush at the foot of the first mountain mass he knew that the

Mexicans had lost him, and they knew it, too. Reeking with sweat,

caked with dust, hot, thirsty, cursing mellifluously, the soldiers

squatted, their backs against great rocks, rolling cigarrillos

while they waited for reinforcements.




From a high place upon the side of the mountain, Shoz-Dijiji saw

them and grinned. He also saw many horsemen galloping toward the

hills from Casas Grandes. Again he grinned.




That night he slept in safety deep within the Mother Mountains,

far up the side of a mighty peak in a little crevice where a spring

rose and sank again before it reached the precipice. Only God, the

mountain goat and the Apache had knowledge of this place.




It was cold there and Shoz-Dijiji was almost naked. He was

uncomfortable, of course, but the Apache is above discomfort when

the call of the war trail sounds. Burning heat by day or freezing

cold by night are to him but a part of the game. He does not

complain, but prides himself upon his strength to withstand

hardship that would destroy the morale of any other warrior in the

world, beat him down, weaken him, kill him.










For two weeks Shoz-Dijiji sought his chance to approach the

hacienda of the rich Mexican who owned the splendid horses that

were known from one end of Mexico to the other; but always there

were the soldiers. They seemed to know the purpose of his coming,

for patrols appeared to hover constantly about the vicinity of the

noble herd, so that the Black Bear had no opportunity for

reconnaissance.




Of course they did not know, and it was only chance and the

regal hospitality of the rich Mexican that kept them so often and

so long where Shoz-Dijiji wished they were not. He fretted and

chafed at the delay for the time was almost come when he should be

back with the fifty ponies for the father of Ish-kay-nay. Soon the

moon would be full again and if he had not come Ish-kay-nay might

think him dead.










In Sonora a savage chieftain had been raiding with a handful of his

fierce warriors. Now he was slinking northward bearing his loot on

stolen mules. It was Juh, chief of the Ned-ni; cruel, relentless

Juh; Juh the Butcher. He crossed the Sierra Madre and dropped down

into Chihuahua just above Janos. Mexican herders saw him and word

was sent to the officer in command of the troops camped by Casas

Grandes. Thus did Juh, unguessing, befriend Shoz-Dijiji, for the

soldiers broke their camp and rode away toward Janos, leaving the

field clear for the Black Bear.




The soldiers did not catch Juh, for that wily old villain pushed

on by night and by day until the boundary lay south of him. Then he

turned west and entered Arizona and the domain of Na-chi-ta, son of

Cochise—the domain of the Cho-kon-en. Here, he had heard,

Geronimo was camped with his Be-don-ko-he. There was a very good

reason that never left the determined mind of Juh why he wanted to

visit the Be-don-ko-he, for he had not relinquished the hope that

he might yet win Ish-kay-nay, nor did he care by what means, being

as little concerned by questions of ethics as are most white

men.




One day his party came upon a little pinto stallion feeding upon

the sparse vegetation in the bottom of a coulee, a pinto stallion

that looked up and nickered when he caught the familiar scent spoor

of his master's people, and then came limping toward them.




Juh recognized Nejeunee and wondered. When the animal followed

along with them he made no effort to turn it back, and so he came

to the camp of Geronimo with the war pony of Shoz-Dijiji limping in

the rear.




The finding of Nejeunee lame and at a distance from the camp of

the Be-don-ko-he had set Juh to thinking. It might mean any one of

a number of things but particularly it suggested the likelihood of

Shoz-Dijiji's absence; for a good war pony is cherished by its

owner, and it seemed improbable that if Shoz-Dijiji was with the

tribe that he would have permitted his pony to remain thus at the

mercy of the first band of raiders, white or red, that might chance

upon it. Unquestionably, Shoz-Dijiji had ridden his pony from camp

and something, equally unquestionable, had happened to the pony.

Perhaps at the same time something had happened to Shoz-Dijiji.




Juh sought the father of Ish-kay-nay and renewed his importuning

of the old warrior for the hand of his daughter, nor did he mention

Shoz-Dijiji, but he learned all that he wished to know—that

Ish-kay-nay had accepted the advances of his rival and that the

latter had gone to find the fifty ponies that the old man had

demanded.




"He promised Ish-kay-nay that he would return with the full

moon," said the old man, "but the time is almost gone and nothing

has been heard of him. Perhaps he will not return."




Cunning, unscrupulous, Juh seized upon his opportunity. "He will

not return," he said. "Shoz-Dijiji is dead." The old man looked

pleased. "In Sonora he was killed by the Mexicans. There we were

told that a young warrior had been killed while attempting to drive

off a bunch of horses. We did not know who he was until we found

his pony. It was lame. We brought it with us. Talk with the girl.

If she will feed and water my pony, come to me. Juh will give the

father of Ish-kay-nay fifteen ponies."




"The other was to have given me fifty," said the old man.




Juh laughed. "That was talk," he said. "How could he give you

fifty ponies when he had but three? I have fifteen ponies; that is

better than fifty that do not exist."




"You have more than fifteen ponies," the old man reminded

him.




"Yes, I have many more, and I am a great chief. Juh can do many

things for the father of Ish-kay-nay."




"Twenty-five ponies," suggested the other, preferring

twenty-five ponies to the chance that Juh would forget the less

concrete suggestion of future obligation.




"Fifteen ponies and five mules," said Juh.




"Twenty-five ponies. The girl is a good daughter. My heart will

be heavy with sorrow when she is gone."




"Twenty ponies and five mules," snapped Juh with finality,

turning upon his heel.




"And a rifle," added the father of Ish-kay-nay.




"And a rifle," acquiesced the chief of the Ned-ni.




"And ammunition," exclaimed the old man, hurriedly; but the deal

was made on the basis of twenty ponies, five mules and a rifle.




Ish-kay-nay, sitting beneath the shade of a tree, was sewing

pretty beads upon a bit of buckskin, using an awl and deer sinew.

She hummed contentedly to herself as she planned for the

future—the long, happy future with Shoz-Dijiji. She would

make many pretty things for them both and for their tepee. Later

she would make other pretty things, tiny things, for future war

chiefs. Her father found her thus.




"Shoz-Dijiji will not return," he said.




She looked up at him quickly, sensing a new note in a statement

that she had already heard many times since her lover had departed.

Heretofore the statement had implied only hope, now it was redolent

of sweet relief.




"Why?" she asked.




"He is dead."




The heart of Ish-kay-nay went cold and numb within her, but the

expression upon her face underwent no change. "Who says so?" she

demanded.




"Juh."




"Either Juh lies, or he has himself slain Shoz-Dijiji," said the

girl.




"Juh does not lie, nor has he slain Shoz-Dijiji." Then he told

her all that Juh had told him. "I am an old man," he continued. "I

have not long to live. Before I die I would see my daughter, whom I

love, safe with a great warrior. Juh is a great warrior. He will

treat you well. He has many women and you will not have to work

hard. If he ties his pony before our tepee Ish-kay-nay will lead it

to water and feed it?"




"I do not believe that Shoz-Dijiji is dead," she said.




"If you did, would you go to Juh?"




"I would not care what became of me if Shoz-Dijiji were

dead."




"He is dead," said the old man.




"The moon is not yet full," urged Ish-kay-nay.




"If Shoz-Dijiji has not returned when next klego-na-ay rides

across the heavens will Ish-kay-nay listen with favor to the words

of Juh?"




"If Shoz-Dijiji has not returned then," she said wearily, "Juh

may tie his pony before our tepee. Then Ish-kay-nay will know what

to do. She does not give her answer before."




This word the old man bore to Juh and the two had to be

satisfied with it, though Juh, knowing Ish-kay-nay of old, would

have preferred something more definite as he had no stomach for

another public rebuff.










Day after day early morning found an Apache girl standing solitary

and sad upon a commanding mountain looking ever with straining eyes

out toward the south—looking for a mighty figure, a loved

figure, a figure that never came. Sometimes she stood there all day

long, watching, waiting.




She hated to go to the tepee of her father, for the old man

talked always of Juh and of her duty, of the honor of being the

squaw of a great chief; and so she crept there late at night and

hid in her blankets, feigning sleep, sleep that would not come.

Often she went to another tepee where an aging man and an aging

woman sat silent and sorrowing, to the tepee of Geronimo went

Ish-kay-nay, mingling her voiceless agony with theirs.




One day old Nakay-do-klunni, the Izze-nan-tan, rode into camp of

the Be-don-ko-he and Ish-kay-nay went to him, asking if he could

learn from the spirits the truth about her lover; but

Nakay-do-klunni was full of another matter and put her off, though

not without a thought for business. Perhaps later, he told her, but

it would require big medicine and that was expensive. She offered

him her little treasures and he promised to see what he could do

about it.




When she told her father what she had done he went to Juh and,

later, Juh went to Nakay-do-klunni; but Nakay-do-klunni was full of

another matter, though he did manage to lay it from his mind

temporarily when Juh mentioned a pair of field glasses and a Colt

with a mother-of-pearl grip.




"Send the girl to my tepee in the morning," he said to Juh, for

that night he was too full of this other matter, and when the

evening meal had been eaten and the warriors had gathered to smoke

and make talk Nakay-do-klunni told them strange things.




"I had a dream," he said in a voice that all might hear. "The

spirits of many izze-nan-tans came and spoke to me and with them

were the spirits of all the war chiefs of the Apaches who are

yah-ik-tee. And the izze-nantans gave me the power to raise the

dead and make them live, and the war chiefs said that they would

gather together the spirits of all the warriors who were dead and

bring them to the Tonto Basin on a certain day, and that Geronimo,

the war chief of all the Apaches, must come there and bring all the

living warriors of the six tribes: the warriors of the

Be-don-ko-he, of the Chi-hen-ne, of the Sierra Blanca, of the

Chi-e-a-hen, of the Cho-kon-en, of the Ned-ni.




"When they are all gathered, the living and the dead, I,

Nakay-do-klunni, Izze-nantan of the Shis-Inday, will make the dead

warriors to live again so that their numbers will be as the needles

upon the pine trees; when they take the war trail the earth will

shake and when they raise the war cry the heavens will be rent

asunder.




"Upon that night there will be a great feast and a great dance

and Nakay-do-klunni will make strong medicine that will turn the

bullets of our enemies from the breasts of our warriors; and upon

the next day we will take the war path against the white-eyes and

they will all be killed and the Shis-Inday will again hold

undisputed sway over the country that Usen gave them.




"These are true words and to prove it Nakay-do-klunni will teach

the Be-don-ko-he the dance that the spirits of the warriors and

their women taught Nakay-do-klunni, the dance that all the peoples

of the Shis-Inday will dance upon the great night before they take

the war trail against the white-eyes.




"The day is near. Seven times will the sun rise and no more

before the day comes when the Shis-Inday will be rid forever of the

hated white-eyes and all their kind. Then will the buffalo and the

deer and the antelope come back to the country of the Shis-Inday

from which the white-eyed men have driven them, and we shall live

again as we did in the days of our fathers. I have spoken. Come and

I will show you the dance, the spirit dance of your dead."




Arranging the warriors and the women in files radiating from a

common center, at which he stood, and facing him, so that the

formation resembled the spokes of a fellyless wheel of which the

izze-nantan was the hub, he started the dancing while two old

sub-chiefs beat upon es-a-da-deds. As they danced Nakay-do-klunni

chanted weird gibberish and scattered the sacred hoddentin upon the

dancers in prodigal profusion and the drummers beat with increasing

rapidity.




Occasionally a wild cry would break from the lips of some dancer

and be taken up by others until the forest and the mountains rang

with the savage sounds. Until morning came and many had dropped

with exhaustion the dance continued. The Be-don-ko-he had worked

themselves into a frenzy of religious fanaticism, just as had the

Cho-kon-en, the Chi-hen-ne and the other tribes that

Nakay-do-klunni had visited, just as the old izze-nantan had known

that they would.




XIV. — "FIFTY APACHES"
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IT was nearly noon of the following day before

Ish-kay-nay could arouse the exhausted izze-nantan, for the spirit

dance had drawn heavily upon his physical resources and, too, it

had left him cross and surly; for the cha-ja-la is a hard task

master to its devotees, even of a single evening, and

Nakay-do-klunni had been steadily at it for weeks in his effort to

arouse the scattered tribes. It meant much to Nakay-do-klunni for

he had long since sensed the antagonism of the whites toward the

members of his precious profession and he saw his powers, and also

his emoluments, not alone waning, but approaching total eclipse, if

something radical was not compassed to thwart the activities of the

pindah lickoyee. Power and emoluments were the life of

Nakay-do-klunni.




He glared fiercely at Ish-kay-nay. "What do you want?" he

snapped.




"To know if Shoz-Dijiji lives and will return." she said.




Her words reminded the medicine man of something, of a pair of

field glasses and a pearl-handled Colt, and he relaxed. "Sit down,"

he mumbled. "Nakay-do-klunni make medicine, talk with spirits, you

wait."




Ish-kay-nay sat down. The medicine man opened a beaded buckskin

bag and took forth some pieces of lightning-riven wood, a root, a

stone, a piece of turquoise, a glass bead and a square bit of

buckskin upon which colored designs had been painted. All the time

he mumbled strange words that Ish-kay-nay only knew were sacred,

all powerful and terrible. Nakay-do-klunni did not know even this

much about them.




He sprinkled hoddentin upon the potent paraphernalia of his

wizardry, upon Ish-kay-nay, upon himself; he tossed it to the four

winds. Then he pointed toward a bag that Ish-kay-nay clutched in

her hand, and grunted. The girl understood, opened the bag and

displayed a few bits of the blue-green dukliji, some colored

beads—her treasures. Wide-eyed, tearless, she looked at

Nakay-do-klunni, wondering, hoping that this would be enough to

insure strong medicine from the great izze-nantan—if her all

would be enough to bring her word of Shoz-Dijiji, of her lover.




Nakay-do-klunni scraped it all into his palm, examined it,

dropped it into his own bag, then he closed his eyes and sat in

silence, as though listening. For several minutes he sat thus and

Ish-kay-nay was greatly impressed by this evidence of supernatural

power, for was not Nakay-do-klunni even now in communication with

the spirits? When he opened his eyes and looked at her little

Ish-kay-nay came as near swooning as it is possible to conceive of

an Apache. Her lips parted, panting, she awaited the verdict.




"Shoz-Dijiji not come back," announced Nakay-do-klunni. He

waited impressively for a moment "Shoz-Dijiji dead!" He started to

give her the harrowing details, as explained to him by Juh, but the

girl had risen and was walking away. What did Ish-kay-nay care for

the details? It was enough to know that Shoz-Dijiji was dead, that

he would not come back, that she was never to see him again.




Her face betrayed nothing of the terrifying, withering emotion

that scorched her brain. Erect, proud, almost majestic, the little

Indian girl walked out of the camp of the Be-don-ko-he and took her

sorrow with her. Far up into the mountains she took it, to a place

that she and Shoz-Dijiji had known together. Until night she lay

there where none might see her, her supple frame racked by sobs,

giving herself wholly to her grief; nor all during the long night

did she move, but lay there in the awful silence of the mountain,

smothering her moans in its rocky bosom.




When she returned to camp in the morning her eyes were swollen,

but dry. Her father was waiting for her, anxiously, for suicide,

though rare, was not unknown among the Apaches. He told her that

upon the second day the tribe was setting out for the Tonto Basin

country; that there was going to be war and that all the pindah

lickoyee would be killed. Everything would be different then with

the Shis-Inday and Juh would be a very great chief indeed, for all

the dead Ned-nis would come back and join the tribe. He urged upon

her the necessity for immediately accepting the advances of the

chief.




Ish-kay-nay was apathetic. She did not care what happened to her

now. Without Shoz-Dijiji there could be no happiness. It might then

as well be Juh as another. It would please her father. Listlessly

she gave her assent. That night the war pony of the chief of the

Ned-ni was tethered before her tepee, and when the tribe broke camp

to go to Tonto Basin and upon the war trail Juh rode off alone with

Ish-kay-nay, up into the hills.







IN the foothills near Casas Grandes Shoz-Dijiji lay watching the

herd of the rich Mexican for several days after the troops

withdrew, for, being an Apache, he must reconnoiter carefully,

painstakingly, before he struck. At night he crept down and watched

and listened and planned very close to the corral where the horses

were and the house where the vaqueros slept, until he knew the

habits and the customs of the men and saw that they had not changed

since last he had been there.




Then came the night that he had chosen for the venture. In the

silence of the midnight he crept down to the corral, a high-walled

enclosure built to protect its valued contents from such as he.

Heavy gates, strongly barred and padlocked would have defied the

best efforts of several men. This Shoz-Dijiji well knew and so he

did not bother with them. When the time came they would open.




He moved directly to the far side of the corral, as far from the

sleeping quarters of the vaqueros as possible, and waited there,

listening. Satisfied, he leaped and seized the top of the wall,

making no noise. In equal silence he drew himself up and very

gently lowered his body to the ground inside. The horses nearer him

became restless. One of them snorted. Shoz-Dijiji whispered

soothingly soft Spanish words. All the time he stood very still and

presently the animals quieted.




In half an hour they were accustomed to his presence, were

becoming accustomed to his scent. A few approached, sniffing him.

Gradually he commenced moving toward the nearest. It walked away,

but did not appear to be terrified. For hours Shoz-Dijiji worked

patiently. All depended upon his ability to get close to one horse

quickly and without terrifying it; but it was almost dawn before he

succeeded and quite dawn before he was able to loop a rope about

its lower jaw.




It was only a short time thereafter that he heard the vaqueros

moving about. Shoz-Dijiji grinned. With all their care there was

this one vulnerable point in their daily routine; it consisted in

the fact that they were accustomed to turn the herd from the corral

before they saddled their own horses that were kept in a smaller

enclosure nearby the main corral. The horses went at once to water,

close to the hacienda and in plain view, and by the time they had

drunk the vaqueros were saddled ready to drive them out onto the

range. All this Shoz-Dijiji knew.




Shoz-Dijiji smelled the breakfasts cooking and the aroma of

tobacco. Then he heard someone at the gates. It would be one man,

always had been; there was no need of more than one to unlock and

swing the portals. The gates swung aside. The horses, crowding,

jostling one another, went through with heads well raised,

effectually blocking from the view of the single vaquero anything

that might have been transpiring in the corral behind them, if he

had been seeking to discover; but he was seeking to discover

nothing. He was only concerned with the business of inhaling his

cigarrillo and digesting his breakfast.




Many times had he done this same letting out of the horses of a

morning. There was nothing about it and never had been anything

about it to focus upon it any interested attention—least not

until this morning. Even at first he did not know what an

interesting thing was going on there right in the corral almost

under his nose, for the horses' heads were held high and he could

not have seen beyond them had he looked; furthermore he did not

look. So he did not see that a war chief of the Be-don-ko-he, the

son of the war chief of all the Apaches, had slipped a naked leg

over the back of a bright bay gelding and was lying close along the

animal's side.




Most of the horses were out of the corral when the vaquero was

startled to hear a war whoop almost in his ears—a war whoop

that was immediately followed by the crack of a revolver. The

horses were startled, too. Snorting and with heads even higher than

before, the last of them rushed through the gateway, terrified.

Behind them, whooping, firing a revolver, came a terrifying thing.

They broke first into a gallop and then into a mad run, but still

the shrieking, howling creature clung to their rear or flank,

circling them, turning them, heading them toward the north.




As it passed the startled vaquero he caught a fleeting glimpse

of a moccasined foot and a painted face and he drew his

six-shooter, but he dared not fire; for did he not know the high

value that his master placed upon these dearly beloved animals of

his, and could he shoot without endangering some of them? Instead

he turned and ran to notify his fellows, but he met them running

toward him, attracted by the whoops and the shots. Already the herd

was hidden by its own dust cloud.




"Apaches!" shouted the vaquero, but they did not need to be told

that—they had heard that dread cry before. "Fifty of them,"

shouted the man, running toward the small corral where their mounts

were confined.




By the time they had saddled and bridled and ridden out the dust

cloud was far away, and though they pursued it they were, as

experienced Indian fighters should be, keenly on the lookout for an

ambuscade. Knowing that there had been fifty warriors in the party

that had run off their stock, it was only natural that they should

expect a part of that number to lie in wait for them along the way.

Of necessity this slowed down the pursuit, but Shoz-Dijiji did not

slow down, he kept the herd at top speed as long as he could do so;

and even after it tired and was no longer terrified he pushed it

hard along the trail that he had chosen.




The horses had been without water since the previous day and

they had run for many miles under the ever-increasing heat of the

sun. Now it poured down upon them. They were choked with dust and

reeked sweat, and the terrible thing behind them would not let them

turn back toward water; but presently, toward noon the thing

happened that Shoz-Dijiji knew would happen, so carefully does the

Apache plan each smallest detail.




Far ahead, miles and miles away, lay water on the trail that

Shoz-Dijiji had thus purposely selected, and somehow the horses

knew that it was there as horses seem always to know. No longer did

the Apache have difficulty in keeping the great herd upon the right

trail, in preventing it from turning back. On the contrary his own

mount, having carried him half a day, found difficulty in keeping

pace with its fellows.




How he took them, alone and unaided, across weary, dusty,

burning miles, through scorching deserts and rugged mountains

equally scorching, along a trail beset by enemies, pursued by

wrathful vaqueros, would well have been the subject of a deathless

epic had Shoz-Dijiji lived in the days of Homer.




Rests found him always where there were water and grass,

sometimes at the end of a long day, or again at the close of a long

night; for Shoz-Dijiji, more tireless than the horses, could travel

twenty hours on end, and more if necessary. He caught fleeting

moments of sleep while the horses watered and fed, always lying on

the trail behind them that they must disturb him if they turned

back; and turn back they did on more than a single occasion,

causing the Apache many an hour of hard and perilous riding; but he

was determined to bring them through without the loss of a single

horse if that was humanly possible of accomplishment. He would give

the father of Ish-kay-nay fifty horses and he would still have

fifty for himself, and fifty such horses as these would make

Shoz-Dijiji a rich man.




He thought all of the time about Ish-kay-nay. How proud she

would be! For Shoz-Dijiji appreciated well and fully the

impressiveness of his exploit. If he had been acclaimed as a great

warrior before, this would go far toward establishing him as one of

the greatest. Forevermore mothers would tell their children of the

bravery and prowess of Shoz-Dijiji, nor was he either mistaken or

overvain. Shoz-Dijiji had indeed performed a feat worthy of the

greatest heroes of his race.




Already he had crossed the boundary and was safe in the country

of the Cho-kon-en, and all that last night he urged the tired

horses on that he might reach camp in the morning. His arms and his

heart ached for Ish-kay-nay—little Ish-kay-nay, the

playfellow of his childhood, the sweetheart of today, the mate of

the morrow.




Toward dawn he came to water and let the herd drink. He would

rest it there for an hour and then push on, reaching camp before

the excessive heat of this early September day had become

oppressive. Quenching his own thirst and that of the horse he rode,

Shoz-Dijiji lay down to sleep, his crude bridle rein tied to his

wrist.




The horses, tired and footsore, were quiet. Some of them browsed

a little upon the dried, yellow grasses; many lay down to rest. The

sun rose and looked down upon the little mountain meadow, upon the

drowsing horses and the sleeping man.




Another looked down, also—a tall, gaunt man with cheeks

like parchment and a mustache that had once been red, but was now,

from over exposure to the Arizona sun, a sickly straw color. He had

a reddish beard that was not yet old enough to have bleached. Upon

the blue sleeves of his jacket were yellow chevrons. Sergeant Olson

of "D" Troop looked down and saw exactly what the sun saw—an

Apache buck, habited for the war trail, asleep beside a bunch of

stolen stock. Sergeant Olson needed but a glance to assure his

experienced cavalry eye that these were no Indian cayuses.




He withdrew below the edge of the hill from which he had been

reconnoitering and transmitted a gesture of silence toward other

men dressed in blue who sat their horses below him, and beckoned to

an officer who quickly rode upward and dismounted. Presently the

officer shared the secret with Sergeant Olson and the sun. He

issued whispered orders and forty men rode down a narrow ravine and

crossed a ridge into the canyon below Shoz-Dijiji. The sun,

crossing the withers of Shoz-Dijiji's horse, shone upon the

warrior's face and he awoke. He arose and mounted his horse.




Sergeant Olson, looking down from above, watched him. If he went

down the canyon, all right; if he went up, all wrong—there

were no soldiers up the canyon. Shoz-Dijiji circled the herd and

started it up the canyon. This did not suit Sergeant Olson; anyhow,

the only good Indian is a dead Indian. The noncommissioned officer

drew his army Colt from its holster, took accurate aim and fired.

Who could blame him?




Two days before his bunkie had been shot down in cold blood at

Cibicu Creek by an Apache scout who was in the service and the

uniform of the United States. He had seen Captain Hentig murdered,

shot in the back, by another scout named Mosby; he had seen Bird

and Sondergros and Sullivan, and others killed; and, he smiled even

then at the recollection, he had seen Ahrens, a "D" Troop bugler,

put three bullets into the head of that old devil, Nakay-do-

klunni. Sergent Olson called him Bobbydoklinne. Tough old buzzard,

he was! Those three forty-fives in his cabezas hadn't killed him,

and Smith, another "D" Troup sergeant, had found him crawling about

on the ground after dark and had finshed him with an axe—good

old Smith!




Shooting down at a considerable angle from a considerable

distance above one's target is difficult. No, shooting down is not

difficult, but hitting your target is. Sergeant Olson missed. With

an oath, he stood up and commenced firing rapidly and Shoz-Dijiji,

seeing him immediately, returned the fire. Sergent Olson emitted an

explosive oath and dived forward opon the brow of the hill. There

he lay, very quiet, while Shoz-Dijiji urged his horse up the steep

canyon side opposite. It is the Apache's instinct when surprised to

seek some rugged, inaccessible spot from which he can survey witout

being surveyed, and always a place difficult or imposible for

horses.




From the top of the hogback Shoz-Dijiji looked over at Sergant

Olson, who had not moved. He saw no other soldiers there, but he

knew where there was one soldier there were others, usually many of

them. He cocked his ears. Ah, what was that? From down the canyon

came unmistakable evidence of the clumsy approach of clumsy

white-eyes. They made enough noise, thought Shoz-Dijiji, to have

been a great army, but he knew that they were not. All the members

of the six tribes including their women and children could have

passed along this same trail with a tenth the commotion—only

the soft swish of their moccasined feet.




Shoz-Dijiji hid his horse on the far side of the hogback and

crept back to watch. He saw the soldiers come, and hate and

disappointment surged through him in hot, savage waves as he

watched them round up his hundred horses and drive them back down

the canyon, while a detachment from the troop followed upward in

search of Indians.




Others went up the opposite side of the canyon to look for

Olson; and as they found him Shoz-Dijiji mounted his horse below

the edge of the hogback and rode down toward the valley,

paralleling the course taken by the soldiers and his horses, loath

to give them up, hoping against hope that some circumstance might

give him the opportunity to win them back, ready to risk his life,

if need be, for the price of Ish-kay-nay and happiness.




Bitter were the thoughts of Shoz-Dijiji as he followed the

troopers who had stolen his herd, for by the hoary standards of the

Apache, ages old, it was theft and the herd was his. Had he not

taken it by virtue of courage and cunning, winning it fairly? Had

the soldiers been taking his herd for themselves there would have

been less anger in the heart of Shoz-Dijiji, for he could accord to

others the same rights that he demanded for himself, but they were

not.




Experience had taught him that the fool white-eyes took stock

from the Indians and tried to return it to those from whom the

Indians had taken it, profiting in no way. Therefore he believed

that they did so purely for the purpose of persecuting the Indians,

just as they had taken their water and their lands and ruined their

hunting grounds, which was, in the sight of Usen and his children,

but a part of the plan of the pindah lickoyee to exterminate the

Shis-Inday.




Did not all men know that the thing the pindah lickoyee called

government had hired many hunters to exterminate the buffalo and

all other game, thus forcing the Indians to remain on the

reservations and beg for rations or starve? Bitter were the

thoughts of Shoz-Dijiji as he followed the troopers down toward the

plain.




From behind a knoll near the mouth of the canyon the Black Bear

saw the soldiers of "D" Troop drive the horses out upon the plain

and toward the north. As he knew all the vast domain of his people

Shoz-Dijiji knew this plain, knew it as he knew the wrinkles in the

face of Sons-ee-ah-ray, knew the route the soldiers would take

across it, knew the windings of the dry wash that cut deeply

through it from the canyon's mouth. He waited where he was until a

rise of ground hid him from the troopers entering the plain below.

Cautiously the Apache rode down into the wash and along its dry,

sandy bottom where the steep, high banks hid him from the sight of

the soldiers. Where the wash took a broad sweep to the east he

urged his mount to a run. The sand beneath its feet gave forth no

dust nor any sound.




The soldiers, moving in a more direct line, were drawing away

from him as Shoz-Dijiji raced, a silent shadow, toward the

destination he had chosen. The wash turned toward the north and

then again in a westerly direction, making a wide curve and coming

again very close to the trail along which the soldiers were driving

Shoz-Dijiji's herd. Toward this point the Apache was racing, in his

mind a bold plan, such a plan as only an Apache mind might

conceive—of all warriors the most cautious, also, of all

warriors, the most fearless when emergency demanded

fearlessness.




Other warriors might pit themselves gallantly and gloriously

against great odds in defense of the weak, in furtherance of some

lofty ideal or for the honor of a flag; but it remained for an

Apache, armed with a six-shooter, a knife, a bow and some arrows,

to seriously conceive the idea that he might successfully attack

ten fully armed cavalrymen for the sake of some captured loot! But

perhaps we are unfair to Shoz-Dijiji, for was there not also

Ish-kay-nay?




Where the trail came again close to the wash there was a way up

its steep side to the plain above, a way that Shoz-Dijiji knew. It

had been made by range stock crossing at this point. When the last

of the soldiers had passed it they were startled by aloud Apache

whoop and the bark of a six-shooter. Yelling, firing, Shoz-Dijiji

charged straight toward the rear of the herd, straight toward the

ten mounted troopers. The horses broke into a gallop, frightened by

the yells and the shots. The soldiers, sure that there must be

other hostiles hiding in the wash, fired at Shoz-Dijiji and then

turned their attention toward the point where they expected the

main force of the enemy to develop, toward the wash. Shoz-Dijiji,

still yelling, drew away behind the racing herd.




But only for a moment were the troopers disconcerted by the

suddenness, by the sheer effrontery of the attack. A sergeant

raised his carbine to his shoulder, his mount, well-trained, stood

motionless as its rider slowly dropped the sights upon the bright

bay gelding, already a long shot for a sharpshooter, even at a

fixed target.




The sergeant pressed the trigger. There was a puff of smoke from

the black powder and the bright bay gelding lurched heavily to the

ground, turning a complete somersault, hurling its rider far ahead.

Over and over rolled Shoz-Dijiji, still clinging to his precious

six-shooter, and came to his feet unhurt. A quick glance showed him

the herd well out of his reach. No chance there to gain a new

mount. To the rear he saw ten angry cavalrymen spurring toward him,

firing as they came.




Shoz-Dijiji was trained to think quickly, and as the bullets

hurled up spurts of dust about him he vanished again into the wash

that had given him up.
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FOLLOWING the battle at Cibicu Creek Juh and his

warriors clung to the rear and flanks of the retreating cavalry,

menacing, harassing, all through the two nerve-racking days of the

march to Fort Apache. As his warriors surrounded the fort, firing

constantly upon its defenders, Juh went among the Apaches on the

reservation, telling them of the slaying of Nakay-do-klunni, of the

great victory he had won at Cibicu Creek, promising them that if

they would join him the pindah lickoyee would be destroyed to the

last man and the Apaches would again rule supreme over their

country; nor, in view of visual proof they had had of the retreat

of the soldiers, was it difficult to assure them that their hour

had struck.




By morning Fort Apache was surrounded by yelling savages,

pouring a rain of fire upon the breastworks that had been hastily

thrown up by the troops. Scouting parties were abroad watching for

the first sign of the reinforcements that might be expected to come

to the rescue of the beleaguered post, and to destroy the civilians

who attempted to escape.




Consumed by hatred of the whites, incited by the fiery

exhortations of their chiefs and medicine men to the extermination

of the foe, these scouting parties scourged the country surrounding

Fort Apache with all the zeal of religious fanatics.




At Seven Mile Hill they fell upon three men escaping from the

post and after a brisk battle killed them and burned their wagon; a

few miles south another party lay in wait for two civilians and

shot them from ambush; they killed the mail carrier from Black

River station, and shot old Fibs, who had the government beef

contract, as he sat in his adobe shack, and ran off all his

cattle.




And while the warriors of Juh, chief of the Ned-ni, terrorized

the country about Fort Apache his messengers rode to Geronimo and

to Na-chi-ta urging the Be-don-ko-he and the Cho-kon-en to join

him, and the beating of the es-a-da-ded broke the stillness of the

Arizona nights as painted braves leaped and shouted in the frenzy

of the war dance the length and breadth of Apacheland.




Up from Fort Thomas rode the first reinforcements for Fort

Apache, spurred on by the rumor that Colonel Carr and his entire

command had been massacred, while from many a hilltop the Ned-ni

scouts watched them and took word to Juh. Gathering their ponies

and the stolen herds whose numbers had greatly augmented their own

the Ned-ni set out toward the southwest to join with Geronimo and

the Be-don-ko-he.




Down toward the border, raiding, massacring, fighting off the

pursuing troops, the savage horde moved with a rapidity that is

possible only to Apaches in the uptorn, burning country across

which they chose to lead the suffering troops. Na-chi-ta joined

them with his Cho-kon-en, and there was Mangas and Naniy and Kut-le

and many another famous warrior to bring terror and destruction to

the pindah lickoyee, and with them went their women, their children

and their herds.




Northward, searching for his people, went Shoz-Dijiji, dodging,

doubling, hiding like a beast of prey upon which the hunters are

closing, for in whatever direction he turned he saw soldiers or

signs of soldiers. Never had Shoz-Dijiji seen so many soldiers and

they all seemed to be marching in the same direction, toward Fort

Apache. The young war chief wondered what this movement of troops

portended. Had the reservation Indians arisen, were his people on

the warpath, or were the pindah lickoyee planning a surprise attack

in force?




Shoz-Dijiji could not know, he could only guess that something

momentous was afoot, and that where the soldiers of the pindah

lickoyee went there would be Apaches. So he kept to the direction

the troops were taking, longing to meet one of his own kind,

watching always for signals. Patient is the Apache, but the strain

of prolonged apprehension was telling upon the nerves of

Shoz-Dijiji. Had it been only a question as to the whereabouts or

the fate of the Apache people Shoz-Dijiji would have been less

seriously affected; but the whereabouts and the fate of Ish-kay-nay

were involved and that was by far a more serious consideration.




It irked Shoz-Dijiji to think of returning empty-handed. He knew

the raillery to which he would be subjected and which he must

accept in silence. He had failed and so there was nothing to say,

for in the pandect of the Apaches there is no justification for

failure. It would still have been within the range of possibilities

to have picked up some horses were it not for all these soldiers;

and so to his other reasons for hating them there was added this

other, the further frustration of his marriage plan.




It was, therefore, a rather bitter, bloodthirsty savage who came

suddenly face to face with a young white girl where no white girl,

young or old, should have been upon this September day in Arizona,

with the Apaches burning, killing, ravishing across half a dozen

counties. She sat beneath the scant shade of a small bush in a

ravine well removed from any trail, and that was why it happened

that Shoz-Dijiji was face to face with her before he was aware that

there was another human being near.




At sight of him the girl sprang to her feet, drawing her Colt,

an act that was duplicated with even greater celerity by the young

brave, but neither fired—"Shoz-Dijiji!" exclaimed the girl,

lowering the muzzle of her weapon. A sudden, friendly smile

illuminated her face. Perhaps it was the smile that saved her from

sudden death. Shoz-Dijiji was an Apache. His standards of right and

wrong were not as ours, and further, he had only one set, and they

applied to his friends—for his relations with the enemies of

his people he had none. But there must have been something in that

friendly smile that influenced him more surely than all the

teachings of his elders, more potent even than all his natural

inclinations.




Shoz-Dijiji returned his six-shooter to its holster and smiled

back at her.




"Wichita Billings," he said.




"What in the world are you doing here?" demanded the girl.

"Don't you know that there are soldiers everywhere hunting the

Cheeracows? Oh, I forgot! If you could only sabe."




"Here," thought Shoz-Dijiji, "I may be able to learn what is

happening between the soldiers and my people." So, as often

happens, the ignorant savage sabed when it was to his interest.




"Me savvy," announced Shoz-Dijiji. "Shoz-Dijiji talk English

good."




"Why, you told me when I saw you before that you didn't,"

exclaimed the girl.




Shoz-Dijiji smiled. "Me savvy," he repeated. "Tell me where all

these soldiers go? Where are my people that you call

Cheeracows?"




"They've gone out—they're on the warpath—and they're

just naturally raisin' hell.




"Didn't you know, or, Shoz-Dijiji, are you with a war

party?"




"No, Shoz-Dijiji alone. Been away. Come back. No find people.

Shoz-Dijiji is looking for his people, that is all. You tell him.

Where are they?"




"They been mostly around Fort Apache," said the girl. "There was

a fight at Cibicu Creek and they killed a lot of soldiers. Then

they attacked the fort. Old Whoa was leading them."




Shoz-Dijiji, watching the girl as she talked, was struck by her

beauty. To him it seemed to have a wonderful quality that he had

not noticed upon their previous meeting, even though he had then

been impressed by her good looks. If he had not loved Ish-kay-nay

with such fierce devotion perhaps he might have seen in Wichita

Billings a mate well suited to a great war chief.




"Were many Indians killed at Cibicu Creek?" asked Shoz-Dijiji.

"Were their women there with them?"




"I have not heard but just a little of the fight," replied

Wichita. "Captain Hentig and some of his men were killed and old

Bobby-doklinny."




Shoz-Dijiji knew whom she meant, just as he had known that she

referred to Juh when she spoke of Whoa—these white-eyes were

most ignorant, they could not pronounce the simplest names.




"Do you know if Geronimo went out?" he asked.




"He wasn't with Whoa at Cibicu but we just heard today that the

renegades are on their way toward the border and that Geronimo has

joined them. It sure looks like a hard winter. I wish to God we'd

never left Kansas. Believe me, the East is good enough for Wichita

Billings! Say, Shoz-Dijiji, are you sure you aint a renegade?"




"Shoz-Dijiji friendly," he assured her.




"Then you better come in with me and give yourself up or the

soldiers will sure get you. They aint askin' no questions when they

see a Cheeracow—they just plug him. You come on in to the

ranch with me, there's a detachment of "E" Troop there now, and

I'll see that they don't hurt you."




Shoz-Dijiji extended a slow hand and laid it on the girl's arm.

His face grew very serious and stern as his dark eyes looked into

hers. "Listen, white girl," he said. "Shoz-Dijiji said he is

friendly. Shoz-Dijiji does no speak lies. He is friendly—to

you. Shoz-Dijiji no harm you. Do not be afraid. But Shoz-Dijiji not

friend to the white soldiers. Not friend to the white

people—only you.




"Shoz-Dijiji is war chief among the Be-don-ko-he. His place is

with the warriors of his people. You say there are soldiers at the

hacienda of your father. Go! Tell them that Shoz-Dijiji, war chief

among the Be-don-ko-he, is here in the hills. Tell them to try and

catch him."




The girl shook her head. "No, Shoz-Dijiji, I will not go and

tell them anything. You are my friend. I am your friend. You saved

me once. I do not care whether you are a renegade or not. I will

not tell them you are here, and if I can help you, I will."




Shoz-Dijiji looked at her in silence for what seemed a long

time. He was puzzled. There was some quality possessed by the

pindah lickoyee and the Mexicans that it was difficult for him to

understand, objectively; yet, all unrealizing, he had just been

instinctively practicing it himself. What she said recalled the

action of the Mexican woodchopper that time at Casas Grandes; but

he sensed no similarity between their friendly gratitude and his

forbearance toward this beautiful enemy girl, or knew that his

action was partially based on gratitude for a friendly smile and

frank trustfulness. He thought he did not harm her simply because

he did not wish to. He did not know that he could not have harmed

her, that there was a force within him stronger even than his

savage training.




"You will help Shoz-Dijiji?" he asked.




"You can bet your boots I will," she assured him. "But how?"




"All night, all day Shoz-Dijiji have no water. There were

soldiers at every spring, at every water hole. Shoz-Dijiji wants

water and a horse."




"Hungry, too?"




"Apache always hungry," laughed the brave.




"You wait here," she told him.




"Where your horse?" he demanded.




She raised her palms to the level of her shoulders and shrugged.

"The old son-of-a-gun pitched me clean off," she said. "That's why

I was a-sittin' up here restin'. I been walking close to an hour

and I'm dog-tired; but it's only a short jag to the house now. I

may have to sneak out with a horse for you, so don't get worried if

I ain't back before dark." She started away.




"I go with you," said Shoz-Dijiji.




"Oh, no! The soldiers might see you."




"I go a little way—where I can watch you. Mebbyso bad men

around; mebbyso hostiles. Shoz-Dijiji go little way and watch."




Through the hills he went with her, walking ahead as a brave

should, until they came within sight of the ranch house. Some

cavalry mounts were tied to a corral fence; troopers were lolling

in the shade of the bunk house swapping lies with the cowhands. An

officer leaned in a back-tilted chair beside the doorway of the

ranch house talking with Billings. Only Shoz-Dijiji's eyes and

forehead showed above the top of the last hill above the wagon road

where it entered the little flat in which stood the main ranch

buildings, and they were screened from view by a small bush.




"Go," he said to the girl. "You will be safe now."




"Where will you wait?" she asked. "Here?"




"Yes."




She hesitated, her brow puckered in thought. "If I bring you a

horse you will return at once to your tribe?" she demanded.




"Yes."




"If you meet any lone whites on the way will you promise me that

you will not kill them?"




"Why?"




"I cannot bring you a horse to use in murdering my own people,"

she said.




He nodded. "Me savvy. Shoz-Dijiji no kill until he find his

people. If they on war trail Shoz-Dijiji fight with them.

Shoz-Dijiji a war chief. White warriors kill. Apache warriors kill.

That is right."




"But you must not kill white people at all."




"All right—you go tell white warriors they must not kill

Apaches. They stop, Shoz-Dijiji stop. Now you go get pony for

Shoz-Dijiji. Big talk no good now—no can eat—no can

ride. Go."




The girl could not but smile as she turned away and rounding the

summit of the hill dropped down toward the ranch house in full view

of those gathered there. At sight of her they all arose and several

started in her direction, her father among them.




"Where in all tarnation you been, Chita?" he demanded when they

were close enough for speech. "I thought I told you to stay in town

until this fracas blowed over."




"Well, it has blowed over, hasn't it?" she asked. "We heard

yesterday that the hostiles was all headed for the border, so I

thought I'd come home. I'm sure sick o' them tin-horns in

town."




"Where's Buckskin? Why in all tarnation you hoofin' it?"




"Pitched me off a mile or so back yender!" she explained. "I was

takin' a short cut through the hills."




"You saw no sign of hostiles, I take it, Miss Billings?"

suggested the officer, a young cavalry lieutenant.




"Nary hostile," she replied. The young West Pointer thought what

a shame it was that such a pretty girl should pronounce the "i"

long; doubtless she said "masakree" too. But how pretty she was! He

could not recall having seen such a beauty in a month of Sundays.

He hoped the C. 0. would keep his detachment at the Billings ranch

for a long time.




He had heard Billings and some of the cowhands mention Chita and

he had expected to see, if he saw her at all, a raw-boned slattern

with large, red hands, and so he was not prepared for the dainty

beauty that burst upon his astonished vision. God, what a mother

she must have had, thought the lieutenant, appraising Billings; but

he felt that he could have enjoyed her more had he been deaf, for

he had not yet been of the West a sufficient length of time to

accustom his ears to the naive pronunciation of the frontier, so

different from his native Bostonese.




The young lieutenant to the contrary, not withstanding, it may

not be truthfully said that Wichita Billings was dainty; she was

beautiful, yes, but with a certain strength and robustness, a

definite self-reliance, that does not perfectly harmonize with the

truest conception of daintiness. She was entirely feminine and her

hands and feet were small, but they were strong looking hands and

she stood squarely upon her two feet in her little high-heeled

boots. Her well-moulded jaw was a strong jaw and her laughing eyes

were brave without boldness.




No, dainty was not the word; but then, perhaps, Lieutenant

Samuel Adams King was influenced not by the Back Bay background of

yesterday so much as he was by that nearer background composed of

rough cavalrymen and pipe-smoking, tobacco-chewing women of the old

frontier. By comparison with these the girl was as dainty as a

violet in a cabbage patch, especially when she was pensive, as she

often was, or when she was smiling, and she was smiling quite as

often as she was pensive, in fact, at almost any time when she was

not talking. Then the illusion was shattered.




However, strange as it may seem, Lieutenant King found himself

drawing the girl into conversation even though every word, or at

least every other word, jangled discordantly upon his cultured

nerves. It seemed beyond the pale of remotest possibility that any

human being could mispronounce so many words, at least so it seemed

to Lieutenant King, and at the same time possess such tonal

qualities of voice that it became a pleasure to listen to her

murder the English language; and so, when they had reached the

ranch house he managed to monopolize her.




Her father had wanted to send a couple of men out after her

horse, but she had objected, saying that "the ol' fool" would come

in at feeding time, and if he didn't it would be good riddance

anyway; but while they were discussing the matter the horse

suddenly appeared galloping down the very hill from which Wichita

had come a few moments before.




"What in tarnation's the matter with thet cayuse anyways?"

demanded Billings. "Acts most like he'd seed a silver tip, or a

ghost."




The horse was running rapidly toward the ranch, occasionally

casting a backward look toward the hilltop. Wichita Billings knew

perfectly what Buckskin had seen.




"Reckon as how you fellers better ride up there," said Billings

to the two hands, "an' see what all might be there."




"They ain't nothin' there," said Wichita. "Didn't I jest come

from there? The ol' son-of-a-gun's been actin' thet away all

day—he's jest plumb loco."




So that was the end of that, much to the girl's relief, and

Wichita resumed her talk with the officer; an experience which she

enjoyed, for she was avid to learn, and she knew that the average

man or woman of the frontier could teach her little along the lines

toward which her ambition lay. On several occasions she had met

cultured men—men who had stopped at her father's Kansas farm,

or at the ranch since they came to Arizona—and she had been

vividly conscious of a difference between them and the sort of

people to whose society she was accustomed.




From them she had derived her first appreciation of the

existence of a thing called conversation and a knowledge of its

beauty and its value and its rarity. She had been quick to realize

her own lack of conversational ability and ambitious enough to

dream of improvement; but dreaming was about as far as she could

go. What few books and magazines and newspapers filtered to her

remote home she devoured eagerly and they taught her many things,

though usually overdrawn. She learned new words, the meanings of

which she usually guessed shrewdly enough, for she possessed no

dictionary, but there was nothing or no one to teach her how to

pronounce either the new words or the old, so that she was never

actively aware that she mispronounced them and only vaguely

disturbed when she listened to the conversation of a person like

Lieutenant King. In truth, when she gave the matter any thought,

she was more inclined to regret his weird pronunciation of such

common words as "Injun" and "hoss" than to question her own. It was

the things he spoke of and the pleasant intonation of his cultured

voice that delighted her. Lieutenant King was asking her about

herself, which didn't interest her at all, and how long she had

lived in Arizona. "Goin' on five year," she replied, "an' I reckon

you jes' come out with that last bunch o' shave-tails at the post,

didn't you?"




He flushed, for he had not realized how apparent were his youth

and the newness of his uniform. "Yes," he said, "I graduated in

June and I only joined my regiment a few weeks ago."




"From the States o' course?" she asked.




"Yes, and you?"




"I'm from back East, too," she told him.




"Good! From what part?"




"Kansas."




"Oh."




"What part are you from?"




"Massachusetts."




"Oh."




That seemed a very remote country to Wichita Billings. In her

mind it raised a picture of a pink area on a map, bounded on three

sides by dotted lines and on the fourth by wavy lines. It had never

connected itself in her consciousness with a place that people came

from; it was a pink area on a map and nothing more. Now it

commenced to take on the semblance of reality.




"Tell me about it," she said.




"About what?" he asked.




"Why Massachusetts, of course. I've never been there," and until

supper time she kept him to his pleasurable task of talking about

home, of his people, of their ways, of the great things that the

men of Massachusetts had accomplished in the history of these

United States of America.




Never, thought Lieutenant King, had he had so altogether a

wonderful audience, so perfect an afternoon; and Chita, drinking in

every word, asking many questions, was thrilled and entertained as

she had never been before, so much so that she almost forgot the

savage Apache waiting there alone upon the sun-scorched hill. But

she did not quite forget him. She knew that she could do nothing

until after dark, for there was not a reasonable excuse she could

offer for leaving the ranch, and had there been she was quite

confident that Lieutenant King would have insisted upon going

along. The idea made her smile as she tried to picture the surprise

of the young officer should she conduct him to the hilltop into the

presence of the painted savage waiting there.
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IT was quite dark when Wichita Billings led an

unsaddled pony out of the pasture and toward the hill where she had

left Shoz-Dijiji. She had difficulty in escaping the notice of the

sentry that had been posted near the corral, but she succeeded,

though she was still fearful that some keen-eared Indian veteran

might yet hear the soft footfalls of the unshod animal. A short

distance from the corral she mounted the pony and continued on her

way, over her shoulder a canteen of water and in one hand a bag of

food. In her heart she knew that she was doing a dangerous and a

foolish thing, but gratitude urged her as well as the knowledge

that she had given her word. By day it had seemed less difficult to

trust that big, handsome brave; but by night it was easy to recall

that he was, after all, a cruel, crafty "Cheeracow." She loosened

the Colt in its holster, holding the halter rope and bag of food in

one hand, determined to be prepared should the worst eventuate; and

then, quite suddenly, out of the darkness ahead, a hundred yards

from the base of the hill toward which she was riding, loomed the

figure of a man.




"Who's that?" she demanded in a hoarse whisper.




"Shoz-Dijiji," came the soft reply.




"What are you doing here? I thought you were going to wait on

top of the hill."




"No good you ride far alone at night. Shoz-Dijiji come down to

meet you."




So, after all, her fears had been groundless! "You frightened

me," she said.




The Apache laughed. She handed him the canteen and the food and

the end of the halter rope.




"Who that chief you talk to so long?" he asked suddenly.




"Oh, that was the officer in command of the detachment."




"Yes, I know—what his name?"




"Why do you want to know?"




"He friend Wichita, isn't he?" demanded Shoz-Dijiji.




"Yes, of course."




"Mebbyso sometime he need Apache friend, eh? Wichita friend.

Shoz-Dijiji friend. Shoz-Dijiji like you very much. You kind.

Shoz-Dijiji no forget, never."




"His name is King," said the girl, "Lieutenant King, 'B' Troop,

—th Cavalry."




Without another word the Apache leaped to the back of the pony

and rode away into the night and the darkness. Wichita Billings

crept back to her father's home. That night she dreamed that

Lieutenant King and Shoz-Dijiji were fighting to the death and that

she stood there watching them, unable to interfere, equally unable

to determine which one she wished to see victorious.




Riding northwest in the direction of Cibicu Creek shortly after

dawn the following morning Shoz-Dijiji, his eyes always on the

alert, saw a slender column of smoke arising from a far mountaintop

in the southwest. Stopping, he watched it for several minutes and

during that time it remained a steady column of smoke. It carried

its message across the desolate waste to Shoz-Dijiji as it did to

other scattered warriors of the six tribes, and Shoz-Dijiji reined

his pony toward the southwest.




The Apache kept to the hills and to the trailless places as much

as possible, for he knew that the whole world was full of enemies

searching for him and his kind, searching with field glasses and

with rifles; and he knew, too, that those who were not searching

for him would shoot him on sight even more quickly.




As he rode his thoughts often returned to the white girl who had

befriended him, but more often did they reach ahead across the

broken country to embrace the lithe young figure of Ish-kay-nay

with the laughing eyes and the black hair. He knew that she would

be disappointed but that she would wait. She would not have to wait

long, he promised himself, for what he had accomplished once he

could accomplish again. Perhaps this time he would take

Gian-nah-tah and some of the other young braves with him. Together

they could round up many horses in northern Chihuahua or

Sonora.




Toward noon, ascending a slight acclivity, Shoz-Dijiji was

suddenly confronted by the head and shoulders of a white man as

they topped the ridge from the opposite side. Just for an instant

the two faced one another. The Apache saw the surprise and fear

that swept into the eyes of the pindah lickoyee, saw him turn and

vanish.




Dismounting, the Indian led his pony cautiously forward toward

the crest of the ridge; ready in his right hand was his

six-shooter, alert his ears, his eyes, his every sense. Beyond that

summit he knew there was a precipitous hillside, dropping to the

bottom of a canyon. A man on foot might scale it, but it was no

place to remain and fight, for there was little footing and no

cover. These things his knowledge of the spot told him, assuring

him that it would be safe to approach the edge of the declivity and

reconnoiter, as the white-eyed one must by this time be at the

bottom of the canyon.




Cautiously Shoz-Dijiji peered over the edge, several yards from

the spot at which the man had disappeared, knowing as he did that

if the latter was waiting to fire at him that his attention would

be directed upon the spot from which he had discovered the Indian

and not even a few yards to the right or to the left; but there was

no one waiting to fire at Shoz-Dijiji. At the foot of the canyon

wall lay a young white man—quite motionless he lay in a

crumpled heap. A few yards away, tied to a stunted bush, was a

saddled pony. Shoz-Dijiji remounted and riding a hundred yards up

the rim of the canyon zigzagged down its steep side. The man still

lay where he had fallen as Shoz-Dijiji approached him and reined in

his pony. The Apache dismounted and stooped to examine the white,

first removing the other's revolver from its holster. The man was

young, twenty perhaps. He was not dead, as the Indian had at first

thought likely, for the canyon wall was high and steep and there

were rocks at its base, and it appeared evident that the man had

fallen the full distance.




Shoz-Dijiji stood looking at his helpless enemy. His eyes

appraised his find in terms of loot; there was a good Colt and many

rounds of ammunition, and he had seen a rifle resting in its boot

along the side of the tethered pony. Many were the other

possessions of the white-eyed one that aroused the cupidity of the

swart savage. Shoz-Dijiji fingered the hilt of his hunting knife, a

keen butcher knife made in Connecticut for no more sanguinary

service than slicing roasts in some quiet New England kitchen. How

easy it would be to slit the throat of the hated pindah lickoyee

and appropriate his belongings.




It was while Shoz-Dijiji was thinking these thoughts that the

young man opened his eyes and looked up into the stern, painted

face of the red man. Instinctively the youth reached for his Colt,

realized that it was gone, recognized it then in the hands of the

Indian, and closed his eyes in despair. He felt sick and he knew

that he was badly injured by the fall, how badly he could only

guess. He had been without water for two days, he was hopelessly

lost, and now that the end had come he was not sure but that after

all it was something of a relief. That which caused him the

greatest apprehension was his knowledge of the possible manner of

his death at the hands of one of these human fiends. His very soul

shuddered and shrank from the torture that he knew might be in

store for him. Shoz-Dijiji looking down at him recalled his promise

to the white girl. He turned to continue his journey, knowing that

death must surely overtake the white, and then he stopped. The

young man, hearing him move away, had opened his eyes again. He saw

the Apache rein in his pony, hesitate, and then wheel back toward

him. Again he dismounted at his side, stooped down and felt of his

legs lifting them, examining them. He put an arm beneath the

youth's shoulders and lifted him to his feet. To the great surprise

of the white man he found that he could stand, that his body was

not broken in any place. The Indian helped him to walk to his pony

and lifted him into the saddle. Then he offered him his canteen,

for he had seen that the youth's was empty and, too, he had seen in

his drawn face, in his swollen lips, the signs of thirst. The boy

seized the canteen greedily and placed it to his lips. Shoz-Dijiji

permitted him a brief swallow and then took the water from him. Now

all fear had left the white man.




"You friendly Indian, eh John?" he asked.




"Me Chihuicahui!" said Shoz-Dijiji fiercely, proudly, tapping

his great chest, knowing that the whites knew the fighting, warlike

tribes by that name.




"Holy Moses!" breathed the youth. "You a Cheeracow?"




"You lost?" demanded the Black Bear.




"I shore am," replied the other.




"Come!" commanded the Apache. He urged his pony up the canyon

and the steep zigzag trail to the summit. When the white had

reached his side the Indian asked, "You savvy Billings ranch?"




"Yes," replied the youth.




Shoz-Dijiji pointed eastward and a little north to where a dim,

blue butte was barely visible behind its veil of haze.




"Billings ranch there," he said. "Mebbyso one march." He took

the other's empty canteen and poured the remaining water from his

own into it. He emptied the cartridges from the chambers of, the

white's revolver and rifle into his palm and handed the empty

weapons back to their owner; then he wheeled his pony and cantered

away. Shoz-Dijiji was taking no chances on the honor of a white

man—he knew them too well.




For a long time the young man sat looking after his benefactor,

his face reflecting the bewilderment that filled his thoughts.




"Well, ding bust my ornery hide!" he remarked, presently, and

turned his horse toward the dim, blue butte beyond the horizon.




So, did Shoz-Dijiji the Be-don-ko-he fulfill his promise to the

white girl who had befriended him.










Late that afternoon he lay up for a few hours at a place where

there was water and shortly after dark, when he had resumed his

way, he came upon the first signs of the southward-bound

renegades—a broad, well-marked trail, and over it the spoor

of cavalry, pressing close behind. In a few miles, by a rocky hill,

he found evidences of an engagement and in the moonlight he read

the story writ clear upon the ground, in the dust, among the

boulders, of the Apache rear guard that had waited here and stopped

the advancing soldiers until the main body of the Indians had moved

to safety among the rough hills. He guessed that his people had

passed through those hills the previous afternoon and that now,

under cover of darkness, they were crossing the valley upon the

opposite side with the soldiers of the white-eyes in close

pursuit.




Farther on again he came upon a place where the Apaches had

commenced to break up into small parties and scatter, but there was

the older trail of the herd that moved steadily on toward the

border. Shoz-Dijiji judged that it was two days ahead of the main

body, doubtless being pushed on toward safety by hard-riding youths

and that it would win the border long before the troops.




During the night he heard shots far, far ahead; the soldiers had

caught up with one of the scattering bands, or perhaps the Apaches

had prepared an ambush for them. The firing lasted for a long time,

grew dimmer and then ceased—a running fight, mused

Shoz-Dijiji, restless that he was not there. Night fighting was

rare; the soldiers must be pressing his people closely.




It was a hard night for Shoz-Dijiji, urging on his tired mount,

constantly on the alert for the enemy, chafing under the consequent

delay; but at last the day dawned as he emerged upon the southern

slope of the mountain range and overlooked the broad valley across

which his people should have passed during the night. Far away,

near the base of the opposite mountains he saw several columns of

dust, but whether they were caused by Apaches or soldiers he could

not be sure, though it was doubtless the latter, since the Indians

had broken up into small bands that would make little dust.




A few minutes later he came upon the scene of last night's

battle. It was marked by the bodies of three cavalry horses, empty

cartridge shells, some military accouterment, an Apache

head-bandanna. As he rode across the spot where the engagement had

been fiercest his eye took in every detail of the field and he was

sure that there had been no ambush here, but that his people had

been overtaken or surprised. It was not such a place as an Apache

war chief would choose to make a stand against an enemy. He was

moving on again when something arrested his attention. Always

suspicious, instantly on the defensive, he wheeled about to face

the direction from which there had come to his ears the faintest of

sounds. What was it that had broken the silence of this deserted

field of death?




Revolver ready, he waited, listening, for a repetition of the

sound, his eyes fixed upon a little clump of bushes two hundred

yards away. Again, very faintly, it came to his ears, the sound

that had at first attracted his attention, a low moan, vibrant with

suffering.




Shoz-Dijiji wheeled his pony and rode diagonally up the side of

the hill toward a point where he might overlook the whole field and

obtain a view of the ground behind those bushes. If danger lurked

there he would know it before he came too close. Fools rush in, but

not an Apache.




From his point of vantage he saw a figure huddled upon the

ground and recognized it instantly as an Indian. Nowhere else was

there a sign of life. Still cautiously, he rode slowly down toward

the figure and as he approached; he saw that it was a woman, lying

with her face buried in the hollow of an arm. Already, even before

he had come close enough to dismount, he recognized something

familiar in the contours of that slender body.




Leaping from his mount he ran forward and kneeled beside the

woman. Very gently he put an arm beneath her and turned her over.

Hot blood gushed against his naked arm. His heart stood still as he

looked down into the face of Ish-kay-nay. Her eyes were half

closed; she scarcely breathed; only her feeble moans betokened that

her poor clay still clung tenaciously to the last, fast ravelling

strand of life.




"Ish-kay-nay! My little Ish-kay-nay!" Shoz-Dijiji raised his

canteen and poured a few drops of water between her lips. The act

recalled the girl who had given him the canteen, and, too, that

recalled something else—words that Geronimo had once spoken

to him. "Wait," the old war chief had said, "until they have killed

your women; then you will have the right to speak."




The savage soul of Shoz-Dijiji rose in protest against the

cruelty, the wantonness of this act. What if it had been

perpetrated during the darkness of night? What if it might have

been but a chance shot? Did not Shoz-Dijiji well know that the

revealing light of day, or her sex, would not have protected

Ish-kay-nay? Had he not seen the soldiers fire into the tepees

where the women and children were?




Revived by the water, Ish-kay-nay slowly opened her eyes and

looked into his face. Her lips moved in a low whisper:

"Shoz-Dijiji, I am coming!" she said.




"Shoz-Dijiji is here with Ish-kay-nay. Do not fear. You are

safe."




The great, dark eyes of Ish-kay-nay opened wider with the return

of full consciousness as she gazed wonderingly into the face of her

lover.




"You are not dead! Oh, Shoz-Dijiji, he told me that you were

dead."




"Who said that Shoz-Dijiji was dead?" he demanded.




"Juh."




"Juh lied. Why did he tell you that?"




"So that Ish-kay-nay would go with him."




"You went?"




"I thought that Shoz-Dijiji was dead and I did not care then

what happened to me. It made my father happy." The effort to speak

sent the blood gushing again from the wound in her breast and

Shoz-Dijiji tried to check the flow, to stay the hand of death. She

tried to speak again. Slowly, haltingly the words came. "Tell

Ish-kay-nay—that you—are not angry,

Shoz-Dijiji—that you—still love—Ish-kay-nay."




"Ish-kay-nay did right," he said. "Only Juh did wrong.

Shoz-Dijiji loves Ish-kay-nay. Shoz-Dijiji will kill Juh!" For a

long time the girl lay silently in his arms, her breathing so faint

that at times he thought that it had ceased. Terrible was the

anguish of Shoz-Dijiji—silent anguish, all the more terrible

because there was no outward manifestation of it —as he

looked down into the half-closed, dimming eyes of little

Ish-kay-nay.




Once she rallied and looked up at him. "My Shoz-Dijiji," she

whispered, and then: "Hold me close!" There was fear in those three

words. Never before had Shoz-Dijiji heard a note of fear in the

voice of Ish-kay-nay. Very gently the savage warrior pressed the

slender body closer. There was a long sigh and Ish-kay-nay went

limp in his embrace.




Shoz-Dijiji, war chief among the Be-don-ko-he, buried his face

in the soft neck and a single, choking sob convulsed his great

frame.




XVII. — THE TRAIL AND ITS

END
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DEEP in the mountains in a lone cave Shoz-Dijiji

buried Ish-kay-nay, covered the soft contours of the girlish body

with hard, cold rocks, piled more rocks before the entrance to the

cave until it was choked; buried light and love and happiness in

the grave with his sweetheart.




There, beside her grave he spent two days and two

nights—days of mourning, nights of prayer. There he killed

the pony he had ridden, that Ish-kay-nay might find a mount ready

to carry her to the spirit world. This he did, though she was no

warrior, nor a great chief, because to Shoz-Dijiji she was more

than either. All the hoddentin he possessed he had sprinkled upon

her before he covered her dear form, and with her he had buried his

most sacred things: his tzi-daltai and his phylactery of buckskin

with its precious contents, even the izze-kloth that Nan-ta-do-tash

had blessed for him.




Upon the third day, alone, on foot, with no medicine to protect

him from evil spirits or from the weapons or machinations of his

enemies, he emerged from the hills, cruel, relentless, stark

savage, and turned his face toward the south upon the trail of Juh.

For two days he had been without food and for one without water,

yet he did not suffer. Forgotten were the sufferings of the flesh

in the greater anguish of the soul. Terrible were the days that

followed. Scant was food, scant was water; long and hideous were

the marches, with only hate and vengeance to buoy his spirits, to

goad on his flagging muscles. He lashed his legs with switches of

mesquite until they bled; he ate lizards and snakes and prairie

mice; he drank stinking water when he drank at all, for there were

soldiers everywhere, at every spring and water hole, upon every

trail, and he must go on, for beyond the soldiers was Juh,

somewhere to the south, somewhere in that vast labyrinth of

mountain and desert. No turned stone, no bent twig, no downpressed

bit of grass escaped his eye, and each told its story of the

passing of the Apaches, of the pursuit of the soldiers. He passed

through the line of troops at last, not a difficult thing for an

Apache in such rough country as this, and the spoor of the Ned-ni

became plainer. He pushed on and discovered soldiers once more

ahead of him. Their trail came in from the northeast and he could

see that they had been moving rapidly, without pack animals. That

night he passed them, a single troop of lean, gaunt fighting men,

and he saw them cross the international boundary and enter

Mexico.




By dawn he was a good ten miles in advance of them when he

became aware of something moving just ahead of him. He saw it dimly

from the bottom of a swale as it topped the rise above him. He

moved even more cautiously than before, but the figure ahead made

no noise either. It was a man on foot and Shoz-Dijiji knew that it

must be an Indian; but there were enemies among the Indians as well

as among the white men. This might be a Navajo scout and if it

were—a terrible expression of cruel anticipation crossed the

features of the Black Bear, the nearest he had come to smiling for

many a bitter day.




When dawn came suddenly upon them Shoz-Dijiji was looking down

from another hilltop upon the figure of an Indian. It was an

Apache, but the red head band proclaimed him a scout in the service

of the pindah lickoyee; also the quick eyes of Shoz-Dijiji

discovered that the man was an old acquaintance from the White

Mountain tribe. The Black Bear hailed him. The scout turned with

ready carbine, but Shoz-Dijiji was behind a boulder.




"Do not shoot," he said. "It is Shoz-Dijiji, the

Be-don-ko-he."




The other lowered the muzzle of his carbine and Shoz-Dijiji

stepped from behind the boulder.




"Where is Juh?" demanded Shoz-Dijiji.




The other pointed toward the south.




"There are Ned-ni a few miles ahead," he said, "but Juh is not

with them. I talked with them two days ago. I am going to talk with

them again. The soldiers will not stop this time at the border.

They have orders to follow Juh and Geronimo until they catch them,

no matter where they go. This I was going to tell the Ned-ni."




"You are going to join the warriors against the white-eyes?"

asked Shoz-Dijiji.




The man shook his head. "No. I return to tell the fool white

chief that the Ned-ni have gone in another direction."




"Good!" said Shoz-Dijiji. "But you need not go on. I will tell

the Ned-ni where the soldiers are and what orders they have been

given. Perhaps they will wait and meet the soldiers. There is a

place where the trail runs between the steep walls of a canyon.

There the soldiers will be cautious against an attack, but just

beyond, where it looks safe again they will be off their guard and

there the Ned-ni might wait for them—if you will lead them

there. Eh?"




"I will lead them there," he said. Shoz-Dijiji trotted on and

the White Mountain Apache turned back to lead the hated white men,

that he served, into an ambush. Shocking! Dishonorable!

Disgraceful! Yes, of course; but many a civilized man wears a

decoration today for betraying the confidence of the enemy. It

makes a difference who does it—that is all.




Before noon Shoz-Dijiji overtook the Ned-ni and delivered his

message after first discovering that Juh was not with them. They

were surprised to see him, for there were many of them who really

believed that he was dead. There were only eight warriors and about

twice as many women and children. The latter the sub-chief sent

ahead while the warriors he disposed in strategic positions at the

point where the ambush was to occur, and along their trail came "B"

Troop of the —th Cavalry, protected by the Apache scouts

ahead and upon the flanks. With his troop rode Lieutenant Samuel

Adams King, eager for his first brush with the hostiles, his stay

at the Billings ranch having been abruptly terminated the very

night that Wichita had led the ewe-necked roan out to Shoz-Dijiji.

An hour later a courier had come with orders for Lieutenant King to

rejoin the troop with his detachment, and there had followed days

of hard riding in an effort to intercept the hostiles before they

crossed the boundary into Mexico.




Lieutenant King had preferred the company of Wichita Billings to

futile scouting after Indians that one never saw, but this was

different. For two days they had been hot on the trail of the

renegades, with an engagement constantly imminent, and the young

blood of the subaltern coursed hot in anticipation of a brush with

the enemy. For four years he had slaved and sweated at the Point in

preparation for this, and he prayed now that he would not be

cheated out of it at the last minute by the dirty, sneaking

Siwashes. Gad! If the cowards would only stand and fight once!




Nasty place for an ambush, thought Lieutenant King, as the

troops entered a narrow, steep-walled canyon. Good thing the "old

man" had sent flankers along the crest on either side.




Beastly dusty! Rotten idea, to make the second lieutenant ride

in rear of the outfit. Some day; he would revise

Regulations—lots of things wrong with them. He could see that

already and he had only joined up a few weeks before. Now, this was

better. They were through that canyon and the dust had a chance to

blow somewhere else than down his throat, up his nose and into his

eyes.




Crack! Pin-n-ng! Crack! Crack! Pin-n-ng! "Left front into line!

Gallop! MARCH! CHARGE!" The high voice of the "old man" rose

shrilly above the crack of the hostile rifles, the wild Apache war

whoops, the cursing of men, the screams of hit horses.




A ragged, yelling line of blue galloped among the great boulders

from behind which the nine warriors poured their deadly fire, and

as the hostiles fell back to other cover the captain dismounted his

troop and sent one platoon in on foot while the horses were

withdrawn to better cover. It was no place for cavalry

action—that is why the sub-chief had chosen it.




Lieutenant King found himself crawling along on his belly from

rock to rock. Bullets spit at him. He raised himself occasionally

and fired, though he seldom saw anything to fire at—a puff of

smoke—a bronze shoulder—once a painted face. He was at

the left of the line and he thought that by moving farther to the

left he could pass the hostiles' right and reach a position where

he could enfilade them. Obsessed by this idea, overwhelmed by the

sheer joy of battle, he forgot everything else. The men of his own

command no longer existed. He was fighting alone. It was his first

fight and he was having the time of his young life. He worked his

way rapidly ahead and to the left.




From the right of the line his captain caught a fleeting glimpse

of him and shouted after him. "MISTER King!" he screamed.

"Where in hell are you going? Come back here, you blankety, blank,

blank fool!" But in his heart the old man thrilled with pride as

MISTER King crawled on toward the hostile line, the commands

of his superior lost in the din of the engagement and the

excitement of the moment.




Just ahead of him King saw two large rocks, each capable of

sheltering a couple of men. They stood about two feet apart and if

he could reach them they would offer him almost perfect protection

from the enemy's fire while at the same time they commanded his

right flank.




What Lieutenant King did not see was the painted savage

crouching behind the one farthest to the left, nor did he know that

this same warrior had been patiently watching and awaiting his

advance.




Reaching the opening between the two King crawled cautiously on,

his eyes, his whole attention turning to the right toward the

position of the enemy. He had reached a position where he could

look around behind the right-hand rock and see several of the

warriors lying behind other sheltering boulders to his right; and

at that instant a heavy body fell upon him, while simultaneously

the captain gave the command to charge.




The troopers leaped to their feet and, yelling like the Apaches

themselves, stumbled forward among the thick strewn boulders.

King's carbine was torn from his grasp. He struggled to free

himself from the clutching fingers and the great weight upon him,

and managed to turn over onto his back. Glaring down upon him were

two savage eyes set in a hideously painted face. A great butcher

knife hovered above his breast. He could hear the shouts of his

fellows drawing nearer.




The knife halted, poised in mid-air. He saw the Apache stare

intently into his face for an instant and then look up in the

direction from which the soldiers were charging. The lieutenant

struggled, but the man who held him was a giant in strength. King

recalled that some fool had told him that one white man was a match

for ten Indians. He wished that he might relinquish his present

position to his informant.




Suddenly the brave yanked him to his feet as easily as though

King had been a little child, and the officer saw two of the men of

his own platoon running toward them. Backing slowly up the hillside

the warrior kept King directly in front of him. The other hostiles

had fallen back rapidly, leaving two of their number dead. There

was only one other Apache retreating up the hillside with King's

captor and he was above them now and moving swiftly.




The troopers dared not fire on the brave who was dragging King

away with him for fear of hitting the officer, and when the other

Apache reached the hilltop and found shelter he opened fire on

them, forcing them to cover. A moment later King was dragged over

the brow of the hill close to where the other Indian was covering

the retreat of his fellow. Here he was relieved of his field

glasses and cartridge belt, his carbine and revolver having already

been appropriated by his captor.




"Now you kill him?" asked the Ned-ni of Shoz-Dijiji.




"No," replied the Be-don-ko-he.




"Take him along and kill him slow, by and by?" suggested the

other.




"No kill," snapped Shoz-Dijiji with finality.




"Why?" demanded the Ned-ni, an ugly look distorting his painted

face. "Juh right. Shoz-Dijiji's heart turn to water in face of

pindah lickoyee. Good! I kill him." He turned his rifle toward

King. There was a flash and a burst of flame and smoke; but they

did not come from the rifle of the Ned-ni. He was dead.




King had understood no word of what had passed between the two

Apaches, and he had only seen that one of them had prevented the

other from killing him, but that he did not understand either. No

other eyes than his had seen Shoz-Dijiji kill the Ned-ni, for the

hill hid them from the sight of all others upon the field of

battle. Now his captor turned toward him.




"You savvy white girl, Billings ranch?" he demanded.




King nodded, puzzled. "She like you," continued the Apache. "Me

friend white girl. No kill her friend. You savvy?"




"Well, I'll be damned!" ejaculated Lieutenant King. "How did you

know me? I never saw you before."




"No, but I see you. Apache see everything, know everything. You

see white girl again you tell her Shoz-Dijiji no can return her

pony. Him dead."




"Who, Shoz-Dijiji?"




"No, pony. I am Shoz-Dijiji," and he tapped his chest proudly.

"Pony dead."




"Oh."




"You tell her by and by. Shoz-Dijiji no can send her pony back;

he send back her white-eyed lover instead. You savvy?"




"Why, I'm not her—well, I will be damned!"




"Now I go. You move—Shoz-Dijiji shoot. This time he kill.

You savvy?"




"Yes, go ahead; and you needn't think I'll try to get you after

what you've done for me," and he glanced at the dead Ned-ni beside

them. "But, say, before you go won't you tell me how and where and

when you got a pony from Wichita Billings?"




"Me no savvy," stated Shoz-Dijiji, and turning, he leaped

swiftly down the hillside to disappear a moment later from the

sight of the astonished subaltern.




As Shoz-Dijiji had vanished among the hills so had the other

warriors, and as the commanding officer reassembled his troop a

crestfallen second lieutenant walked down a hillside and approached

his captain. The "old man" was furious at himself because he had

ridden directly into an ambush, because he had lost some good men

and several horses, but principally because the hostiles had

slipped through his fingers with the loss of only two of their

number. And so he vented his spleen upon the unfortunate King, who

had never guessed until that moment how much contempt, sarcasm and

insult could be crowded into that single word "Mister."




He was relieved of duty and ordered into arrest, released and

returned to duty, three times in the ensuing fifteen minutes after

he rejoined the troop. His spirit was raw and sore, and he

conceived for his superior a hatred that he knew would survive this

life and several lives to come; but that was because he had been

but a few weeks under the "old man." Before that campaign was over

Lieutenant King would have ridden jubilantly into the mouth of Hell

for him. But just then he did not know that his captain's flow of

vitriolic invective and censure but masked the fear the older man

had felt when he saw the youth's utter disregard of danger leading

him straight into the jaws of death.




The old captain knew a brave man when he saw one and he knew,

too, that the steadying influence of experience in active service

would make a great Indian fighter of such as his second had proven

himself to be, and in the depth of his heart he was very proud of

the boy, though he would have rather his tongue had been cut out

than to admit it in words. It was his way to win loyalty by deeds,

with the result that his men cursed him—and worshipped

him.




In the light of what Lieutenant King had heard of the character

and customs of Apaches he found it difficult to satisfactorily

explain the magnanimity of the very first one it had been his

fortune to encounter. He found his preconceived estimate of Apache

character hanging in mid-air with all its props kicked from under

it, and all he could do was wonder.










Shoz-Dijiji was wondering, too. He knew that he had not acted upon

impulse and perhaps that was why his action troubled him in

retrospect. He tried to be sorry that he had not slain the hated

pindah lickoyee, yet, when he thought of the happiness of the white

girl when she learned that her lover had been spared, he was glad

that he had not killed him. Too fresh was the wound of his own

great grief to permit him to be callous to the possible grief of

another in like circumstance, and in this case that other was a

friend who had been kind to him. Yes, Shoz-Dijiji was satisfied

that he had done right. He would have no regrets. As for the

Ned-ni—well, he had earned death by his insult.




Following the fight with "B" Troop the little band of Ned-ni

broke up once again into still smaller parties and scattered by

ones and twos, so that there remained nothing in the way of a trail

for the soldiers to follow. Shoz-Dijiji moved directly south into

the Sierra Madre, searching for Juh. To every familiar haunt of the

Apache went the silent, terrible figure, searching, ever searching;

his sorrowing heart like lead in his bronze breast, his soul a

torment of consuming fires of hate.




From many a commanding peak he scanned the country north and

south, east and west, through the field glasses he had taken from

the young officer, and then one day he came upon the spoor of an

Apache in the soft earth beside a bubbling spring. You or I might

not have been able to discern that a man had stepped there, but

Shoz-Dijiji saw the dim print of an Apache war moccasin. He plucked

some of the down-pressed grass and breaking it knew from the

condition of the juices within that a man had stood there on the

preceding day, and then he sought and quickly found the direction

of the other's trail, leading toward the south.




Not again, no matter where it went, did Shoz-Dijiji lose sight

of the spoor of him whom he followed. Early the next morning he

left it momentarily while he ascended a peak and scanned the

mountains to the south. Ah, at last! In the distance, tenuous,

vapory blue, almost invisible rose a tiny waft of smoke. Indians!

Apaches, doubtless. Ned-ni, perhap Juh! Be good, O Usen! Let it be

Juh!




It was noon when Shoz-Dijiji passed silently and unseen the

sentries of the Ned-ni and stalked majestically into the camp. His

quick eyes took in every detail of the scene. He saw two of Juh's

squaws and several of his children, but Juh he did not see. But Juh

must be near. His long search was ended.




Warriors gathered about him, asking many questions; surprised to

see him in the flesh, whom they had thought dead. He told them of

the fight with the white soldiers, of the scattering of the balance

of the hostiles; that the troops might be following them down into

Mexico. He did not ask for Juh; that was not his way. He waited.

Perhaps Juh would come soon, but he was impatient. A terrible

thought smote him.




"Were many of the Ned-ni killed when you fought the white-eyes?"

he asked.




"No," they told him, "two warriors, whose bodies we brought

along and buried, and a squaw was missing." They did not mention

her name. Seldom do the Apaches call their dead by name. But there

was no need—Shoz-Dijiji knew that they spoke of

Ish-kay-nay.




"Was she killed by the soldiers?" asked Shoz-Dijiji.




"We do not know. Juh would not return to find out."




"Juh—he is not here," remarked Shoz-Dijiji, casually. That

was as near as he would come to asking where Juh was.




"He is hunting in the mountains," said a warrior, waving an

informatory hand in the direction of a rugged ridge above the

camp.




Shoz-Dijiji walked away. He could not wait. He went from shelter

to shelter, talking, but only to throw off suspicion, for he knew

that some of them must guess why he was here. When he could, he

slipped away among the trees and moved rapidly up the shoulder of

the ridge, diagonally that he might cross the spoor of the man he

sought, nor had he long to go before he picked up the imprint of a

great moccasin, such a moccasin as Juh might wear.




A human tiger, then, he tracked his prey. Up rugged

mountainsides ran the trail, across rocky hogbacks where none but

an Apache eye might trace it, down into dank ravines and up again

along the bold shoulder of a mighty peak. It was there that

Shoz-Dijiji heard something moving just beyond the curve of the

mountain ahead of him.




He stopped and listened. The thing was approaching, already he

had interpreted it, the sound of moccasined feet moving through low

brush. Shoz-Dijiji waited. Two seconds, three, five. The figure of

a man loomed suddenly before him. It was Juh. The end of the

hate-trail had been reached. Juh was returning to camp.




The chief saw and recognized Shoz-Dijiji instantly. He was armed

with bow and arrows and a knife. Shoz-Dijiji carried these and a

revolver in addition. The carbine he had cached before he entered

the Ned-ni camp.




"What does the Be-don-ko-he here?" demanded Juh.




"I, Shoz-Dijiji, have come to kill a great liar. I have come to

kill a great coward who cannot protect his women. I have come to

kill Juh."




"You cannot kill Juh," said the older man. "Strong is the

medicine of Juh. The bullets of the white-eyes cannot enter the

body of Juh—they will bounce back and kill you.

Nakay-do-klunni made this medicine himself. Go away, before it

kills you."




"Nakay-do-klunni is dead," replied Shoz-Dijiji. "His medicine is

no good."




"What he made for Juh is good."




"Shoz-Dijiji will throw away all his weapons except his knife,"

said the young warrior. "Let Juh do likewise. Then, with his knife

Shoz-Dijiji will cut the vile heart of Juh out of his breast."




Juh was a big, strong man. He was afraid of no one in a

hand-to-hand encounter, so the other's proposal met with instant

approval. With a sneer he tossed aside his bow and arrows and

Shoz-Dijiji similarly discarded all his weapons but his knife. Like

great fighting cats the two drew closer. Juh taunted and insulted

his adversary, after the code Apachean. He applied the vilest

epithets to which he could lay his naturally vile tongue to the

mother of Shoz-Dijiji, to his father, to his grandmother, to his

grandfather, to all his forebears back to the first one, whose dam,

according to Juh, had been a mangy coyote; then he vilified the

coyote.




Shoz-Dijiji, grim, terrible, silent, crept stealthily toward his

lifelong enemy. Juh mistook his silence for an indication of fear.

He rushed upon the son of Geronimo thinking to bear him down by the

suddenness and weight of his bull-like charge. His plunging knife

was struck aside and the two closed, but Shoz-Dijiji gave back no

single step. With as great effect Juh might have charged one of the

ancient pines that soughed above them.




Each seeking to sink his blade in the flesh of the other, they

surged and strained to and fro upon the rocky shoulder of the

mountain. Below them yawned an abyss whose sheer granite wall

dropped straight a thousand feet to the jagged rocks that formed

the debris at its base.




"Pindah lickoyee," growled the Ned-ni. "Die, son of a white-eyed

man!"




Shoz-Dijiji, the muscles rolling beneath his copper hide, forced

his knife hand, inch by inch, downward upon the straining, sweating

warrior. Juh tried to break away, but a mighty arm held

him—held him as he had been bound with thongs of rawhide.




In his efforts to escape, Juh dragged his antagonist nearer and

nearer the edge of that awful precipice waiting silently behind

him. Juh did not see, but Shoz-Dijiji saw, and did not care. Rather

than permit his enemy to escape the Black Bear would go over with

him—to death; perhaps to oblivion, perhaps to Ish-kay-nay.

What did it matter? Closer and closer came the sharp point to the

breast of Juh. "Speak the truth, Juh, for you are about to die."

Shoz-Dijiji spoke for the first time since the duel had begun. "Say

that Shoz-Dijiji is no pindah lickoyee."




"Juh speaks the truth," panted the other; "You are white." The

Ned-ni, straining with every ounce of strength that he possessed,

slowly pushed away the menacing blade. He surged suddenly to the

right, almost hurling them both to the ground. It was then that he

realized how close they had been to the edge of the abyss. A

pebble, struck by his foot, rolled a hand breadth and dropped over

the edge. Juh shuddered and tried to draw away, but Shoz-Dijiji,

determined never to relinquish his hold until his enemy was dead,

even if he must die with him, dragged him relentlessly to the verge

again. There they toppled for an instant, Juh trying to pull back

and the Black Bear straining to precipitate them both to the rocks

below. Now Shoz-Dijiji's feet were upon the very edge of the

precipice and his back was toward it. His time had come! Surging

backward he threw his feet out over the abyss, bringing all his

weight into his effort to drag Juh over with him. The chief of the

Ned-ni, seeing death staring him in the face, voiced a single,

piercing, horrified shriek and hurled himself backward. For an

instant they rocked back and forth upon the brink, and then Juh

managed to take a backward step and, for the second, they were

saved.




Heaving, straining, dripping sweat that ran down their sleek

bodies in rivulets, these men of iron who scarce had ever sweat

before—so lean their thews and fatless—struggled,

turning, twisting, until once again they stood upon the verge of

eternity. This time it was Juh whose back was toward the awful

gulf.




Now Shoz-Dijiji was seeking to push him over the edge. So rapt

had each been in this pushing and pulling toward and away from the

verge that one might have thought each had forgotten the rigid

knife-hand clasped in the grip of the other. Perhaps they had,

momentarily; but it was Shoz-Dijiji who remembered first. With a

twisting, sudden wrench, he tore his wrist free from Juh's

grasp.




"Die, Ned-ni!" he growled, glaring into the eyes of his foe. He

drove his blade deep into the breast of Juh. "Die! Ish-kay-nay is

avenged!"




Again and again the blade sank deep into the heart of the Chief

of the Ned-ni, his arms dropped limp, he reeled and tried to speak,

to beg for mercy. Then it was that Shoz-Dijiji, the Be-don-ko-he,

put both palms against the bloody chest of his antagonist and

pushed him backward. Screaming, Juh toppled from the rocky ledge

and, turning and twisting, his body fell down, down to the jagged

rocks a thousand feet below.




XVIII. — THE WAR DANCE
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A YOUNG man dismounted in the yard of the Billings

ranch and approached the owner who, following the noonday meal, was

tip-tilted in an arm chair against the adobe wall of the building,

picking his teeth and conversing with his daughter.




"I don't reckon you're the boss?" suggested the young man.




"Yep," said Billings, "I reckon as how I am."




"I don't reckon as how you ain't needin' no hands?"




"What kin you do?"




"I kin ride some, and rope."




"Ben sick?" asked Billings, noting the other's pale face.




"Got lost. Pretty near cashed in. Reckon I would have ef a

Siwash hadn't come along an' give me some water. He told me how to

reach your ranch—that was nigh onto three weeks

ago—then I run into a scoutin' party of reg'lars from the

post an' they took me in with I 'em. I ben in the hospital ever

since. Worse off'n I thought I was I reckon."




"Three weeks ago?" mused Billings. "You was tarnation lucky that

Siwash wasn't no Cheeracow. Thet was jest about when they was goin'

out."




"Thet's what gets me," said the youth, "he was a

Cheeracow. He told me he was, an' not only that, but he was painted

up all right enough for the warpath."




"I reckon you must hev had a touch of fever right then," said

Billings, skeptically.




The other laughed. "No," he said, "I was all right in the head;

but I'm here to tell you I was pretty near plumb sick when I stuck

my ol' head up over the top o' that rise an' seen this here hostile

lookin' me right in the eye with his ugly, painted mug. Say, I ken

see him right now, a-sittin' there on his ewe-neck roan. I did a

back flip down thet hill an' pretty near kilt myself for sure." He

grinned broadly at the recollection.




"Three weeks ago—a ewe-neck roan," soliloquized Billings.

"Did he have a blaze face?"




Wichita Billings could feel the flush that overspread her face

and she was glad that she was standing a little to the rear of her

father as she listened eagerly to the conversation.




"Yep," affirmed the young man, "he had a blaze face."




Billings half turned toward his daughter. "Now how in all

tarnation did that Siwash git a-holt of that cayuse?" he demanded.

"Musta took it out o' the c'ral right under the noses o' those

there soldiers. I missed that critter the next mornin' an' I never

ben able to see what in all tarnation become of him. Thet beats

me!"




"Well, I reckon your hoss is down Sonora way somewheres by now,"

said the youth.




"Fed?" inquired Billings.




"Nope."




"Dump your roll off at the bunk house and turn your hoss into

the fust c'ral there," Billings directed. "I'll have the chink

rustle you some grub. You ken go to work in the mornin'."




"What I can't understand," said Billings, when he had come back

from the kitchen, "is why that Siwash didn't plug that kid."




"Maybe they ain't all bad, Dad," said Wichita, who thought that

she understood perfectly why Shoz-Dijiji had not killed the

boy.




"No," admitted her father, "the dead ones ain't so bad."










His vengeance accomplished, Shoz-Dijiji was as a lost soul

wandering in Purgatory, facing a goalless eternity. He ranged

northern Sonora, a solitary figure, grim, terrible. He avoided

Indians as sedulously as he did Mexicans, for the greatest wrong

that had ever been done him had been committed by the hand of an

Indian. He felt that all men were his enemies and that henceforth

he must travel alone. He could not know that the wound, so fresh,

so raw, the first hurt that ever had touched his inmost soul, might

be healed by the patient hand of Time; that though the scar

remained the wound would cease to throb.




He lived by the chase, supplemented by an occasional raid when

he required such luxuries as sugar or tobacco, or necessities such

as salt, flour or ammunition. Upon these occasions he walked boldly

and in the broad light of day into isolated ranch house or village

store, taking what he would; where he met with interference he

killed, striking swiftly, mercilessly, otherwise he ignored the

natives. They were as the dirt beneath his feet, for was he not an

Apache, a war chief?




Pride of caste gripped him inflexibly, so that he felt only

contempt for those who were not Apaches. Even though the words of

Juh were constantly in his mind he pretended that they were not. He

thought of himself more jealously than ever as a pure-blooded

Apache; the wicked words of Juh were a lie: "You are white!"




Weeks came and went until they numbered months. "The Apache

Devil" was notorious across Sonora and into Chihuahua. Whole

regiments of Mexican troops were in the field, searching for him;

but they never saw him. Strange tales grew up about him. He

possessed the power of invisibility. He could change himself at

will into a coyote, a rattlesnake, a lion. Every depredation, every

murder was attributed to him, until the crimes upon his soul were

legion.




Slowly the wound was healing. He was surprised, almost hurt, to

discover a growing longing for the companionship of his kind. His

thoughts, now, were more and more often filled with pleasant

memories of Sons-ee-ah-ray, memories of Geronimo, of the other

Be-don-ko-he who were his own people. He wondered how they fared.

And then one morning he turned his face northward toward

Arizona.










Old Nakay-do-klunni, the trouble maker, was dead; the renegades had

returned to the reservations or been driven in scattered bands

across the boundary into Mexico. The troops were enjoying a

well-earned rest. They were building roads, digging boulders out of

parade grounds, erecting telegraph lines up and down over red-hot

mountains and white-hot plains, until an entire troop would not

have rendered out a teacupful of fat. Always there were detachments

scouting, patrolling.




Lieutenant King commanded a detachment thus engaged. A parched,

gaunt, service sergeant was, nominally, second in command. He had

forgotten more about soldiering and Indian fighting than all the

shave-tail second lieutenants in the army knew, and Lieutenant

King, by way of becoming a good officer, realized this and utilized

the sergeant for the very purpose for which the "old man" had sent

him along—as mentor, guide, instructor. However, the sergeant

agreed when Lieutenant King suggested that it might not be a bad

plan to patrol a little in the direction of Billings ranch, for the

sergeant had delicious memories of the prune pies of the Billing's

Chinese cook. Arizona nights can be quite the softest, loveliest

nights in all the world, and Lieutenant King thought that this was

such a one as he sat in the dark shade of a great cottonwood before

the Billings ranch house where he could glimpse the half profile of

the girl in the light filtering through a window from an oil lamp

burning within the building. Beyond the girl, down beside the

corrals, twinkled the camp fire of his men and, subdued, there

floated to his ears the sound of voices, laughter, the music of a

harmonica.




"There is something I want to ask you, Chita," he said,

presently. He had discovered that everyone called her Chita, that

it embarrassed her and everyone within earshot when he addressed

her as Miss Billings.




"Shoot," said Chita. He wished that she would not be so

disconcerting. Sitting and looking at that profile that any goddess

might well have envied put one in a mood—a delicious, exalted

mood—but "shoot" and other conversational peculiarities

tended to shatter illusions. He was silent, therefore, rearranging

his thoughts to an altered mood.




"Well," she inquired presently, "what's eatin' you?"




King shook his head and grinned. It was no use. "What is

consuming me," he said, "is curiosity."




"That's what killed the cat," she returned, laughing. "It ain't

a good thing to encourage out this away."




"So I've heard. If one asks personal questions, one is apt to

get shot, eh?"




"Yes, or if two asks 'em." she laughed.




"Well, please don't shoot me until you have told me if you know

an Apache called Shoz-Dijiji."




"Yes, why?" He thought her tone suddenly constrained, and he

noted how quickly she turned and looked him full in the eyes. Even

in the dark he felt the intensity of her gaze. "We had a little

brush with them just south of the border," he explained. "This

fellow captured me. He could easily have killed me. In fact he was

about to when he seemed to recognize me. He let me go because I was

a friend of yours. He even killed another buck who tried to shoot

me. He said you had been kind to him."




"Yes," said the girl. "He saved me once from a tin-horn who was

tryin' to get fresh. After that I had a chance to help him once.

I'm mighty glad I did."




"So am I—it saved my life. He sent you a message."




"Yes?"




"He said that he could not return your pony because it was dead,

but that he would send your friend back alive instead—he

seemed to take it for granted that I am your friend."




"Ain't you?"




"I hope so, Chita."




"'Twasn't such a bad swap at that," laughed the girl. "That

ewe-neck roan was a sort o' ornery critter anyways; but Dad did

seem to set a heap o' store by it—anyways after it was gone.

I never heered him do anything but cuss it before."




"He'll probably always think it worth more than a soldier," said

King.




"I wouldn't say that, and I wouldn't give him no chance to think

about it at all. I reckon Dad wouldn't be tickled more'n half to

death if he knew I'd give a hoss to an Injun."




"You must have had a good reason to do it."




"I sure did—I wanted to; but there was really a better

reason than that. This was the whitest Injun I ever see and I owed

him something for what he'd done for me. I couldn't let a Injun be

whiter than me, could I? Listen—I'll tell you all about

it."




When she had finished she waited, looking up at King for an

expression of his verdict upon her action.




"I think you did right, Chita," he said, "but I also think that

the less said about it the better. Don't you?"




"I aint been publishin' the matter in no newspapers," she

returned. "You pumped it out of me."




They sat in silence for a long time then, and as King watched

her face, the easy, graceful motions of her lithe body, her slender

fingers, her dainty ankles, he was drawn to her as he had never

been drawn to a woman before. He knew her heart and soul must be as

wonderful as her face and form; he had caught a fleeting glimpse of

them as she spoke of Shoz-Dijiji and the loyalty that she owed him.

What a wonderful creature she would have made had she been born to

such an environment of culture and refinement as had surrounded him

from childhood. He wanted to reach out and touch her, to draw her

toward him, to ask her if he might hope. He was hopelessly,

helplessly under the spell of her charms.




"I reckon, mister, I'll be hittin' the hay," she said,

rising.




"Chita!" he cried. "Why do you do it?"




"Do what—go to bed?"




"No, not that. Listen to me, Chita. I may offend you—I

certainly don't want to, but I can't sit here and look at you and

then listen to you and not speak."




"You got me chokin' leather," she admitted, "and I'm two jumps

behind at that."




"I suppose you know that you are a very beautiful girl," he

said. "Beside your beauty you have character, intelligence, a

wonderful heart. But—" he hesitated. It was going to be hard

to say and he was already regretting that he had started it.




"Well," she said, "but what? I ain't committed no murders."




"I haven't any right to say what I started to say to you, Chita;

except that I—well, Chita, I think you're the most wonderful

girl I ever met and I want you to be right in every way."




"I reckon I know what you mean," she said. "We don't talk alike.

I know it. You ain't a-goin' to hurt my feelings, because I know

you ain't makin' fun of me—and I wouldn't even care if you

did, if you'd help me. I was born on a farm in Kansas and what

school they was was too fer off to go to only a few weeks in the

fall and spring. I didn't learn much of nothin' there. Maw died

when I was little. Dad learned me all he knew—how to read and

write a little and figger. If I only had somethin' decent to read,

or educated folks to talk to me. I know I got it in me to

be—to be different. If there was only some way."




"There is a way," said King, who had been thinking very hard for

the past several minutes. "There is a way."




"What?"




"There are some very wonderful women at the post—refined,

cultured, educated women, the wife of my troop commander, for

instance. One of them would be glad to have you come there. Anyone

of them would help you. Would you come, Chita?"




"As what?"




"As the guest of one of these ladies?"




"I don't know none of 'em. I don't think they'd want me."




"Yes they would. The Captain's wife is an old friend of my

mother's. She's been wonderful to me since I joined and I know

she'd love to have you. These women get terribly lonesome way out

here, especially when their husbands are in the field. You would be

a Godsend to Mrs. Cullis."




And that is how it happened that Wichita Billings came to Fort

Thomas as the guest and ward of Margaret Cullis. Her beauty, her

eagerness to learn disarmed all criticism, forestalled all

ridicule—the one thing that Wichita Billings could not have

survived, the thing that she had feared most. Yet she made so much

fun of her own crude diction that those who might have otherwise

found in her a target for witty thrusts were the first to defend

her.




*




Up out of Sonora came Shoz-Dijiji, searching for his people.

With him he brought a dozen ponies and some mules, toll that he had

collected from the enemy in northern Sonora and southern Arizona.

Behind him he left a few smoking piles of embers where homes had

been or wagons, a few new corpses, killed without torture, left

without mutilation.




The Be-don-ko-he welcomed him without enthusiasm. He took his

place among them as though he had not been away. The mules he gave

for a great feast and he had presents for Geronimo, Gian-nah-tah

and Sons-ee-ah-ray. Ish-kay-nay they did not mention, nor did he.

Sorrow, parting, death are but a part of the pathetic tragedy that

marks the passing of the Indian; they had taken no greater toll of

Shoz-Dijiji than of many another of his tribe. Why then should he

flaunt his sorrow in the faces of those whose burdens were as great

as his?




Of his warlike deeds, he spoke sparingly, though he was too much

the Apache brave to ignore them entirely; but there had come word

of his doings out of Mexico and his rating became second to none

among all the six tribes. Geronimo was very proud of him.




Restless, Shoz-Dijiji wandered much, and often Gian-nah-tah

accompanied him. They hunted together, they visited other tribes.

Where there was a great dance or a feast there was Shoz-Dijiji. One

night he came to the camp of the Cho-kon-en as the warriors were

gathering around the council fire, and Na-chi-ta welcomed him and

made a place for him at his side.




"The son of Geronimo has come at a good time," said the chief of

the Cho-kon-en. "The young men are restless. They want to go out

upon the war trail against the pindah lickoyee. Some of them have

been punished by the soldiers for things which were done by no

Apache. Always the Apaches are blamed for whatever wrong is done in

our land. If there were no white-eyes here we could live in peace.

The young men want to fight."




A warrior arose and spoke when the chief had signified that he

had finished. For a long time he narrated the wrongs to which the

Indians had been subjected, telling the same old story that they

all knew so well but which never failed to find an eager and

sympathetic audience. He urged the warriors to prepare for

battle.




A very old man spoke next. He spoke of the great numbers of the

white-eyes, of their power and wealth. He advised against taking

the war trail against them.




Thus were several hours consumed and when a vote was taken the

majority spoke for war.




"Take this word to Geronimo and the warriors of the

Be-don-ko-he," said Na-chi-ta to Shoz-Dijiji, "and ask them if they

will join the Cho-kon-en upon the war trail. We will send runners

to the other tribes and when the war drum sounds we will gather

here again for a great dance that the izze-nantans may make strong

medicine and the warriors of the six tribes go forth to battle

protected against the weapons of the enemy."




When Shoz-Dijiji returned again to the camp of the Be-don-ko-he

he laid Na-chi-ta's proposition before Geronimo, but the old chief

shook his head.




"My son," he said, "I am an old man. Many times have I been upon

the war trail. Many times have I fought the pindah lickoyee, and

always, as the years go by, the pindah lickoyee increase in numbers

and grow stronger and the Shis-Inday became fewer in numbers and

grow weaker. It has been long time since we defeated the pindah

lickoyee in battle; and when we did it made no difference, they

came again with more soldiers. If we could not drive them out of

our country when we were many and they were few, how could we hope

to drive them out now that they are many and we are few?




"Geronimo is war chief of all the Apaches. Geronimo loves his

people. He loves his land. He hates the pindah lickoyee. But

Geronimo is old and he has the wisdom of the old, he knows when

there is no longer hope. My son, for the Apaches there is no hope.

Geronimo will never again fight against the pindah lickoyee.

Geronimo has spoken."




"Geronimo is right," replied Shoz-Dijiji. "There is no hope.

They have taken our land from us; they have taken the game we

hunted that we might live; but one thing they cannot take from

us—the right to die and to choose the manner of our dying. I,

Shoz-Dijiji, choose to die fighting the pindah lickoyee. I shall go

out upon the war trail with Na-chi-ta and the Cho-kon-en. I have

spoken."




"You have spoken well, my son. You are a young man. Young men

should fight. Geronimo is old and tired and very sad. He would

rather lay down his weapons and rest."










Great was the activity in the camp of the Cho-kon-en when

Shoz-Dijiji returned accompanied by Gian-nah-tah and several of the

other younger braves of the Be-don-ko-he. Chief Co-si-to was there

with a band of his Chi-e-a-hen warriors; but there was

disappointment in the voice of Na-chi-ta when he told that the

other tribes had refused to join them.




Nan-ta-do-tash headed the izze-nantans who were preparing big

medicine for use against the enemy, and with his own hands he

prepared a phylactery for Shoz-Dijiji, calling down many blessings

upon it.




The feast and the war dance aroused the braves to the highest

pitch of excitement, to which the women added by their savage

denunciation of the enemy and their demands upon their braves to go

forth like men and slay the hated white-eyes; and when the dance

was over the squaws accompanied the war party for several miles out

of camp toward the point the chiefs had chosen for attack upon the

morrow.




XIX. — WHITE AND RED
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IN a ranch house on the banks of the Gila, between

Fort Thomas and the San Carlos Indian Agency, Wichita Billings

awoke early on a beautiful, bright April morning.




She had ridden down from Thomas on the previous day with a

Signal Corps detachment that was repairing the line of government

telegraph, for a day's visit with the wife of the rancher. Tomorrow

they would be back and she would return to the post with them.




Hearing her hostess already in the kitchen the girl dressed

quickly and joined her. It was very early, yet already the rancher

and his men were busy with the feeding and the chores. The daily

life of the ranch had commenced, as it always did, in the cool of

the morning, for one soon learns to take advantage of any respite

from the intense heat of Arizona's middays.




Molly Pringe hummed a gay song as she fed sticks of cottonwood

to the hungry range while Chita stirred the buckwheat batter. The

odor of coffee and frying bacon was in the air. The women chatted

as they worked. There was a great chirping of birds among the

foliage of the two trees that shaded the front of the house.




Later in the day would come heat and silence. From behind the

brow of a low ridge north of the ranch house a band of painted

warriors surveyed the scene. They were Chi-e-a-hen and

Tats-ah-das-ay-go, the Quick Killer, led them, for

Tats-ah-das-ay-go was a war chief of the Chi-e-a-hen. With him

today was Shoz-Dijiji, a war chief of the Be-don-ko-he; but

Shoz-Dijiji rode as a warrior, since his tribe had refused to join

the Chi-e-a-hen and Cho-kon-en upon the war trail. Just below them

they saw a few white men moving about the corrals and sheds; they

saw smoke pouring from the chimney of the ranch house—there

the women would be.




Heber Pringe raised a forkful of hay to toss it over into the

corral where several saddle ponies stood. As he did so he faced the

ridge a few hundred yards away and instantly the fork stopped in

mid-air, for at that moment a dozen savage warriors had urged their

wiry mounts over the top and were already quirting them into a run

down the hill.




"Apaches!" yelled Pringe and started for the house on a run.

Simultaneously, realizing that they had been seen, the warriors

broke into the fierce Apache war whoop and, firing as they

advanced, charged at a mad run down the hill in an effort to

intercept the men before they reached the house, toward which all

of them were now running amidst the shriek and whine of bullets,

the yells of the savages spurring them on.




Pringe, who was in the lead, fell at the threshold of his home

as a quartet of savages cut off the balance of the white men, who

then turned toward the bunk house where they might make a better

stand than in the open. With such swiftness had the hostiles struck

that the women in the kitchen had scarcely more than grasped the

significance of the attack when a burly brave shouldered into their

presence. For an instant he stood in the doorway, his cruel face

hideous with bands of green and blue and the red blood of a fresh

killed rabbit. From behind him three other pairs of fierce eyes

glared savagely across his shoulders out of faces streaked with war

paint. Molly Pringe and Wichita Billings, trapped, unarmed, stood

there helpless, momentarily frozen into inactivity by surprise and

terror.




The older woman, standing before the stove, was the first to

react to the menace of those sinister intruders. Seizing a hot

frying pan filled with bubbling fat she hurled it at the head of

the leading savage, at Tats-ah-das-ay-go, war chief of the

Chi-e-a-hen. He fended the missile with a swart forearm, but much

of the boiling contents spattered upon his naked body, eliciting a

roar of rage and pain, spurring him to action.




Springing across the kitchen he seized Molly Pringe by the hair

and forced her back upon the red-hot stove as he wielded his great

butcher knife before the horrified eyes of Wichita Billings, then

he turned upon her as, with clothing afire, the body of her friend

slipped to the floor. Wichita Billings neither screamed nor fainted

as death stared her in the face. In her heart she breathed a

prayer, not for life, but for death quick and merciful, such as had

been meted to Molly Pringe.




She saw the rage-distorted face of the Apache relax as his eyes

fell upon her; she saw him pause in his advance; she saw the sudden

change that marked a new thought in that demoniacal brain; she saw

and shuddered. She would make him kill her! She raised the mixing

bowl to hurl it in his face just as another warrior leaped into the

room and seized the wrist of Tats-ah-das-ay-go. The girl stood with

the bowl poised above her head, but she did not hurl it. Slowly her

hands dropped before her as she recognized Shoz-Dijiji.




"Do not kill," said Shoz-Dijiji to Tats-ah-das-ay-go. "She is my

friend."




"Who are you, Be-don-ko-he, to give orders to Tats-ah-das-ay-go,

war chief of the Chi-e-a-hen?" demanded the other, wrenching his

wrist from the grasp of Shoz-Dijiji.




"She is mine. I take her." He took a step forward toward the

girl, and as he did so the Be-don-ko-he stepped between them and

with a terrific shove sent Tats-ah-das-ay-go reeling across the

room. Recovering himself, loud Apache curses upon his lips, the

Chi-e-a-hen sprang for Shoz-Dijiji with up-raised knife; but the

Be-don-ko-he was too quick, his Colt spoke from his hip and

Tats-ah-das-ay-go crumpled to the floor of the kitchen beside the

last victim of his ferocity.




"Come! Quick!" snapped Shoz-Dijiji, seizing the girl by the

wrist; but there were two more Chi-e-a-hen in the doorway to

dispute the ethics of his action with the Be-don-ko-he.




It is not difficult to foment strife between the members of

different Apache tribes, and in this case there was little

background of friendly intercourse to interpose its mediating

influence between Shoz-Dijiji and these two warriors who had just

seen him slay one of their great men; nor did Shoz-Dijiji expect

anything other than opposition as he swung toward the doorway.




Nor was he waiting for opposition to develop. As he wheeled, he

fired, and as one of the braves lurched forward upon his face the

other turned and ran from the house. Behind him came Shoz-Dijiji,

dragging Wichita Billings with him. In the yard stood many ponies,

among them a pinto stallion and toward him the Be-don-ko-he ran

swiftly, while the fleeing Chi-e-a-hen sped, shouting, in the

direction of the warriors surrounding the bunk house.




Shoz-Dijiji leaped to the back of Nejeunee and leaning down

offered a flexed arm to the girl. Grasping it, she sprang upward as

Shoz-Dijiji straightened, lifting her, swinging her to the pony's

rump behind him.




The Chi-e-a-hen had attracted the attention of some of his

fellows and was leading them back at a run as Shoz-Dijiji reined

Nejeunee toward the south and gave him his head with a whispered

word in his pointed ear. Straight toward the Gila he rode, and as

he reached the bank a backward glance revealed four Chi-e-a-hen

braves quirting in pursuit. Down the steep bank into the muddy Gila

slid Nejeunee, across the turgid stream he splashed, and up the

bank beyond. Behind them came the yelling, avenging four. Out

across level land toward the mountains sped the pinto stallion

while a bewildered girl clung to the naked shoulders of the copper

giant before her. His black hair, wind blown, tossed before her

eyes; his bow and arrow-filled quiver touched her cheek; at his hip

was the Colt that had won them escape, and in his right hand he

waved a cavalry carbine as he shouted defiance and insults at the

Chi-e-a-hen trailing behind. Her rescue, if it was rescue, had

occurred so unexpectedly and had developed with such swiftness,

amid action fierce and bloody, that Wichita Billings had had no

time to consider what it might portend. Was she being rescued, or

had there merely been a change of captors? She wondered, now that

she could find an instant in which to think at all. She had

recognized Shoz-Dijiji the instant that he had interfered with her

assailant. Unquestionably he had been one of the raiding party that

had attacked the ranch, a hostile on the warpath. She knew how

fierce and terrible they became under the spell of the weird rites

of their medicine men, the savagely inciting oratory of their

chiefs, the taunts and urgings of their squaws. She knew that these

forces often transformed friendly, peaceable Indians into fiends of

the most brutish ferocity; and slowly a new fear entered her heart,

but even this was temporarily driven out a moment later as the

Chi-e-a-hen warriors began firing at them. It is true that the

bullets went wide, as a running pony makes a difficult seat for a

marksman, but there was always the chance that a bullet might find

them.




Over his shoulder Shoz-Dijiji spoke to her. "Take my

six-shooter," he said, "and fire it at them. Mebbyso they no come

so fast."




Wrenching the heavy weapon from its holster the girl turned

about as far as she could and fired back at the leading pursuer.

The bullet must have come close to him, for he reined in a little,

increasing the distance between them. A moment later she fired

again, and one of the Chi-e-a-hen threw up both hands and toppled

from his pony. With renewed yells the remaining three opened fire

more rapidly, but they kept a greater distance.




"I got one," she said to Shoz-Dijiji.




The brave little pinto, straining every nerve, fought

courageously on under his double burden, but as the gradual ascent

toward the mountains became a more pronounced upward gradient the

pace told on him, and Shoz-Dijiji knew that though he might run

until his brave heart burst he could not escape even inferior

ponies that carried but a single rider.




Ahead was a low outcropping of uptilted sedimentary rock, and

toward this the Be-don-ko-he reined his war pony while behind the

three clung like pursuing wolves, occasionally firing a shot which

was often returned by the girl. Through a gap in the rocky

escarpment rode Shoz-Dijiji. He wheeled quickly to one side and

brought Nejeunee to his haunches, at the same instant throwing a

leg over the pony's withers, and as he touched the ground dragging

Wichita down beside him.




"Lie down!" he commanded, pointing toward the natural

breastwork, and then he turned toward Nejeunee and spoke an Apache

word in his ear. Instantly the animal went down upon his knees and

rolled over on his side; the three were effectually hidden from the

fire of the enemy.




Throwing himself down beside the girl Shoz-Dijiji raised his

carbine above the top of the ledge and took careful aim at the

fore-most of the Chi-e-a-hen. At the shot the fellow dropped. Again

Shoz-Dijiji fired and the mount of another stumbled and fell. That

was enough for the Chi-e-a-hen. Running toward his remaining

companion, the warrior who had been dismounted leaped to a seat

behind him and the two wheeled and scurried away while the bullets

of the Be-don-ko-he whistled about their ears. For a while

Shoz-Dijiji watched the retreating enemy in silence, or scanned the

country closely in all directions. Presently he turned toward the

girl.




"They come back," he said.




"What makes you think so?"




"I know. They come back with many braves. They want kill

Shoz-Dijiji. They want you."




"When they are out of sight I can ride for the post," she

suggested; but she wondered if he would let her, after all.




"No," he replied. "Apaches everywhere." He waved his hand

broadly from west to east and back again. "Apaches on the war

trail. You no reach post. Shoz-Dijiji no reach post, mebby.

Shoz-Dijiji take you to his own people—to the Be-don-ko-he.

You be safe there with Sons-ee-ah-ray and Geronimo."




To Shoz-Dijiji no promise could have seemed more reassuring, no

name so fraught with assurance of protection than that of the kind

old man who had always defended him, the powerful chief whose very

name was a bulwark of safety for any friend. To Wichita Billings

the suggestion awakened naught but fear and the name only horror.

Geronimo! The fiend, the red devil, murderer, torturer, scourge of

two nations! She trembled at the mere thought of him.




"No!" she cried. "Let me go back to the post, to my own

people."




"You would never reach them. Tomorrow we can be with the

Be-don-ko-he. They are not upon the war trail. When the fighting is

over I will take you back to your people."




"I am afraid," she said.




"Afraid of what?"




"Afraid of Geronimo."




He looked at her in surprise. "You will be safe with him," he

said. "Geronimo is my father."




She looked up at him aghast. God have mercy upon her—alone

with the son of Geronimo!




"Come!" said Shoz-Dijiji. "Pretty soon they come back. No find

us here. Mebbyso they follow. We go now they no catch. We stay,

they catch, Come!"




He had mounted Nejeunee and was waiting for her. Tall and

straight he sat his war pony. The war band about his brow confined

his black hair; across his face, from ear to ear, spread a wide

band of vermilion; a single necklace of silver and turquoise

encircled his neck and lay upon his deep chest; beaded war

moccasins encased his feet and legs.




From the painted face two steady eyes regarded her intently,

searchingly, conveying the impression that they saw beneath the

surface, deep into the secret recesses of her mind. They were not

savage eyes now, not the eyes that she had seen flash upon

Tats-ah-das-ay-go, but, rather, steadfast, friendly eyes that were,

at the same time, commanding eyes. They waited, but there was no

inquiry in them as to whether she would obey; that, they took for

granted.




Still the girl hesitated. What was she to do? As deeply rooted

within her as is man's natural repugnance for snakes was her fear

and distrust of all Apaches, yet Shoz-Dijiji seemed different.

Three times he had had her in his power and had offered her no

harm; twice he had saved her from harm at the hands of others, this

last time at the cost of the lives of four of his fellows,

subjecting himself to what future dangers she could only too well

conjecture, aware as she was of the Indian's penchant for

vengeance. Had it been a matter only of trusting herself to him

alone, perhaps she would not have hesitated; but there were the

other members of his tribe—the squaws. She had heard stories

of the cruelties of the squaws toward white women—and

Geronimo! She recalled every hideous atrocity that had ever been

laid at the door of this terrible old man, and she shrank from the

thought of permitting herself to be taken to his hidden den and

delivered into his cruel and, bloody hands. Shoz-Dijiji had ridden

close to her side. "You come!" he said, and reaching down he swept

her up into his arms and headed Nejeunee into the hills. Thus was

the decision made for her.




He held her so easily, as though she had been a little child. He

was so strong, and his voice so commanding, without harshness, that

she felt almost reassured even with the coincident realization that

she was being carried off by force.




"I know why you afraid," said Shoz-Dijiji presently. "You hear

bad stories about Apaches. You hear much talk, bad talk; but always

from mouth of enemies of Apache. You wait. You see how Apache treat

friend. You no be afraid. You savvy?"




Wichita Billings had thought that she knew this part of Arizona

rather well, but the Apache took her to a place, far back in what

seemed utterly arid mountains, that she had never dreamed of. It

was a tiny, well-hidden canyon; but it boasted that most precious

of treasures, water; and there were a few trees and a little grass

for Nejeunee. The water seeped out from between rocks, wet the

ground for a few feet from its source and disappeared again into

the sand and gravel of a little wash; but after Shoz-Dijiji scooped

out a hole with his hands it quickly filled and there was ample

water for them all, even thirsty Nejeunee, though it was a long

time before he got his fill.




After they had drunk Shoz-Dijiji hobbled Nejeunee, lest he stray

too far, then he removed his cartridge belt and revolver and laid

them beside the girl, together with his carbine. "You stay here,"

he said. "Mebbyso Shoz-Dijiji catchem rabbit. Go see," and

unslinging his bow he walked away. He went up the little canyon and

soon disappeared.




Wichita Billings glanced down at the weapons beside her and up

at the hobbled pony grazing a few yards from her. How easy it would

be, she thought. She gathered up the cartridge belt with the

holster and revolver attached and rose to her feet. How easily she

could outdistance pursuit upon that swift pony. It seemed strange

that the Apache should have left her alone with his weapons and his

pony; he might have known that she could escape. She wondered why

he had done it and then the answer came to her—he trusted

her.




She stood there for several minutes with the belt dangling in

her hand. He trusted her! And what return was she about to make his

confidence and his sacrifices? Did he deserve this at her

hands—to be left afoot and primitively armed in a country

swarming with enemy soldiers and equally hostile Indians?




Wichita let the cartridge belt slip from her fingers to the

ground and sat down again to wait, her mind relieved with the

acceptance of a definite determination to put her trust implicitly

in the honor of Shoz-Dijiji. She tried to remember only his

generous acts, his friendly attitude, his noble mien, and the great

strength and courage that proclaimed him a safe refuge and a

natural protector. She wanted to forget that he was a renegade, a

savage Cheeracow Apache. And then he returned, as silently as he

had departed; and she saw his almost naked body and the war paint

on his face, and it took all the courage of her brave little heart

to smile up at him in greeting as he stopped before her, tall,

straight, magnificent, and laid a rabbit and brace of quail at her

feet.




Then it was that Shoz-Dijiji did something the significance of

which passed above the head of the white girl, something that would

have told her more plainly than words the unique position that she

held in the regard of the red man. There, with a woman present, the

Apache warrior prepared the game, built the fire and cooked the

meal. Wichita Billings took it as a matter of course. Shoz-Dijiji

excused it, mentally, upon the ground that women were helpless

fools, that one of them would not know how to build a fire without

matches and with very little fuel, how to prepare properly the

quail and the rabbit.




It was almost dusk when they had finished their frugal meal.

There were no dishes to wash, but Shoz-Dijiji carefully buried all

signs of their fire and the remnants of their repast. By dark they

were moving south again upon the back of the rested Nejeunee. Down

the mountains, out onto a plain they rode, and by midnight entered

another range farther south. Here Shoz-Dijiji halted again, built a

rude shelter for Wichita and told her to sleep, while he threw

himself down upon the ground a few yards away. All the following

day they rode, through a rough, trailless, mountain country, the

brave finding food where there was none to be seen and water where

the girl would have sworn no water could exist.




Wichita was tired almost to exhaustion, yet the man seemed not

to notice that they had been undergoing any hardships whatsoever.

To her he seemed a man of iron, and almost as silent; and as the

hours passed slowly, monotonously, painfully, there grew within her

a sense of trustfulness, of security that she could imagine

harboring for no other man she had ever known. He seemed a very

well of resourcefulness; a sanctuary as granitic, as eternal as the

everlasting bed rock they sometimes crossed—a demi-god moving

surely through a world of his own creation where there were no

secrets that might be hid from his omniscience.




And thus at last they came to the camp of the Be-don-ko-he, but

Wichita Billings was no longer afraid; where Shoz-Dijiji was, there

was safety. As they rode into the camp, there was a tendency to

crowd about them and there were looks in the eyes of some of the

squaws that would have filled her with apprehension had not the

great shoulders of Shoz-Dijiji loomed so reassuringly close; but

after he had spoken to them, in words she could not understand,

their attitude changed. Scowling squaws smiled up at her and one or

two stroked her skirt in a friendly way, for Shoz-Dijiji had told

them that she was his friend—a friend of all the

Be-don-ko-he.




They dismounted before a rude tepee where squatted a wrinkled

man and two women. "This is Geronimo, my father," said

Shoz-Dijiji.




The girl looked, almost fearfully, into the face of the old

archdemon. She saw stern features there, and a wide mouth with

almost bloodless lips, and blue eyes, so uncharacteristic of the

Apache. Contorted with rage, she could sense that it might be a

face of utter cruelty; but today, as he listened to the words of

his son, it was just the face of a benevolent, tired, old man.




"Shoz-Dijiji brings a captive from the war trail?" Geronimo had

asked when the two first stood before him.




"No," replied Shoz-Dijiji, "a friend."




"Shoz-Dijiji has taken a white-eyed one for his woman?" demanded

the old chief.




Again the younger man shook his head. "She was a friend to

Shoz-Dijiji," he explained. "She gave him food and water and a pony

when the soldiers of the pindah lickoyee were hunting him.




"When Shoz-Dijiji was upon the war trail with the Chi-e-a-hen

they were about to kill her. They would not stop when Shoz-Dijiji

asked them to. Shoz-Dijiji killed the Chi-e-a-hen, and because the

country was filled with Apaches upon the war trail and Shoz-Dijiji

knew that many soldiers would come, he brought her here to his own

people, where she will be safe until the trouble is over; then he

will return her to her people."




Geronimo turned his eyes upon Wichita. "Ink-tah," he said.




"Geronimo says, 'sit down,'" translated Shoz-Dijiji and the girl

did as she was bid. Geronimo patted her hand and smiled.




"You will be safe with the Be-don-ko-he," he said. "We are your

friends."




When Shoz-Dijiji had repeated the words in English, Wichita knew

that they were true, yet at the same time it seemed beyond belief

that she could be sitting at the side of the notorious Geronimo in

the remote fastness of his hidden camp and yet be as innocent of

fear as though safe within the protecting walls of her father's

ranch house. The thought came to her that perhaps she was safer

here, since at least she was not menaced by the threat of hostile

Apaches.




That night she slept in the tepee of the mother-in-law of

Geronimo and as she dozed off to sleep she smiled as she thought of

the terrors that that name had always conjured to her mind and of

the surprise and incredibility that were certain to mark the

reception of her story by her father and her friends when she was

restored to them—sleeping in the tepee of the mother-in-law

of Geronimo, not twenty paces from the war chief of all the

Apaches.




XX. — COME BACK!
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THROUGH that strange medium for the dissemination

of information that is one of the remarkable phenomena of the life

of primitive peoples, word of the activities of the hostiles was

carried to the stronghold of Geronimo.




The Be-don-ko-he knew of the attack upon San Carlos Agency which

resulted in the killing of Sterling, chief of Indian Scouts, and

several other whites; knew that Chief Loco, successor to the dead

Victorio, had joined the hostiles with all his Chi-hen-ne, men,

women and children, and that the whole band was heading south

toward Mexico.




They had news of the fight in Horse Shoe Canyon, and learned of

the killing of Yuma Bill and three Yuma scouts and three soldiers

in that fight; followed the flight of the hostiles along the rough

crest of Stein's Peak Range, down into the San Simon Valley, and

from there into the Chiricahua Mountains; knew that they had

scattered there, only to meet at another point; saw them safely all

the way through Whitewater Canyon, across the mountains, down

Animas Valley toward Guadalupe Pass, and near there across into

Mexico.




Shoz-Dijiji kept Wichita posted on all that transpired, but he

would not start back with her toward her home until he was sure

that the last of the hostiles was out of the country, for they had

scattered twice and he was not sure that all had crossed the

border. Too, there was the danger from the troops, but that was

secondary because it menaced only himself. She tried to tell him

that he would be safe from the soldiers as long as he was with her,

for when she had told them that he had rescued her from the

hostiles they would not only be friendly but would reward him, but

he shook his head.




"They kill Shoz-Dijiji first; ask you about him after," he

said.




They were sitting beneath the shade of a tree upon the shoulder

of the mountain, over-looking the camp of the Be-don-ko-he. In the

distance they could see the wide plain stretching to other

mountains.




The girl had noticed that Shoz-Dijiji always seemed to be where

he could see to a great distance when he rested or rather idled,

for he never seemed to be in the need of rest. Sometimes he scanned

the horizon through a pair of field glasses. Finally he touched the

glasses to call her attention to them.




"You know who belong these?" he asked.




She shook her head.




"Your lover," he said, laughing.




"My lover!" she exclaimed. "What do you mean? I have no

lover."




He looked at her intently for a moment. "You no love King?" he

asked.




It was her turn to laugh. "He is only a friend," she said. "Are

those his glasses?"




"You no love him?" he insisted.




"Of course not."




"Shoz-Dijiji know that, he kill him that time," he said, quite

simply.




Impulsively she laid a hand upon his arm. "Oh, Shoz-Dijiji," she

cried, "why do you want to kill everyone? You are such a good man.

Why don't you put away your weapons and come in to the

reservation?"




"Shoz-Dijiji does not want to kill everyone," replied the brave.

"Shoz-Dijiji does not want to kill you. If Shoz-Dijiji put away his

weapons, no hunt, no fight; what for he live? Be reservation

Indian?" There was a wealth of unveiled contempt in his voice. "Let

agent cheat him, starve him? Let white man laugh at him, make fun

of him? No!"




"But they would help you, Shoz-Dijiji. I would help you."




"Yes, you would help me; but you would always feel sorry for me

because I am an Indian. I do not want the help of the white-eyes. I

do not think that they would help me. Have they ever helped the

Indian? What can they give the Indian that Usen has not already

given him? Only, they take away what Usen has given.




"What has the pindah lickoyee better than the Shis-Inday? Is he

braver? Is he more honest? Can he teach the Indian how and where to

find food and clothing? No, the pindah lickoyee would starve where

the Indian grows fat. He would go naked where the Indian finds more

clothing than he needs. Has he more sense? He has none. See what he

has done to this country.




"Before he came there was plenty for all, but like a fool he set

out to kill every living thing that Usen had put here. He robs the

Indian of his food, but also he robs himself of food—food

that cost only a little effort to obtain—food that, hunted as

the Indian knows how to hunt, always increased in numbers.




"What has he done for us? He is trying to take away from us the

ways of our fathers—our dances, our medicine men, everything

that we hold sacred; and in return he gives us whiskey and shoots

us wherever he finds us. I do not think the pindah lickoyee are

such good men that they can tell the Indian how to be good.




"Around every post and agency the white men are always trying to

ravish our women. The women of the Apache are good women. When they

are not we cut off their noses. How many Apache women have you ever

seen whose noses had been cut off? Do you think we want to come and

live beside such men? Do you think there is anything that they can

teach us that is better than our fathers taught us?




"You think it is bad to kill. Yes, it is bad to kill; but it is

better to kill like men and braves, openly and upon the war trail,

than to kill by lies. Our people are told great lies to get them to

come into the reservations, and there they are starved; and if they

leave the reservation to hunt for food for their women and

children, without a pass from the agent who is robbing them, then

the soldiers come and shoot them. No, Shoz-Dijiji never be

reservation Indian!"




"I am sorry," she said. "I never thought of it from your side. I

can see that in some ways you are right; but in others you are

wrong. All white men are not bad."




"All Indians are not bad," he replied quickly, "but the pindah

lickoyee treat them all alike—bad."




For some time they sat in silence, the Apache watching the

girl's face, his own expressionless.




What was passing behind that granitic mask? Once he extended a

hand toward her as though to touch her, then he drew it back

quickly and sprang to his feet.




"Come!" he said, almost roughly. "We go back to camp."










Two days later Geronimo and Shoz-Dijiji thought that it would be

safe to return Wichita to her home, and the young war chief and the

girl set out upon the long journey, which was but a repetition of

that which had ended at the camp of the Be-don-ko-he.




During the journey Wichita could not but notice that the brave

scarcely let his eyes leave her face, a thing of which she had had

a growing consciousness for at least two days before they left the

camp. Had she not come to trust him so implicitly she would have

found it difficult not to have acknowledged something of nervous

apprehension as she felt his gaze constantly upon her; but he took

no other liberties with her—just looked at her through those

steady, inscrutable eyes.




Every journey must have an end and at last the two stood upon

the very hill above her father's ranch where they had stood upon

another occasion. Shoz-Dijiji drew rein and dismounted. "I will

wait here until you are safe in the house of your father," he

said.




"You are not coming down with me?" she exclaimed, surprised.




"No."




"I want you to, Shoz-Dijiji. I want my father to know you, and

thank you for what you have done for me," she insisted.




"Me no go," he replied. The girl became suddenly conscious of a

feeling almost of panic. Was she never to see Shoz-Dijiji again,

this good friend, this best of friends? She realized, and the

realization came as a distinct shock, that this man of another race

had suddenly filled a great emptiness in her life—an

emptiness the existence of which she had never before

realized—and that life was going to be very different without

him. Already she felt a great loneliness creeping over her.




She was standing beside him and now, she turned and came close,

putting her two palms upon his breast. "Please, Shoz-Dijiji," she

begged. "Please come down—I do not want you to go away."




The contact of her hands upon him broke the iron will of the

Apache. The habitual mask behind which he hid his emotions dropped

away—it was a new Shoz-Dijiji into whose face the girl

looked. He seized her in his arms and pressed her close; his lips

covering hers.




She struck at his great chest and sought to push him away; she

held her head from him and he saw the horror in her eyes. Then it

was that he released her.




"Shoz-Dijiji sorry," he said. "For days he fight the great fire

burning in his brain, burning up his heart. Shoz-Dijiji thought he

was strong; he did not know how much stronger is love—until

you touched him. But you are right. You are white—Shoz-Dijiji

is Apache. White girl could not love Apache. That is right." He

vaulted to the back of Nejeunee. "Shoz-Dijiji sorry. Good-bye!"




She watched him ride away and the panic and the loneliness

gripped her like fingers of flesh and blood that sought to choke

life and love and happiness from her. She saw him disappear beyond

a hill to the south and she took a step after him, her hands

outstretched in dumb pleading for his return that her lips had not

the courage to voice aloud. She stood thus for a minute and then

her arms dropped limply to her side and she turned back toward her

father's house.




A few steps she took and then she wheeled suddenly about and

extended her arms again, in supplication.




"Shoz-Dijiji!" she cried, "Shoz-Dijiji, come back!"




But Shoz-Dijiji, war chief of the Be-don-ko-he, did not

hear.




 Apache Devil 
(Edgar Rice Burroughs)
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THE silver light of Klego-na-ay, the full moon,

shone down from out the star-lit heavens of an Arizona night upon

the camp of the Be-don-ko-he Apaches; shone upon sleek copper

shoulders; shone upon high cheek bones; softened the cruel lines

of swart, savage faces—faces as inscrutable as is the face

of Klego-na-ay herself.




Shone the silver moonlight upon Nan-ta-do-tash, the izze-

nantan of his people, as he led them in the dance, as he prayed

for rain to save their parched crops. As he danced, Nan-ta-do-

tash twirled his tzi-ditinidi about his head, twirled it rapidly

from front to rear, producing the sound of a gust of rain-laden

wind; and the warriors and the women, dancing with Nan-ta-do-

tash, listened to the tzi-ditinidi, saw the medicine man cast

hoddentin to the four winds, and knew that these things would

compel the wind and the rain to come to the aid of their

crops.




A little to one side, watching the dancers, sat Shoz-Dijiji,

the Black Bear, with Gian-nah-tah, friend of boyhood days,

companion of the war trail and the raid. Little more than a youth

was Shoz-Dijiji, yet already a war chief of the Be-don-ko-he,

proven in many battles with the soldiers of the pindah-lickoyee;

terror of many a scattered hacienda of Sonora and Chihuahua

—the dread Apache Devil.




The old men beat upon the es-a-da-ded, the primitive drum of

buckskin stretched across a hoop; and to their cadence Nan-ta-do-

tash led the dancers, his naked body painted a greenish brown

with a yellow snake upon each arm; upon his breast, in yellow, a

bear; and upon his back the zig-zag lines of lightning.




His sacred izze-kloth, passing across his right shoulder, fell

over his left hip. Of a potency almost equal to this four-strand

medicine cord of twisted antelope skin was the buckskin medicine

hat of Nan-ta-do-tash by means of which he was able to peer into

the future, to foresee the approach of an enemy, cure the sick,

or tell who had stolen ponies from other people.




The downy feathers and black-tipped plumes of the eagle added

to the efficacy and decoration of this potent head-dress, the

value of which was further enhanced by pieces of abalone shell,

by duklij, and a snake's rattle which surmounted the apex, while

in brownish yellow and dirty blue there were depicted upon the

body of the hat clouds, a rainbow, hail, the morning star, the

God of Wind, with his lungs, the black Kan, and the great

suns.




"You do not dance with the warriors and the women, Shoz-

Dijiji," said Gian-nah-tah. "Why is it?"




"Why should I?" demanded the Black Bear. "Usen has forsaken

the Shis-Inday. No longer does He hear the prayers of His people.

He has gone over to the side of the pindah-lickoyee, who have

more warriors and better weapons.




"Many times went Shoz-Dijiji to the high places and made big

medicine and prayed to Usen; but He let Juh steal my little Ish-

kay-nay, and He let the bullet of the pindah-lickoyee slay her.

Why should I dance to the Kans if they are blind and deaf?"




"But did not Usen help you to find Juh and slay him?" urged

Gian-nah-tah.




"Usen!" The tone of the Black Bear was contemptuous. "No one

helped Shoz-Dijiji find Juh. No one helped Shoz-Dijiji slay him.

Alone he found Juh—alone, with his own hands, he killed

him. It was Shoz-Dijiji, not Usen, who avenged Ish-kay-nay."




"But Usen healed the wound of your sorrow," persisted Gian-

nah-tah. "He placed in your heart a new love to take the place of

the old that was become but a sad memory."




"If Usen did that it was but to add to the sorrows of Shoz-

Dijiji," said the Black Bear. "I have not told you, Gian-nah-

tah."




"You have not spoken of the white girl since you took her from

our camp to her home after you had saved her from Tats-ah-das-ay-

go and the other Chi-e-a-hen," replied Gian-nah-tah; "but while

she was with us I saw the look in your eyes, Shoz-Dijiji, and it

told me what your lips did not tell me."
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