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I. A WRONG START

THERE has never been any doubt in my mind that what I was intended for by nature was a life in the great West, where the cattle run the range and where the mountains have a meaning that is not entirely scenic. I was born with the hand and the eye and the heart for it and, as for the reasons which took me part of my life from the West–well, most of them were so foolish that I am almost ashamed to write them down.

It began with my dear mother, the best and the kindest soul in the whole world, but nevertheless preëminently a mother, and therefore entirely blind where I was concerned. There was enough heart in her to have mothered ten; but I was her only child, and was enveloped in a cloud of intense feeling–worship it became later.

She had been simply a jolly, pretty range girl, in the beginning; but it was in a frontier district where pretty girls were a rarity and treated somewhat like saints. In a region of Indian wars, cattle and sheep feuds, wildness and outlawry, where the rough-handed outcasts of the world assembled to find new lives, there was a premium upon nice girls. And no doubt my father considered himself the luckiest man in the world when he was able to marry her. I don’t think that he had much to commend him beyond stately good looks, and a very accurate rifle. He was fairly well known as a hunter and trapper and trader among the Indians; and, when he appeared at the fort in his suit of antelope skin, with the finest beaded moccasins on his feet and his long hair flowing down over his shoulders, of course he took the eye of the ladies. So he married my mother; I was born; and three months later he was killed by a drunken Comanche.

Ah, I’m glad that I was an infant, then, and not able to understand the grief of my mother! But as long as I knew her she could never speak of my father without tears in her eyes. He had died in the very height of their romance. He was still a great and glorious man, to her. And there she was, left with the only person in the world that possessed a drop of his blood, her baby boy!

It made that baby boy a sacred thing. She felt that she was far from good enough to deserve such a great treasure, and she began to make herself over so that she should be able to rear me as I ought to be reared. If my father had lived, I would have been turned out in his own pattern, a trader, hunter, and a jolly, happy fellow. But that would not suit my mother now. She began to read and study and improve herself. And, as I grew old enough for teaching, she began to teach me, desperately, and reverently, and endlessly!

I always had to have a book in my hands: I could read and write when I was four, when I should have been rolling in the dust and pulling the hair of the other boys in the fort. When I was six, I was quite a scholar. And when I was ten, I was really getting on with my books, and the priest at the fort had taken over part of my studies and was prepared to carry them on past the point where my mother could have taken them.

Then one day my uncle, Stephen Larkin, came into my life with a strong hand. He was a typical frontiersman. There was no real malice in him, but he could hardly speak without swearing, and he told my mother frankly that she was ruining me. She was amazed. She felt that what she had been doing for me should be the admiration of the world; and, though she didn’t say so, she let my uncle understand her pride. He merely snorted.

“There’s not a boy in that street,” he said, “who can’t thrash him.”

My mother went to the window and looked out. The street was filled with children.

“Nonsense!” said she at last. “Isn’t he the true son of his father?”

“Not a little bit!” said Uncle Steve. “The man you married was the straightest-shooting, hardest-riding, fastest-hitting man on the prairies. And you’ve got a boy that’s only the son of a book. Open him up and what’s inside of him? Just print!”

My mother turned around to me with fire in her eyes. She was a frontierswoman herself. She would rather have seen a man dead than shamed with cowardice.

“Are you afraid of any of those boys?” said she.

I was. Horribly! But I merely smiled. Of course I was not, I said.

“There you are, Stephen!” says she.

“Stuff!” said Uncle Steve. “It’s easy enough to talk like that, but the little rat is getting blue around the gills. Look here, Sammy–”

“His name is Samuel,” corrected my mother coldly.

“Sammy,” said Uncle Steve, “you see that kid out there with the freckled nose and the black, stringy hair? Do you dare go out and slap his face? He’s shorter than you are.”

Of course he was. But a great deal broader, and ten times as muscular. He was the terror of the whole town. I closed my eyes and then I told myself that, after all, it couldn’t last long, because the first blow would knock me out of time. So I walked out the door and slapped the face of the hero. He was too surprised to do a thing, for a moment, and then he started in and tore me to ribbons.

He knocked me into the fence, where my jacket caught on a picket and held me up so that I couldn’t slip down into the dust, and there I hung and got a lambasting. I think that the second or third punch knocked my wits away. Finally my uncle came out and picked me off the fence and carried me into the house; and my mother, with a white face, began to sponge my cuts and bruises.

The first word that I could understand as I came to was my mother saying, “He didn’t cry out once for help!”

“No,” said my uncle, “he took his licking as game as ever I seen. As game as ever I seen! But, just the same, it was a licking.”

My mother was silent, and with my swollen eyes shut, and a hundred pains darting through my body, I realized that the picket and the senselessness together had held me up and made a hero of me in the eyes of my family. I felt a guilty joy until I heard my uncle say, “We’re going to have this out of him. Honey, I’m going to teach that kid to fight!”

“Never!” cried my mother. “He’s meant for better things.”

“Fight like his daddy did before him,” said Uncle Stephen.

And that won! My mother could never play a card over the mention of my father’s name. Uncle Stephen declared that I had earned a vacation from studies and that he was going to take me for three weeks into the mountains, hunting.

It was five months before we returned. I went out soft and sappy and sagging at the knees. I came back like an Indian, on my toes. Every day I had to handle a rifle and a pistol; every day I had to do tricks with a bowie knife. And more than that, and worst of all, I had to box with my uncle for at least a half hour at the beginning of each day. He meant to be gentle, but he was twice as strong as he guessed; besides, he used to say, “I tell you three times how to block a straight left. Three times I show you and tell you. The fourth time, if you can’t do it, you take it!”

Well I can remember standing up blubbering with rage and shame and pain and fear to be knocked down half a dozen times running. But the seventh time I learned the trick. Yes, Uncle Stephen was a brutal fellow. But he felt that it was better for me to get a beating from a member of the family than from an outsider.

“I don’t want to have to die for you, kid,” he used to say, “and unless you learn something, one of these days I’m going to see you a growed-up man, and shamed by some one, and then I’ll have to step in on your side. Why, when I was your age, I could catch a wild cat by the tail and wring it off! There was nothing that I wouldn’t fight and there was nothing that I couldn’t kill!”

That was probably close to the truth. And for five months we hunted and he made a man of me. During four months of that time I moaned for home and mother. But before the end I had begun to handle myself a bit better. And on my twelfth birthday I ducked a straight left and belted my uncle in the stomach with a neat right hook.

He gasped, then grabbed me in his arms and hugged me.

“Now wait till you get that freckle-faced little half-breed!” said he.

That was what I was waiting for too.


When we got home again, my mother held me off at arm’s length and cried over her shag-haired, brown-faced, wild-eyed son. But when she took me in her arms she cried, “Samuel, darling, you’ve turned into iron!” And some laughter mingled with her tears.

That very afternoon I went hunting for the freckle-faced boy, and found him, and slapped his face again.

This time I should like to say that I thrashed him thoroughly, but the truth is that I didn’t. I had learned a great deal, and grown strong; but in five months I couldn’t pick up the vast, burning vitality which was in that youngster. I had the skill and fighting wit. But he took all that I could give him, and then whipped me terribly until I lay face down in the dust, bloody, stunned, helpless.

However, it was a grand go. It made my name in the town. And not a boy dared treat me, lightly afterward, not even that half-breed, in spite of his victory.

Twice again in the next year I tried him, and then the third time I won. But by that time, to confess again, I had height and weight as an advantage, together with my greater skill. But when I came home, it was a great event, and my uncle swore that he was the proudest man west of the Mississippi, and I think he was. At least, I remember that he gave me a revolver to celebrate the event. It was a clumsy old Colt, but in those days any sort of a revolver was a curiosity and a treasure. Hand to hand, it could take six lives while the rifle was taking one. And Uncle Stephen saw to it that I began to master the weapon.

I don’t want you to think that I was given up to fighting and brawling and hunting from that moment. No, mother kept me closely under her wing and at my studies until I was seventeen; except that every summer I was allowed to go off trapping and hunting with Uncle Steve.

I came back from the last of those trips, eighteen years old, an inch over six feet, and with a hundred and eighty pounds on my bones. I had been trained to fight wild cats, as Uncle Steve used to say, and I felt quite up to it. I could handle a bowie knife like an expert; and I knew the intimate secrets of fanning a revolver and rifle work at short range and long. I could ride a horse as bad as they came; and I was just in the mood to conquer the world when I walked into my mother’s house and found her lying dead with three women of the neighborhood weeping beside her bed.

Kneeling in the dimness of that room and crying over her cold, thin hand, I knew that my boyhood had ended and that something more serious than fist fights lay before me.




II. THE SAFETY KILLER

THERE was a pause in my life, after that. With all my heart, I longed to be off running buffalo, or trailing hostile Indians, or trapping beaver on the northern streams with Uncle Steve, but the stern voice of conscience told me that my mother had not raised me for any such destiny. She had intended that the culture she gave me should be put to a proper use, and therefore I must lead a quieter life.

Well, what sort of a quiet life could a youngster find in a frontier fort? I looked about me and tried to find the best way out, but all that I could get to do was to keep an account book in a trader’s office. I became a clerk and for three years I remained in that position, learning how Indians can be made drunk and stupid, while their goods are filched away from them, and how cheap beads can be used to buy fine buffalo robes. I learned other things, also. My boss never lost his keen wits, but sometimes he lost the use of his hands and feet from too many potations of the poison which he sold as whisky. And on those occasions I had to take my place with him at the work of trade. For when he was a bit under the influence of liquor there were grave chances that some man, white or red, would try to take advantage of him and loot the place. On those days there was apt to be a call for a revolver shot, or a bowie knife thrown with an accurate hand; but most frequently, there was need for a well-placed set of knuckles on the point of another man’s jaw.

For three years I carried on this intermittent war against my fellows. Each year my salary was increased. I began to share some of the profits of the store. I was a valued man. And then one day the marshal of that district walked in and had a little chat with me.

I’ve never forgotten him. Long afterward he made name and fame for himself; but, even in those old days, he was already a known man along the border. He was short, thick-necked, deep-chested, with a pair of pale, sad eyes.

“Do you know me, Mr. Cross?” said he.

“Yes, sir. You are Marshal Shane O’Rourke.”

“I’m glad you know me. And I trust that you know me as a fellow who likes to keep young men straight?”

“I know that, sir,” said I. “Will you sit down here?”

“When I have to say mean things,” said the marshal, “I’d rather stand up and look a man in the eye.”

That took me back a little.

“If you’ve heard something against me,” said I, “I can tell you that you’re on the wrong trail.”

“Are you sure?” said he.

“Sure, sir,” said I.

“What makes you sure, lad?” he asked.

“I’ve never stolen a penny in my life, never ‘borrowed’ a horse or a dollar. I’ve never been drunk and disorderly. I’ve stuck to my work and never bothered a soul that would leave me alone.”

“That sounds good,” said the marshal, “and I think that It’s true enough. I think that it’s true enough.” He nodded at me while he talked, and then he went on, “Nothing happened to you the last few days?”

“Nothing,” says I.

“Think close,” said he.

“Not a thing. Everything’s been quiet and as usual.”

“H’m!” said he. “I thought that there was some trouble yesterday?”

Frowning, I recalled the record of yesterday, and fumbled with the edges of a pile of buffalo robes that had just been brought in by a party of Piegans that had come away down from their ordinary hunting grounds to trade there.

“Nothing yesterday,” I told him, “except for a fool of a Negro teamster who insisted that he had been short-changed.”

“Did he make much excitement?”

“No,” said I, “we had to take him away from the post, that was all.”

“So drunk that he let himself be led away, I suppose?” said the marshal.

“No, sir,” I retorted. “He was a big surly brute, and he drew a knife on Mr. Chandler. I had to knock him down and carry him out to the shed. He sobered up and went away quite peaceably.”

“All right,” said the marshal, “and what about the day before yesterday. Anything happen that day?”

“No, sir, not a thing.”

“Think close.”

“I am thinking.”

“No other drunken Negroes?”

“No, but the day before that there was more of a commotion. A couple of Piegans filled themselves with raw alcohol and a very little water. They decided that it was a cold day and started to set fire to the store. Of course we had to stop them.”

“I didn’t know that any one here spoke Piegan,” he commented.

“No, sir,” said I, “of course we didn’t have time to persuade them with words.”

“Then what did you use on them?” the marshal asked.

“You would have laughed at it,” said I. “I didn’t want to hurt them, so I just took this ox whip, you see? Loaded handle and a lash that cuts like a knife. I gave them a taste of that.”

I could not help laughing as I remembered.

“You whipped them away, then?” chuckled the marshal, very sympathetic.

“Yes. They scampered, and howled like fiends. Except the chief. He came for me with an old pistol. Luckily I managed to knock him down with the loaded butt of the whip before he murdered me.”

“Didn’t kill him, though?”

“No, the doctor thinks that he’ll live–or did think so yesterday. I haven’t heard since,” I replied.

The marshal turned away a bit and looked through the window. The snow was beginning to fall, and spotting the surface of the pane with splotches of white.

“The day before the Piegan party?” he asked.

“What about it, sir?”

“Any trouble that day, if you can remember that far back?”

“Nothing of real importance. Wait a moment! Yes, a gambler from the river boats came here asking for a gun. We showed him the best we had and asked a fair price. He was very hot about it. Used foul language. Mr. Chandler asked him to leave the store. Then he declared that he was a gentleman and that he had been insulted by being ordered off the premises. He was one of those Southern hotheads, Marshal O’Rourke.”

“Yes, I know the type,” sighed the marshal.

“He finally whipped out a pair of dueling pistols and told us that he was going to teach us a lesson in courtesy that would last us the rest of our lives. Absolutely mad, marshal!”

“I hope that he didn’t do any harm?” the marshal remarked.

“No, sir, I managed to get in a shot from the hip that dropped him.”

“Well, well! That was lucky, eh?” he commented.

“Wasn’t it!” I exclaimed.

“And what’s become of him?”

“Mr. Chandler paid the funeral expenses very handsomely,” said I. “Mr. Chandler is never niggardly about such things, sir.”

“True, true!” said the marshal. “So I’ve heard! But the day before the gambler. Do you recall that day?”

“It’s rather dim. Let me see,” said I. “I believe that I do remember something. Yes, as a matter of fact, a trapper came in and swore that some of the outfit we had sold to him last year had been faulty. Mr. Chandler asked to see the faulty traps. The man cursed us, swore that he would have his money back, and declared that he wouldn’t put himself to the trouble of carting worthless traps all the way back home. Mr. Chandler told him that in that case there was nothing to be done, of course. You can appreciate that, sir? Business rule!”

“Naturally. A business rule!” said the marshal. “Well, such things have to be! Of course! How did the affair turn out?”

“He jerked up his rifle to the ready,” said I, “but there was really no hurry. I could take my time, so I shot him through the right thigh. A bullet there drops a man just as well as one through the heart, for that matter. Excuse me if I tell you a thing that you know perfectly well, marshal.”

“What is your job here?” asked the marshal suddenly.

“Why, I’m the clerk, sir,” said I.

“How many hours a day at the books then?” he pursued.

“Why, sometimes two or three at the accounts.”

“Sometimes, but on an average?” he insisted.

“Well, perhaps less than an hour.”

“And what is your pay, Cross?”

“Mr. Chandler raised me last month. I’m now getting fifteen hundred dollars a year,” I told him.

“Fifteen hundred!” cried the marshal, and stared at me.

Remember that those days were in the long ago. A dollar was a dollar, at that time, even on the frontier.

“Mr. Chandler is very generous,” said I.

“Darned generous,” said the marshal bluntly. “Fifteen hundred for an hour’s work a day! That’s about five dollars an hour, isn’t it, not counting Sundays?”

“Why, sir, about that, I suppose I never thought of it that way!”

“No doubt you didn’t,” said the marshal, with a hidden meaning in his voice. “And now, tell me. It can’t be that Chandler is paying you for anything other than bookkeeping?”

“Why, no, sir!”

“It couldn’t be, for instance,” said the marshal, “that he has you here to do his fighting for him?”

I stared at him.

“Mr. Chandler can take care of himself with any man,” I told him.

“How many fights has Chandler had in the past year?”

I merely stared. There was no answer. I began to “think close.”

The marshal went on: “You tell me first that everything has been quiet here lately and that nothing has happened. Then, in the course of your memories of five days, I hear about a fist fight, the flogging of a party of dangerous Blackfeet, one man shot dead, and another dropped with a revolver bullet! Is this an ordinary program, young man?”

“Why, sir,” said I, “as a matter of fact, sometimes we run on for ten days at a time without a particle of trouble!”

“Exactly!” said the marshal. “And I’ll tell you why! The strangers around here know no better than to make trouble, but those who have the proper information take care to keep away from Mr. Chandler’s hired mankiller!”




III. GOOD ADVICE FROM THE MARSHAL

IT was a tremendous shock to me. It made my world spin around before my eyes. Who was it that said none of us know ourselves?

The voice of the marshal cut in on my bewilderment. “Give me that gun!”

“What gun, sir?”

“The one you have your hand on!”

Sure enough, I had automatically laid a hand on the butt of my revolver. I grew very hot.

“I meant nothing by that,” I explained. “Just an instinct sir. You’ve been talking very frankly, sir!”

I gave him the gun; he frowned down at it.

“How many men has this weapon killed, young man?” he asked.

“It is a new gun, sir,” said I.

“New, eh? Were you wearing it when you shot the gambler?”

“As a matter of fact I was, sir.”

“And that’s one notch that might have been filed. You don’t file notches, Sammy Cross?”

“Why, sir,” said I, “when a man is out on the trail of an Indian war party, I can understand his filing a notch for every dead man. But, as for the nasty little things that happen in a quiet trader’s store, of course I couldn’t claim any credit for that!”

“Bah!” snorted the marshal.

I turned cold.

“Mr. O’Rourke,” said I, “I’ve taken a great deal from you. May I be allowed to say, sir, that I won’t take another word of any kind in the way of–insult?”

“And what will you do, eh?” said the marshal. “I have your gun!”

“You haven’t my knife, though!”

And it glimmered in my hand that instant.

“A gun against a knife?” said he.

“It’s just as quick!” I told him. “And it will kill nearly as surely!”

He looked at me out of narrowed eyes.

“You cold-blooded young–“ he began.

Then he paused.

“Marshal,” said I, “I’m glad that you didn’t finish that sentence.”

“You are, eh? About the war trails that you speak of. I suppose that leading a quiet life like yours, with your books to keep up, you haven’t had many occasions to ride on the war path?”

“No, sir,” I confessed with a sigh, “I lead a rather dull life, on the whole. Terribly dull. There’s very rarely any excitement. In the past three or four years I’ve only joined ‘vengeance’ parties half a dozen times.”

“Humph!” said he.

“Seven times, to be exact.”

“You were carrying other guns on the war trails?”

“Why, yes sir.”

“Lemme see them!”

I brought in two rifles and a pair of revolvers. He snatched them from me. He didn’t look at the mechanism, but only at the under part of the stocks of the rifles and the handles of the revolvers.

“Young man,” said he suddenly, “there are eleven notches on these guns altogether.”

“Yes, sir,” said I.

“And these are the only guns you have?”

“One very old one I sold last month,” I told him.

“Any notches on it?”

“Only two, sir,” said I. “It was a stupid brute of a gun. Bore horribly to the right.”

“Only two!” said the marshal. “Only two! Only two human souls sent to eternity by you with that old gun that ‘bore horribly to the right,’ eh? And in three years you’ve only been seven times on the war path! And on those trails you’ve only killed eleven men! And besides those, there are the men uncounted who were knocked over in the quiet matter of ‘business!’ The lives that didn’t count!”

And he added fiercely, “You young murderer!”

The knife shook in my hand. But I checked myself with a frightful effort, for he let the muzzle of my revolver hang toward the floor and made no move to protect himself.

“O’Rourke,” I said through my teeth, “I’ve given you a warning before, and now you can act on it.”

“Shut up!” said the marshal, “Oh, shut up, Cross. I tell you, it makes me heartsick! I knew your mother! And what would she think of a son like you? Answer me that!”

The knife glided out of my hand and stuck point down in the floor. I slumped down on an empty whisky barrel. And from that position I stared up at the man of the law.

“Marshal O’Rourke,” said I suddenly, “tell me the truth.”

“What truth d’you want?” he asked me, savage as ever.

“Tell me what men really say about me?”

“They call you a safety killer!”

I had heard that expression before, used to describe the men who made their business and their pleasure the killing of others, but who would never fight unless they knew that the law was sure to protect them. Of all the men on the border, they were the most loathed, and the out-and-out gun fighters, who slew from an irresistible passion for fight, were considered infinitely above the “safety killers” in morality.

I writhed under that accusation.

“It’s not true! It’s not true!” I groaned. “O’Rourke, I’ll swear that it’s not true!”

He remained there, looking down at me, searching me, with a sort of cruel understanding and compassion in his eyes.

“Lad,” said he, “how old are you? Twenty-six?

“No, sir, a shade under twenty-two.”

“Twenty-two!” he echoed.

“It’s perfectly true.”

The marshal turned away and began to stamp up and down the floor.

“Chandler is a fiend! A hound!” he said aloud, but addressing himself. “And a blockhead like this fool of a boy, throwing his life away!”

Suddenly he turned and pointed a stiff arm at me.

“Do you know what they ask at the other posts when they inquire about this fort?”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“I mean, do you know what’s the first question they ask concerning this place?”

“No, sir, I’ve no idea. Unless they ask how the fur trade is going.”

“Forget the fur trade! They merely ask if anybody has yet been able to kill Butcher Cross, the safety killer!”

“The cowardly hounds!” I shouted. “Give me the name of one of them, and I’ll teach him how safely he can call me–”

“Aye, aye, aye!” broke in the marshal. “There’s the murder streak cropping out, a mile wide, and red as scarlet.”

It silenced me effectually enough. And, as I glared at the marshal, I couldn’t help remembering his reputation, which was great and bright along that frontier. There were others who had their enemies, and plenty of them; but there was no man who could point a finger at Marshal O’Rourke and call him anything other than an ideal man of the law, flawlessly honest, brave, gentle, resolute, and with a kind heart beating in his breast. No man was slower to draw a gun than O’Rourke–and no man was slower in putting it up, once drawn. And suddenly I was filled with horror to think that this man, of all the world, should have had to denounce me so bitterly.

“Marshal,” I said to him at last, “I never guessed at these things!”

He was silent.

“Mr. O’Rourke,” said I, “I want to ask you something more.”

“Fire away.”

“Why did you come here to-day?”

“To look you in the face and see how old you were. And to tell you that the next man that dies under your gun serves me as a notice to come and get you in the name of the law as an habitual and merciless killer. And no matter how safe you may play the game, there are courts on this border where you would be made an example!” he concluded.

I shuddered.

For I well knew what some of those border courts were, institutions especially designed to keep peace and a fear of law intact throughout some enormous sweep of prairie and mountains. Courts where the stern judges judged by common sense and not by the letter of the law.

If I were known as an habitual killer, what would happen to me in such a tribunal?

As an habitual killer? And suddenly, looking back over the years which I had lived through so innocently, as I thought, I could recall a procession of strained, agonized faces, beginning with the freckle-nosed boy on that day when I had finally beaten him to his knees and made him confess that he had had enough. And there were other faces of men, young or in the hardy prime of life, rough-bearded, unkempt, whole-hearted fighters, heated with liquor almost all of them, while I was sure to be cold and steady of nerve. They had rushed into quarrels. They had thrust themselves forward like fools, and my gun had brought them down!

Oh, I had no remorse for the honest fighting of the war trails. And even in this fighting within doors, God could witness that I had never taken an unfair advantage. But now I could remember that when the other man made a motion toward a weapon, my heart had never failed to leap high with joy!

God forgive me for it!

“Marshal!” I gasped.

“Well?”

“If you were me–” I began.

“What would I do?” the marshal interrupted.

“Yes.”

“How much money have you?”

“About four thousand dollars.”

“A fortune! You’ve had no bad habits to spend your money on!”

“No, sir,” said I.

“Never drank or smoked, even?”

“No, sir. Smoked a very little.”

“My lad, I would leave this part of the country and never show my face here again until I’d proved myself the right kind of a man in a new part of the country! I’d go, and never come back until I’d washed my hands clean with honest living!” the marshal advised me.




IV. ALL ABOARD!

I THOUGHT of Uncle Steve Larkin, first of all. I thought of the way in which he had trained me for a life on the plains, and it hardly seemed possible that he could have made such a terrible mistake about me.

“I want to believe you, marshal,” said I.

“And what keeps you from it?”

“Steve Larkin, is he the right kind of a man?” I demanded.

“You don’t have to glare at me when you say that,” and the marshal smiled. “As a matter of fact, Steve Larkin is one of the best fellows in the world. I see what’s going on in your mind. Why doesn’t Steve see that you’re wrong? Because honest Steve can hardly suspect any one of being anything except what everybody ought to be. How could he suspect you? I know what he’s done. He’s had the schooling of you. And the fine old chap grows maudlin when he tells how you hit a running antelope at long range; I’ve seen tears in his eyes when he told about the way you crawled into the cave of the mountain lion last year and dragged the brute out, dead. I’ve seen him stand up before a room filled with men and describe with gestures how he taught you to box, and knocked you head over heels until you learned the tricks. And I’ve seen him show the wrestling holds you had to practice until the day when you laid him on his back! But, my lad, he didn’t watch the faces of his audience, or else he would have stopped talking!”

“He would?”

“Yes,” said the marshal. “He only knew that they were interested. But there are different kinds of interest, and those frontiersmen set their teeth and watched him through narrowed eyes while he talked. For every man was saying to himself, ‘That’s the way that young Sammy Cross was turned into a safety killer, was it?’”

“Don’t use that word!” I shouted. “If they want to see killing, I’ll step out and–”

I stopped myself.

The marshal was squinting at me. And he was nodding in the way that I had come to hate.

“Why, lad,” said he, “I understand, of course. You’re not the first gun fighter that I’ve had to study. I’ve seen crowds of ‘em and of all kinds. But I never saw one with a handier start in the wrong direction. Don’t you see? You’ve got the killing lust in you. Some men like to shoot buffalo, and some like to trap beaver. But you like to kill and trap men, and you’ve made yourself so expert that to you it isn’t really a danger. It’s only a game with you! Don’t argue and back-talk. Admit that it’s the truth. Fighting is your game!”

I started to give him a quick and hot reply, but checked myself in time. For suddenly I could see that there was truth in what he said. I had been deluding myself into the belief that in staying on with Chandler I had been fulfilling the wishes of my dear mother; but, as a matter of fact, I had been kept there simply as a sort of watchdog, enjoying the chances for trouble!

“Sit down by yourself and think these things over,” said the marshal. “I don’t want to press you. I have no right to talk to you as I have talked. But I think that you’re too good a youngster to stand by while you throw yourself away.”

With that, he walked out of the store; and a moment later Chandler came in, a little tipsy, and singing to himself. He slapped me on the shoulder and asked me how things were running.

“We’re going to have some fun to-day,” said he. “That Canuck trapper that bought the rifles last year is back in town and he swears that you cheated him. They were those old army guns, varnished up to look new. You remember?”

“I didn’t know that they’d been varnished up to look new,” I confessed.

“Well,” said Chandler, “you never suspect anything. Let me do the thinking, and you do the selling, my lad. That’s the best way. But that Canuck is foaming and raging all over town. Be ready for him, old boy. I wouldn’t miss the party when he comes in to stamp on the ‘keed,’ as he calls you!”

“Chandler,” I said suddenly, “I’m going to quit.”

“Hey! What?” he shouted. “Quit what?”

“Quit the business. I’m leaving Fort Bostwick!”

He leaned back against the counter and gaped at me.

“It’s O’Rourke,” he said softly to himself. “That hound always has hated me. It’s O’Rourke!”

He said more loudly, “Sammy, what’s wrong?”

“I’m tired,” said I, “of being the watchdog. I’m going into another line of business.”

Well, his face blackened wonderfully fast and wonderfully dark, and then he said sharply, “I understand. The pay isn’t enough. But tell me what youngster you know of that’s been making the income that you have, and salted away so much coin?”

I didn’t answer. I simply shook my head.

“But you’re valuable to me,” said Chandler. “Why, boy, I look on you the way that a father looks on a son! Who could I leave my money and my business to except to you, eh? And I’ll tell you what, I’ll raise you, Sammy, to two thousand dollars!”

Two thousand dollars! It was a lot of money in those days.

Perhaps if I had been a little older, I would have been more tempted but, to a youngster, money is hardly more than a name. I said, “There’s no use talking, Mr. Chandler, I’ve made up my mind,” and with that I started to leave the room.

He shouted after me, “Sammy, you’ve gone mad. I’ll raise you higher! Why, it’s like losing my own boy! I’ll give you twenty-five hundred a year!”

Well, that offer did stagger me a bit. And yet, when I came to think of it, I could remember how many thousands he was taking in each year. He was growing rich, or would have grown rich if he could have kept away from monte and faro. But the gambling took his coin away almost as fast as he took it in.

“Money doesn’t talk to me,” I told him, and went straight to my room.

There I took out from the mattress the whole four thousand dollars that I had saved. I subtracted two hundred and fifty dollars for expenses. The rest I put in a big envelope, and wrote this note to Marshal O’Rourke:

 

Dear Mr. O’Rourke:

I’m not taking much time to think things over. You’re an older and a wiser man than I am, and I believe that you’ve talked to me for my own good, and the result is that I’m going to follow your advice at once. The first thing I’m doing is sending you the money that I’ve saved here. I feel that it’s been a dirty business, and that I don’t want the coin I’ve saved here. I want you to take this money and spend it where you think it will do the most good. There’s the Widow Callahan, whose husband I killed two years ago, I know that she’s been having a hard time with her family, and she’s been steadily in want. Well, give her some of this. And there are a lot of others, who have suffered on account of me. God forgive me for the evil things that I have done! I just begin to realize them, and it makes me feel like a lost soul.

Keep a good thought for me, yourself, and I shall try to live up to what you may hope,

Faithfully yours,

Samuel Cross.

 

I had just finished that when Mr. Chandler rapped at my door.

“It’s no good, sir,” I said to him. “I’m not going to argue the matter with you.”

“Sammy, Sammy!” he shouted through the door, his voice trembling with earnestness. “I beg you to think it over a little bit!”

“I’ve thought it over and I won’t change.”

“Just open the door!”

“No, Mr. Chandler. I’m saying good-by to you, now,” I told him.

“Sammy, I’ve decided that I’ll impoverish myself in order to keep you. I wouldn’t know what to do with my life, if I didn’t have you here. I’ll pay you three thousand dollars a year, my lad! That’s just the same as making you the senior partner!”

I could hardly believe my ears. Three thousand dollars a year! And then a burst of rage came hot over me. I must have been making this man rich, and yet he wouldn’t pay me a tithe of my value to him until I put my thumb down and squeezed him. Three thousand dollars a year!

“Mr. Chandler,” I said, “ten thousand a year wouldn’t keep me here another day!”

“You ingrate,” he screamed in a fury. “This is my reward for taking you out of the gutter and making you a man! This is my reward, is it? Well, I hope that you live to repent your ingratitude.”

And he turned and stamped down the hall and down the rickety stairs.

I was rather glad that he had flown into a tantrum. It soothed my feelings about leaving him in the lurch so suddenly. I packed a big carpetbag, put on my best suit, with a couple of revolvers dropped deftly into the clothes in holsters that were slung under the pits of my arms. Then, so equipped, I walked down the stairs and out the back door.

I stopped at the hotel and left my fat envelope for the marshal. After that, I went on toward the dock, half-running, because I had remembered that the boat was due to start down the river that morning. The snow was falling in gusts and flurries that pressed like white moths’ wings, softly and coldly, against my face; but I headed straight on until I could see the tall shadow of the steamer’s smokestack through the snow-mist.

I took a ticket at the office and walked aboard. I had the last berth in the last stateroom; and, thirty seconds after I got aboard, the moorings were cast off, and we warped out into the current.

That moment the snow stopped falling, and on the dock I saw Chandler hurrying up and down and waving his arms. He sighted me at the same instant, and he shouted, “Sammy! Sammy! Come back! I’ll make it all right for you! Everything shall be the way that you want it!”

I stepped to the rail and thundered back at him, “Mr. Chandler, I thank you for your kindness. But I’ve had my eyes opened. I’m through. Good-by!”

“You fool! You fool!” he screeched at me, “you’ll be inside a prison inside of three months! And I hope that you are! I hope that you are!”

I saw some of the passengers looking quizzically from him to me, so I turned my back and walked to the farther side of the steamer; and the roar of the engine a moment later cut off all the sounds from the shore.




V. A LONG SHOT

HOWEVER, as the boat pulled down the stream, cutting along fast with the current behind her, Fort Bostwick came into view again and I looked the place over hungrily, wondering if I should ever forget it.

No, I have never forgotten. I remember perfectly the square shoulders of the fort itself rising above the huddle of houses, which surround it like children pressing to its knees for protection. Protection from the nakedness of the plains that slipped away on all sides. Protection from the dangers of the mountains that piled rough castles of blue in the north and west. I think that I could sit down and draw the whole thing now, if I had any craft for such an art. I could put in the special color of each roof, and the degree of blackness which weather had given to each unpainted shack; and I think that the last thing that I saw was the major’s favorite gray mare on top of the hill near the river, for the snow had not yet driven her in to seek shelter. Very bleak and desolate she looked on the crest of that hill against the dark, smoky, rolling sky–bleak and desolate as my own heart felt in my breast.
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