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I. BIRD WAR

AT the top of the Cronin Pass, Joe Good paused to look back into one world and forward into another. Behind him, he could see the bold, treeless hills that made the cattle range around Fort Willow, and below him, on the rainier side of the mountains, there was smoother, richer country, checkered by silver or golden fields of growing crops and dark squares of fallow plowed land, although this pattern was subdued by the mist of distance.

He paused at this high point for other reasons than to look sadly back upon a wasted past before entering a new future. For, as he steered his way forward, sighting between the ears of his burro and over the hump of the pack that burdened it, he had been amusing himself by playing tricks with his black snake. It was not an ordinary black snake, thick and heavy at the butt and tapering to a thin, cutting lash. The cutting lash was there, but, behind it, the whole body of the black snake was of one dimension, not a great deal wider than a thick pencil. It was covered with the finest rawhide, so carefully treated that it was more supple than the skin of a snake, more supple even than the rawhide that the Mexicans know how to treat so that in their lariats it becomes like liquid iron.

Either in his pocket or in his hand, this black snake was ever near to Joe Good. In part, it was of his own invention. He had discovered that bulkier whips are likely to lead to inaccuracy, and Joe Good loved accuracy as much as he loved laziness. So he had developed this black snake after his own idea and given it weight with flexibility by loading it with leaden shot, not only on the handle, but down nearly to the very tip of the lash. The shot diminished in quantity and in size, but it was there, nevertheless.

Only at the butt, the handle flared out a little to make a suitable grip for the palm and fingers. As he walked along, Joe Good had amused himself by performing little tricks with the whip. Sometimes, to be sure, he used it to encourage the burro, but this was very seldom. That burro was said to have the toughest hide of any burro on the range, but somehow it always responded to the magic touch of Joe Good.

For he knew how to take out a chunk of skin and flesh with a snap of the lash, and he knew, also, how to draw a gash in the thickest mule hide. More than this, he was aware of other arts, and once an animal realized what the master could do with that tormenting whip, it needed only a touch to make it put forth its full efforts to whatever task lay before it.

Sometimes, too, he exercised his skill by performing a feat often talked of, but very rarely seen; now and then the black snake would uncoil from his hand and throw out its thin point like a snake’s tongue, flicking away a fly without more than brushing the hair of the animal. It was a trick that pleased Joe Good. He would have liked to do it before an audience, but he was a fellow who never had an audience.

There were many other things he could make the black snake do, besides serving as a whip, however. Sometimes it poured fluidly from hand to hand, up one arm, and over his shoulders, descending sinuously into the opposite hand. Sometimes it even reared up like a living snake and for an instant seemed to be supporting its eight feet of length on its thin tail, while the handle rose and steadied for a moment above, like the head of a snake. Sometimes he threw it high, high in the air, until it diminished to a mere pencil stroke, and caught it again by the handle as it shot downward.

Now and again, as he passed under a tree, he flicked the lash upward, dexterously allowed it to twist around a branch, and then cut the branch in two with a slashing pull. Again, with exquisite care, he nipped off leaves, cutting directly through their stems as with a knife touch. But now and then, and this pleased him more than all else, to judge by the smile he wore, he took the almost liquid coil of the black snake in the palm of his hand, and then threw it like a ball at a sapling, or a tree trunk, and watched the ball dissolve and the arms of the black snake whirl suddenly around and around the trunk of the tree. Suppose that a man were struck in the breast by that weight, even if he were not knocked down by it, his arms would be suddenly lashed to his sides! That was why he smiled when he performed the trick, always unerringly. It was not so easy as it looked. The head and the tail of the whip had first to be disposed of in a certain way; otherwise, the lash simply rebounded from the trunk and fell limply against the ground.

He never had tried the trick on a white man, only on a few Mexicans and Indians, but these people, to be sure, never forgot him and his ways.

He was making the black snake coil in his hand and then spring up, snake-like, again and again, when, at the crest of the pass, he saw the new country before him and turned to give a final glance at the big hills behind him. Then it was, also, that he saw the eagle. From a high crag of Cronin Mountain, on his right, it launched suddenly forth and began to circle rapidly, cupping the air under its powerful wings, as it struggled upward. He forgot the rest of the scenery in order to watch, for he recognized the maneuvers of an eagle taking its pitch, in order to swoop down on its prey.

Presently he saw the answer. A fish hawk slid out into view above the tops of the trees, with a fish gripped in its talons, a big, silver flash of a fish held firmly by the back, with its head pointing forward, so that it would cut the air in the best fashion and cause the least wind resistance.

Joe Good, admiring, pulled up his coat sleeve a little and, with a single twirl, wrapped the lithe line of the black snake around his arm. When he pulled down the sleeve again, the handle of the whip was concealed under the cuff, just above his wrist. This he did automatically, as the result of having practiced the really difficult trick a thousand times before.

His eyes, all the while, watched the flight of the hawk that was beating its wings rapidly, to sustain the weight that it carried. Somewhere a nest filled with long-necked, ugly-headed youngsters was waiting for that same food. Well, there would be enough to go all around, unless...

But the eagle was thinking of nestlings, too. It knew the taste of fresh fish perfectly well, and preferred it to anything in the world, even the hottest and juiciest of lamb cuts. It lacked the art of procuring the tidbit from the water, but it knew how to take tribute from more cunning workers.

Now, from its high tower in the air, it turned and dipped over. Down it came in the most magnificent style, opening its wings once to give a swift beat and increase the rate of its fall, then closing them again as it became a metal bolt out of the higher heaven.

Just above the hawk those wings shot outward–young Joe Good distinctly heard the sound. With talons and beak, the king of the air threatened, but the hawk, clumsily dodging, loaded down as it was, continued on its way more rapidly than before.

The eagle had feinted and failed, but now it re-bounded on stiffened wings almost to the height of its former stand. Again it turned over and, even to the eye of the boy, there was savage business in its gesture through the air.

The hawk knew perfectly well that the game was ended. It persisted until the tyrant was just overhead, then it dropped the prize, and the monarch shot down, caught the burden in one claw, and skimmed away toward the nest.

The harsh, enraged scream of the hawk floated down to the ears of Joe Good, but the hawk itself, released from the weight that had anchored it, now shot away to take its watch again over the waters of the hidden lake or stream.

Grand was the eagle’s flight, but nothing compared to the way the long, narrow wings of the hawk knifed through the air.

Joe Good, watching it, shook his head, and soliloquized:

“It’s always the same. Even the hawks... they’ve got the eagles over ‘em. Same way with me. No matter where I go, I’ll land in trouble. Everybody’s got trouble. There’s no use running away from it. Not even if you could walk on air, because a new brand would find you out, wherever you landed and started again.” He was so impressed by this thought that he whistled.

The burro instantly understood the welcome signal and, coming to a halt, began to tear eagerly at the long grass that fringed the trail.

Joe Good sat on a rock and looked sadly forward to the new land, sadly back upon the old. As he reflected, he took from his pocket a small news clipping, and his eye glanced over the following notice:

 

Vincent Good was buried today in the cemetery, by Dr. Oliver Wain and the Episcopal Church. Attending the funeral was his son, Joseph Good.

Vincent Good met his death under tragic circumstances last Wednesday. During a saloon brawl he drew a gun and shot and seriously hurt Harry Alton.

He was pursued by an impromptu posse composed of the father and brother of Harry Alton. Tucker, Dean, Samuel, and Christopher Alton also joined the pursuit. They overtook the fugitive in Chalmer’s Creek Cañon, where he resisted arrest, and was fatally wounded by a volley poured in by the posse.

The Episcopal congregation paid the expenses of the funeral.


 

The eye of Joe Good dwelt, strange to say, chiefly upon that last line. It was true. The congregation had paid, although grudgingly, the cost of the burial. For he, Joe Good, had not a penny.

“You got the wrong man,” said an irate member of that congregation. “You ought to be called not Joe Good, but No Good! You ain’t worth a darn for anything.”

That was what had decided Joe Good to leave the town of Fort Willow. But now, as he sat on the rock, he considered, and shook his head in doubt. There was labor and trouble in every part of the world, even in the blue heavens where the swift hawks and eagles fly. Perhaps it would be better for him to return to the home community?




II. BRAINS AND TEETH

WHEN he thought of the family farm, his heart sank, however. It was not a thing that commended itself to his thoughts. The only good thing to say about it was that it lay close to town, but the 200 acres were blow sand, cactus, and mesquite, with bristlings here and there of other thorns and worthless weeds. Sometimes, when the spring was very wet, they could pasture a few cows, and, when great cattle drives came through the country, they often made a little money in renting pasture rights to the herdsmen.

On the whole, however, it was worthless ground. No plowshares would ever turn its surface. Even for grazing land, it amounted to almost nothing. Once, to be sure, the Good property had extended twenty times as far and as wide, but his father had sold off bits here and there, and finally the last morsel, and the most worthless one, was that brier patch that lay close to the town of Fort Willow.

As he considered these things, however, there was another element in his memory that made him determined to go back. He had not even said good-bye to the house. For the bed, the bedding, the stove, the few pans and dishes were almost worthless. As for the ground, people would not have wanted it even for a gift. Taxes would eat the whole thing up in a year or two.

No, it was not the value of the place that called his thoughts back to Fort Willow, but it was the recollection that the man who had said his name should be No Good was like those fellows who had killed his father, an Alton. That thought was barbed, stuck in his heart, and would not out for any pulling.

So, like one who stands at the verge of a promised land, he considered the fair new country beyond the pass, and then grimly looked back over his shoulder toward the Fort Willow hill.

A dog came down the trail, a dog moving at a steady trot, as traveling coyotes do. There was something of coyote in this beast, except that it was smaller, and the black and white spots on it gave proof of a domestic mixture that was in the blood.

It saw the man, halted, and began to make a wide detour.

“He’s been kicked out of somewhere, too,” said the boy, and he whistled.

At the whistle, that sign of human notice, the dog put its tail between his legs and scurried forward.

Joe Good laughed. It amused him when he saw that any living creature was afraid of him, even a dog. He knew his own worthlessness too well. When other people talked with him, it was usually on that subject.

“Hello, Professor,” he said.

The dog stopped, raised its head, and then paused a moment longer with one forefoot raised, ready to be gone with instant expedition.

“Don’t be a fool, Professor,” said the boy. “Come over here and talk to me. I never hurt anyone. I can’t.”

As he said it, he laughed. In fact, it had been that way all of his life. People never fought with him, because he was not worth a fight. As a boy, he had always been rather small. Even when he finally grew up, in one rapid year, to his full height, he could not stretch himself past five feet nine inches. It was not much. And the men of Fort Willow were generally six-footers. Everyone looked down at Joe Good. Everyone always had.

The dog turned squarely around, canted his head over one shoulder, and regarded him thoughtfully.

“It’s all right, brother,” said Joe Good. “I can’t catch you and, even if I could, I wouldn’t bite.”

The dog sat down.

“I haven’t got a gun,” said Joe Good, “but, if you start laughing at me, I might do something that would surprise you.”

The dog let its red tongue loll farther out and laughed more deeply, more silently than before.

Joe Good gave a slight shake to his arm, and the limber length of the black snake slid down into the palm of his hand. He knew every outline of the whip as another might know every page of a textbook. Textbooks had never troubled the mind of Joe Good very seriously.

“Professor, are you coming here?” asked Joe Good.

The dog lifted his head a little, then, with deliberate insolence, turned it and looked behind him. That moment Joe Good took for his shot. His right hand rose and shot out faster than thought, fast as the beat of the hawk’s wings, as it fled through the sky.

The dog saw the missile coming, and it sprang up to flee, but it was just a fraction of a second too late. The darting ball grazed it on one shoulder, and at once the ample coils of the black snake flowed over it, almost like a black liquid. Around and around body and legs, the whipping lash circled, twisting itself tightly about the limbs. The dog, with a howl of mortal terror, struggled to flee and fell headlong in its tracks.
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