
    
      [image: cover]
    

  



Rex Beach

The Spoilers 









                    
 






  

    
[image: ]
  

  
The sky is the
limit 





                    
UUID: 50e707f8-db7c-453a-91fb-b1cd44e49243

This ebook was created with StreetLib Write

https://writeapp.io








        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        THE ENCOUNTER
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    

  
Glenister gazed out over
the harbor, agleam with the lights of anchored ships, then up at
the crenelated mountains, black against the sky. He drank the cool
air burdened with its taints of the sea, while the blood of his
boyhood leaped within him.




"Oh, it's fine—fine," he
murmured, "and this is my country—my country, after all, Dex. It's
in my veins, this hunger for the North. I grow. I expand."



"Careful you don't bust," warned
Dextry. "I've seen men get plumb drunk on mountain air. Don't
expand too strong in one spot." He went back abruptly to his pipe,
its villanous fumes promptly averting any danger of the air's too
tonic quality.



"Gad! What a smudge!" sniffed the
younger man. "You ought to be in quarantine."



"I'd ruther smell like a man than
talk like a kid. You desecrate the hour of meditation with
rhapsodies on nature when your aesthetics ain't honed up to the
beauties of good tobacco."



The other laughed, inflating his
deep chest. In the gloom he stretched his muscles restlessly, as
though an excess of vigor filled him.



They were lounging upon the dock,
while before them lay the Santa Maria ready for her midnight
sailing. Behind slept Unalaska, quaint, antique, and Russian,
rusting amid the fogs of Bering Sea. Where, a week before,
mild-eyed natives had dried their cod among the old bronze cannon,
now a frenzied horde of gold-seekers paused in their rush to the
new El Dorado. They had come like a locust cloud, thousands strong,
settling on the edge of the Smoky Sea, waiting the going of the ice
that barred them from their Golden Fleece—from Nome the new, where
men found fortune in a night.



The mossy hills back of the
village were ridged with graves of those who had died on the
out-trip the fall before, when a plague had gripped the land—but
what of that? Gold glittered in the sands, so said the survivors;
therefore men came in armies. Glenister and Dextry had left Nome
the autumn previous, the young man raving with fever. Now they
returned to their own land.



"This air whets every animal
instinct in me," Glenister broke out again. "Away from the cities I
turn savage. I feel the old primitive passions—the fret for
fighting."



"Mebbe you'll have a
chance."



"How so?"



"Well, it's this way. I met
Mexico Mullins this mornin'. You mind old

Mexico, don't you? The feller
that relocated Discovery Claim on Anvil

Creek last summer?"

"You don't mean that 'tin-horn'
the boys were going to lynch for claim-jumping?"



"Identical! Remember me tellin'
you about a good turn I done him once down Guadalupe way?"



"Greaser shooting-scrape, wasn't
it?"



"Yep! Well, I noticed first off
that he's gettin fat; high-livin' fat, too, all in one spot, like
he was playin' both ends ag'in the centre. Also he wore di'mon's
fit to handle with ice-tongs.



"Says I, lookin' at his side
elevation, 'What's accented your middle syllable so strong,
Mexico?'



"'Prosperity, politics, an' the
Waldorf-Astorier,' says he. It seems

Mex hadn't forgot old days. He
claws me into a corner an' says, 'Bill,

I'm goin' to pay you back for
that Moralez deal.'

"'It ain't comin' to me,' says I.
'That's a bygone!'



"'Listen here,' says he, an',
seein' he was in earnest, I let him run on.



"'How much do you value that
claim o' yourn at?'



"'Hard tellin',' says I. 'If she
holds out like she run last fall, there'd ought to be a million
clear in her."



"'How much'll you clean up this
summer?'



"''Bout four hundred thousand,
with luck.'



"'Bill,' says he, 'there's hell
a-poppin' an' you've got to watch that ground like you'd watch a
rattle-snake. Don't never leave 'em get a grip on it or you're down
an' out.'



"He was so plumb in earnest it
scared me up, 'cause Mexico ain't a gabby man.



"'What do you mean?' says
I.



"'I can't tell you nothin' more.
I'm puttin' a string on my own neck, sayin' THIS much. You're a
square man, Bill, an' I'm a gambler, but you saved my life oncet,
an' I wouldn't steer you wrong. For God's sake, don't let 'em jump
your ground, that's all.'



"'Let who jump it? Congress has
give us judges an' courts an' marshals—' I begins.



"'That's just it. How you goin'
to buck that hand? Them's the best cards in the deck. There's a man
comin' by the name of McNamara. Watch him clost. I can't tell you
no more. But don't never let 'em get a grip on your ground.' That's
all he'd say."



"Bah! He's crazy! I wish somebody
would try to jump the Midas; we'd enjoy the exercise."



The siren of the Santa Maria
interrupted, its hoarse warning throbbing up the mountain.



"We'll have to get aboard," said
Dextry.



"Sh-h! What's that?" the other
whispered.



At first the only sound they
heard was a stir from the deck of the steamer. Then from the water
below them came the rattle of rowlocks and a voice cautiously
muffled.



"Stop! Stop there!"



A skiff burst from the darkness,
grounding on the beach beneath. A figure scrambled out and up the
ladder leading to the wharf. Immediately a second boat, plainly in
pursuit of the first one, struck on the beach behind it.



As the escaping figure mounted to
their level the watchers perceived with amazement that it was a
young woman. Breath sobbed from her lungs, and, stumbling, she
would have fallen but for Glenister, who ran forward and helped her
to her feet.



"Don't let them get me," she
panted.



He turned to his partner in
puzzled inquiry, but found that the old man had crossed to the head
of the landing ladder up which the pursuers were climbing.



"Just a minute—you there! Back up
or I'll kick your face in." Dextry's voice was sharp and
unexpected, and in the darkness he loomed tall and menacing to
those below.



"Get out of the way. That woman's
a runaway," came from the one highest on the ladder.



"So I jedge."



"She broke qu—"



"Shut up!" broke in another. "Do
you want to advertise it? Get out of the way, there, ye damn fool!
Climb up, Thorsen." He spoke like a bucko mate, and his words
stirred the bile of Dextry.



Thorsen grasped the dock floor,
trying to climb up, but the old miner stamped on his fingers and
the sailor loosened his hold with a yell, carrying the under men
with him to the beach in his fall.



"This way! Follow me!" shouted
the mate, making up the bank for the shore end of the wharf.



"You'd better pull your freight,
miss," Dextry remarked; "they'll be here in a minute."



"Yes, yes! Let us go! I must get
aboard the Santa Maria. She's leaving now. Come, come!"



Glenister laughed, as though
there were a humorous touch in her remark, but did not stir.



"I'm gettin' awful old an' stiff
to run," said Dextry, removing his mackinaw, "but I allow I ain't
too old for a little diversion in the way of a rough-house when it
comes nosin' around." He moved lightly, though the girl could see
in the half-darkness that his hair was silvery.



"What do you mean?" she
questioned, sharply.



"You hurry along, miss; we'll toy
with 'em till you're aboard." They stepped across to the dockhouse,
backing against it. The girl followed.



Again came the warning blast from
the steamer, and the voice of an officer:



"Clear away that stern
line!"



"Oh, we'll be left!" she
breathed, and somehow it struck Glenister that she feared this more
than the men whose approaching feet he heard.



"YOU can make it all right," he
urged her, roughly. "You'll get hurt if you stay here. Run along
and don't mind us. We've been thirty days on shipboard, and were
praying for something to happen." His voice was boyishly glad, as
if he exulted in the fray that was to come; and no sooner had he
spoken than the sailors came out of the darkness upon them.



During the space of a few
heart-beats there was only a tangle of whirling forms with the
sound of fist on flesh, then the blot split up and forms plunged
outward, falling heavily. Again the sailors rushed, attempting to
clinch. They massed upon Dextry only to grasp empty air, for he
shifted with remarkable agility, striking bitterly, as an old wolf
snaps. It was baffling work, however, for in the darkness his blows
fell short or overreached.



Glenister, on the other hand,
stood carelessly, beating the men off as they came to him. He
laughed gloatingly, deep in his throat, as though the encounter
were merely some rough sport. The girl shuddered, for the desperate
silence of the attacking men terrified her more than a din, and yet
she stayed, crouched against the wall.



Dextry swung at a dim target,
and, missing it, was whirled off his balance. Instantly his
antagonist grappled with him, and they fell to the floor, while a
third man shuffled about them. The girl throttled a scream.



"I'm goin' to kick 'im, Bill,"
the man panted hoarsely. "Le' me fix 'im." He swung his heavy shoe,
and Bill cursed with stirring eloquence.



"Ow! You're kickin' me! I've got
'im, safe enough. Tackle the big un."



Bill's ally then started towards
the others, his body bent, his arms flexed yet hanging loosely. He
crouched beside the girl, ignoring her, while she heard the breath
wheezing from his lungs; then silently he leaped. Glenister had
hurled a man from him, then stepped back to avoid the others, when
he was seized from behind and felt the man's arms wrapped about his
neck, the sailor's legs locked about his thighs. Now came the
girl's first knowledge of real fighting. The two spun back and
forth so closely entwined as to be indistinguishable, the others
holding off. For what seemed many minutes they struggled, the young
man striving to reach his adversary, till they crashed against the
wall near her and she heard her champion's breath coughing in his
throat at the tightening grip of the sailor. Fright held her
paralyzed, for she had never seen men thus. A moment and Glenister
would be down beneath their stamping feet—they would kick his life
out with their heavy shoes. At thought of it, the necessity of
action smote her like a blow in the face. Her terror fell away, her
shaking muscles stiffened, and before realizing what she did she
had acted.



The seaman's back was to her. She
reached out and gripped him by the hair, while her fingers, tense
as talons, sought his eyes. Then the first loud sound of the battle
arose. The man yelled in sudden terror; and the others as suddenly
fell back. The next instant she felt a hand upon her shoulder and
heard Dextry's voice.



"Are ye hurt? No? Come on, then,
or we'll get left." He spoke quietly, though his breath was loud,
and, glancing down, she saw the huddled form of the sailor whom he
had fought.



"That's all right—he ain't hurt.
It's a Jap trick I learned. Hurry up!"



They ran swiftly down the wharf,
followed by Glenister and by the groans of the sailors in whom the
lust for combat had been quenched. As they scrambled up the Santa
Maria's gang-plank, a strip of water widened between the boat and
the pier.



"Close shave, that," panted
Glenister, feeling his throat gingerly, "but I wouldn't have missed
it for a spotted pup."



"I've been through b'iler
explosions and snowslides, not to mention a triflin' jail-delivery,
but fer real sprightly diversions I don't recall nothin' more
pleasin' than this." Dextry's enthusiasm was boylike.



"What kind of men are you?" the
girl laughed nervously, but got no answer.



They led her to their deck cabin,
where they switched on the electric light, blinking at each other
and at their unknown guest.



They saw a graceful and
altogether attractive figure in a trim, short skirt and long, tan
boots. But what Glenister first saw was her eyes; large and gray,
almost brown under the electric light. They were active eyes, he
thought, and they flashed swift, comprehensive glances at the two
men. Her hair had fallen loose and crinkled to her waist, all
agleam. Otherwise she showed no sign of her recent ordeal.



Glenister had been prepared for
the type of beauty that follows the frontier; beauty that may stun,
but that has the polish and chill of a new-ground bowie. Instead,
this girl with the calm, reposeful face struck a note almost
painfully different from her surroundings, suggesting countless
pleasant things that had been strange to him for the past few
years.



Pure admiration alone was patent
in the older man's gaze.



"I make oration," said he, "that
you're the gamest little chap I ever fought over, Mexikin, Injun,
or white. What's the trouble?"



"I suppose you think I've done
something dreadful, don't you?" she said. "But I haven't. I had to
get away from the Ohio to-night for—certain reasons. I'll tell you
all about it to-morrow. I haven't stolen anything, nor poisoned the
crew—really I haven't." She smiled at them, and Glenister found it
impossible not to smile with her, though dismayed by her feeble
explanation.



"Well, I'll wake up the steward
and find a place for you to go," he said at length. "You'll have to
double up with some of the women, though; it's awfully crowded
aboard."



She laid a detaining hand on his
arm. He thought he felt her tremble.



"No, no! I don't want you to do
that. They mustn't see me to-night. I know I'm acting strangely and
all that, but it's happened so quickly I haven't found myself yet.
I'll tell you to-morrow, though, really. Don't let any one see me
or it will spoil everything. Wait till to-morrow, please."



She was very white, and spoke
with eager intensity.



"Help you? Why, sure Mike!"
assured the impulsive Dextry, "an', see here, Miss—you take your
time on explanations. We don't care a cuss what you done. Morals
ain't our long suit, 'cause 'there's never a law of God or man runs
north of Fifty-three,' as the poetry man remarked, an' he couldn't
have spoke truer if he'd knowed what he was sayin'. Everybody is
privileged to 'look out' his own game up here. A square deal an' no
questions asked."



She looked somewhat doubtful at
this till she caught the heat of Glenister's gaze. Some boldness of
his look brought home to her the actual situation, and a stain rose
in her cheek. She noted him more carefully; noted his heavy
shoulders and ease of bearing, an ease and looseness begotten of
perfect muscular control. Strength was equally suggested in his
face, she thought, for he carried a marked young countenance, with
thrusting chin, aggressive thatching brows, and mobile mouth that
whispered all the changes from strength to abandon. Prominent was a
look of reckless energy. She considered him handsome in a heavy,
virile, perhaps too purely physical fashion.



"You want to stowaway?" he
asked.



"I've had a right smart
experience in that line," said Dextry, "but I never done it by
proxy. What's your plan?"



"She will stay here to-night,"
said Glenister quickly. "You and I will go below. Nobody will see
her."



"I can't let you do that," she
objected. "Isn't there some place where

I can hide?" But they reassured
her and left.

When they had gone, she crouched
trembling upon her seat for a long time, gazing fixedly before her.
"I'm afraid!" she whispered; "I'm afraid. What am I getting into?
Why do men look so at me? I'm frightened. Oh, I'm sorry I undertook
it." At last she rose wearily. The close cabin oppressed her; she
felt the need of fresh air. So, turning out the lights, she stepped
forth into the night. Figures loomed near the rail and she slipped
astern, screening herself behind a life-boat, where the cool breeze
fanned her face.



The forms she had seen
approached, speaking earnestly. Instead of passing, they stopped
abreast of her hiding-place; then, as they began to talk, she saw
that her retreat was cut off and that she must not stir.



"What brings her here?" Glenister
was echoing a question of Dextry's.

"Bah! What brings them all? What
brought 'the Duchess,' and Cherry

Malotte, and all the rest?"

"No, no," said the old man. "She
ain't that kind—she's too fine, too delicate—too pretty."



"That's just it—too pretty! Too
pretty to be alone—or anything except what she is."



Dextry growled sourly. "This
country has plumb ruined you, boy. You think they're all alike—an'
I don't know but they are—all but this girl. Seems like she's
different, somehow—but I can't tell."



Glenister spoke musingly:



"I had an ancestor who
buccaneered among the Indies, a long time ago—so I'm told.
Sometimes I think I have his disposition. He comes and whispers
things to me in the night. Oh, he was a devil, and I've got his
blood in me—untamed and hot—I can hear him saying something
now—something about the spoils of war. Ha, ha! Maybe he's right. I
fought for her to-night—Dex—the way he used to fight for his
sweethearts along the Mexicos. She's too beautiful to be good—and
'there's never a law of God or man runs north of
Fifty-three.'"



They moved on, his vibrant,
cynical laughter stabbing the girl till she leaned against the yawl
for support.



She held herself together while
the blood beat thickly in her ears, then fled to the cabin, hurling
herself into her berth, where she writhed silently, beating the
pillow with hands into which her nails had bitten, staring the
while into the darkness with dry and aching eyes.
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She awoke to the throb of
the engines, and, gazing cautiously through her stateroom window,
saw a glassy, level sea, with the sun brightly agleam on it.




So this was Bering? She had
clothed it always with the mystery of her school-days, thinking of
it as a weeping, fog-bound stretch of gray waters. Instead, she saw
a flat, sunlit main, with occasional sea-parrots flapping their fat
bodies out of the ship's course. A glistening head popped up from
the waters abreast, and she heard the cry of "seal!"



Dressing, the girl noted minutely
the personal articles scattered about the cabin, striving to derive
therefrom some fresh hint of the characteristics of the owners.
First, there was an elaborate, copper-backed toilet-set, all richly
ornamented and leather-bound. The metal was magnificently
hand-worked and bore Glenister's initial. It spoke of elegant
extravagance, and seemed oddly out of place in an Arctic miner's
equipment, as did also a small set of De Maupassant.



Next, she picked up Kipling's
Seven Seas, marked liberally, and felt that she had struck a scent.
The roughness and brutality of the poems had always chilled her,
though she had felt vaguely their splendid pulse and swing. This
was the girl's first venture from a sheltered life. She had not
rubbed elbows with the world enough to find that Truth may be
rough, unshaven, and garbed in homespun. The book confirmed her
analysis of the junior partner.



Pendent from a hook was a worn
and blackened holster from which peeped the butt of a large Colt's
revolver, showing evidence of many years' service. It spoke mutely
of the white-haired Dextry, who, before her inspection was over,
knocked at the door, and, when she admitted him, addressed her
cautiously:



"The boy's down forrad, teasin'
grub out of a flunky. He'll be up in a minute. How'd ye
sleep?"



"Very well, thank you," she lied,
"but I've been thinking that I ought to explain myself to
you."



"Now, see here," the old man
interjected, "there ain't no explanations needed till you feel like
givin' them up. You was in trouble—that's unfortunate; we help
you—that's natural; no questions asked—that's Alaska."



"Yes—but I know you must
think—"



"What bothers me," the other
continued irrelevantly, "is how in blazes we're goin' to keep you
hid. The steward's got to make up this room, and somebody's bound
to see us packin' grub in."



"I don't care who knows if they
won't send me back. They wouldn't do that, would they?" She hung
anxiously on his words.



"Send you back? Why, don't you
savvy that this boat is bound for Nome? There ain't no turnin' back
on gold stampedes, and this is the wildest rush the world ever saw.
The captain wouldn't turn back—he couldn't—his cargo's too precious
and the company pays five thousand a day for this ship. No, we
ain't puttin' back to unload no stowaways at five thousand per.
Besides, we passengers wouldn't let him—time's too precious." They
were interrupted by the rattle of dishes outside, and Dextry was
about to open the door when his hand wavered uncertainly above the
knob, for he heard the hearty greeting of the ship's captain.



"Well, well, Glenister, where's
all the breakfast going?"



"Oo!" whispered the old
man—"that's Cap' Stephens."



"Dextry isn't feeling quite up to
form this morning," replied Glenister easily.



"Don't wonder! Why weren't you
aboard sooner last night? I saw you—'most got left, eh? Served you
right if you had." Then his voice dropped to the confidential: "I'd
advise you to cut out those women. Don't misunderstand me, boy, but
they're a bad lot on this boat. I saw you come aboard. Take my word
for it—they're a bad lot. Cut 'em out. Guess I'll step inside and
see what's up with Dextry."



The girl shrank into her corner,
gazing apprehensively at the other listener.



"Well—er—he isn't up yet," they
heard Glenister stammer; "better come around later."



"Nonsense; it's time he was
dressed." The master's voice was gruffly good-natured. "Hello,
Dextry! Hey! Open up for inspection." He rattled the door.



There was nothing to be done. The
old miner darted an inquiring glance at his companion, then, at her
nod, slipped the bolt, and the captain's blue bulk filled the
room.



His grizzled, close-bearded face
was genially wrinkled till he spied the erect, gray figure in the
corner, when his cap came off involuntarily. There his courtesy
ended, however, and the smile died coldly from his face. His eyes
narrowed, and the good-fellowship fell away, leaving him the stiff
and formal officer.



"Ah," he said, "not feeling well,
eh? I thought I had met all of our lady passengers. Introduce me,
Dextry."



Dextry squirmed under his
cynicism.



"Well—I—ah—didn't catch the name
myself."



"What?"



"Oh, there ain't much to say.
This is the lady—we brought aboard last night—that's all."



"Who gave you permission?"



"Nobody. There wasn't
time."



"There wasn't TIME, eh? Which one
of you conceived the novel scheme of stowing away ladies in your
cabin? Whose is she? Quick! Answer me." Indignation was vibrant in
his voice.



"Oh!" the girl cried—her eyes
widening darkly. She stood slim and pale and slightly
trembling.



His words had cut her bitterly,
though through it all he had scrupulously avoided addressing
her.



The captain turned to Glenister,
who had entered and closed the door.



"Is this your work? Is she
yours?"



"No," he answered quietly, while
Dextry chimed in:



"Better hear details, captain,
before you make breaks like that. We helped the lady side-step some
sailors last night and we most got left doing it. It was up to her
to make a quick get-away, so we helped her aboard."



"A poor story! What was she
running away from?" He still addressed the men, ignoring her
completely, till, with hoarse voice, she broke in:



"You mustn't talk about me that
way—I can answer your questions. It's true—I ran away. I had to.
The sailors came after me and fought with these men. I had to get
away quickly, and your friends helped me on here from gentlemanly
kindness, because they saw me unprotected. They are still
protecting me. I can't explain how important it is for me to reach
Nome on the first boat, because it isn't my secret. It was
important enough to make me leave my uncle at Seattle at an hour's
notice when we found there was no one else who could go. That's all
I can say. I took my maid with me, but the sailors caught her just
as she was following me down the ship's ladder. She had my bag of
clothes when they seized her. I cast off the rope and rowed ashore
as fast as I could, but they lowered another boat and followed
me."



The captain eyed her sharply, and
his grim lines softened a bit, for she was clean-cut and womanly,
and utterly out of place, He took her in, shrewdly, detail by
detail, then spoke directly to her:



"My dear young lady—the other
ships will get there just as quickly as ours, maybe more quickly.
To-morrow we strike the ice-pack and then it is all a matter of
luck."



"Yes, but the ship I left won't
get there."



At this the commander started,
and, darting a great, thick-fingered hand at her, spoke
savagely:



"What's that? What ship? Which
one did you come from? Answer me."



"The Ohio," she replied, with the
effect of a hand-grenade. The master glared at her.



"The Ohio! Good God! You DARE to
stand there and tell me that?" He turned and poured his rage upon
the others.



"She says the Ohio, d'ye hear?
You've ruined me! I'll put you in irons—all of you. The
Ohio!"



"What d'ye mean? What's
up?"



"What's up? There's small-pox
aboard the Ohio! This girl has broken quarantine. The health
inspectors bottled up the boat at six o'clock last night! That's
why I pulled out of Unalaska ahead of time, to avoid any possible
delay. Now we'll all be held up when we get to Nome. Great Heavens!
do you realize what this means—bringing this hussy aboard?"



His eyes burned and his voice
shook, while the two partners stared at each other in dismay. Too
well they knew the result of a small-pox panic aboard this crowded
troop-ship. Not only was every available cabin bulging with
passengers, but the lower decks were jammed with both humanity and
live stock all in the most unsanitary conditions. The craft, built
for three hundred passengers, was carrying triple her capacity; men
and women were stowed away like cattle. Order and a half-tolerable
condition were maintained only by the efforts of the passengers
themselves, who held to the thought that imprisonment and
inconvenience would last but a few days longer. They had been
aboard three weeks and every heart was aflame with the desire to
reach Nome—to reach it ahead of the pressing horde behind.



What would be the temper of this
gold-frenzied army if thrown into quarantine within sight of their
goal? The impatient hundreds would have to lie packed in their
floating prison, submitting to the foul disease. Long they must lie
thus, till a month should have passed after the disappearance of
the last symptom. If the disease recurred sporadically, that might
mean endless weeks of maddening idleness. It might even be
impossible to impose the necessary restraint; there would be
violence, perhaps mutiny.



The fear of the sickness was
nothing to Dextry and Glenister, but of their mine they thought
with terror. What would happen in their absence, where conditions
were as unsettled as in this new land; where titles were held only
by physical possession of the premises? During the long winter of
their absence, ice had held their treasure inviolate, but with the
warming summer the jewel they had fought for so wearily would lie
naked and exposed to the first comer. The Midas lay in the valley
of the richest creek, where men had schemed and fought and slain
for the right to inches. It was the fruit of cheerless, barren
years of toil, and if they could not guard it—they knew the
result.



The girl interrupted their
distressing reflections.



"Don't blame these men, sir," she
begged the captain. "I am the only one at fault. Oh! I HAD to get
away. I have papers here that must be delivered quickly." She laid
a hand upon her bosom. "They couldn't be trusted to the unsettled
mail service. It's almost life and death. And I assure you there is
no need of putting me in quarantine. I haven't the smallpox. I
wasn't even exposed to it."



"There's nothing else to do,"
said Stephens. "I'll isolate you in the deck smoking-cabin. God
knows what these madmen on board will do when they hear about it,
though. They're apt to tear you to shreds. They're crazy!"



Glenister had been thinking
rapidly.



"If you do that, you'll have
mutiny in an hour. This isn't the crowd to stand that sort of
thing."



"Bah! Let 'em try it. I'll put
'em down." The officer's square jaws clicked.



"Maybe so; but what then? We
reach Nome and the Health Inspector hears of small-pox suspects,
then we're all quarantined for thirty days; eight hundred of us.
We'll lie at Egg Island all summer while your company pays five
thousand a day for this ship. That's not all. The firm is liable in
damages for your carelessness in letting disease aboard."



"MY CARELESSNESS!" The old man
ground his teeth.



"Yes; that's what it amounts to.
You'll ruin your owners, all right.

You'll tie up your ship and lose
your job, that's a cinch!"

Captain Stephens wiped the
moisture from his brow angrily.



"My carelessness! Curse you—you
say it well. Don't you realize that I am criminally liable if I
don't take every precaution?" He paused for a moment, considering.
"I'll hand her over to the ship's doctor."



"See here, now," Glenister urged.
"We'll be in Nome in a week—before the young lady would have time
to show symptoms of the disease, even if she were going to have
it—and a thousand to one she hasn't been exposed, and will never
show a trace of it. Nobody knows she's aboard but we three. Nobody
will see her get off. She'll stay in this cabin, which will be just
as effectual as though you isolated her in any other part of the
boat. It will avoid a panic—you'll save your ship and your
company—no one will be the wiser—then if the girl comes down with
small-pox after she gets ashore, she can go to the pest-house and
not jeopardize the health of all the people aboard this ship. You
go up forrad to your bridge, sir, and forget that you stepped in to
see old Bill Dextry this morning. Well take care of this matter all
right. It means as much to us as it does to you. We've GOT to be on
Anvil Creek before the ground thaws or we'll lose the Midas. If you
make a fuss, you'll ruin us all."



For some moments they watched him
breathlessly as he frowned in indecision, then—



"You'll have to look out for the
steward," he said, and the girl sank to a stool while two great
tears rolled down her cheeks. The captain's eyes softened and his
voice was gentle as he laid his hand on her head.



"Don't feel hurt over what I
said, miss. You see, appearances don't tell much, hereabouts—most
of the pretty ones are no good. They've fooled me many a time, and
I made a mistake. These men will help you through; I can't. Then
when you get to Nome, make your sweetheart marry you the day you
land. You are too far north to be alone."



He stepped out into the passage
and closed the door carefully.
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"Well, bein' as me an'
Glenister is gougin' into the bowels of Anvil Creek all last
summer, we don't really get the fresh-grub habit fastened on us
none. You see, the gamblers down-town cop out the few aigs an'
green vegetables that stray off the ships, so they never get out as
far as the Creek none; except, maybe, in the shape of
anecdotes.




"We don't get intimate with no
nutriments except hog-boosum an' brown beans, of which luxuries we
have unstinted measure, an' bein' as this is our third year in the
country we hanker for bony fido grub, somethin' scan'lous. Yes,
ma'am—three years without a taste of fresh fruit nor meat nor
nuthin'—except pork an' beans. Why, I've et bacon till my immortal
soul has growed a rind.



"When it comes time to close down
the claim, the boy is sick with the fever an' the only ship in port
is a Point Barrow whaler, bound for Seattle. After I book our
passage, I find they have nothin' aboard to eat except canned
salmon, it bein' the end of a two years' cruise, so when I land in
the States after seventeen days of a fish diet, I am what you might
call sated with canned grub, and have added salmon to the list of
things concernin' which I am goin' to economize.



"Soon's ever I get the boy into a
hospital, I gallop up to the best restarawnt in town an' prepare
for the huge pot-latch. This here, I determine, is to be a
gormandizin' jag which shall live in hist'ry, an' wharof in later
years the natives of Puget Sound shall speak with bated
breath.



"First, I call for five dollars'
worth of pork an' beans an' then a full-grown platter of canned
salmon. When the waiter lays 'em out in front of me, I look them
vittles coldly in their disgustin' visages, an' say in sarcastic
accents:



"'Set there, damn you! an' watch
me eat REAL grub,' which I proceed to do, cleanin' the menu from
soda to hock. When I have done my worst, I pile bones an' olive
seeds an' peelin's all over them articles of nourishment, stick
toothpicks into 'em, an' havin' offered 'em what other indignities
occur to me, I leave the place."



Dextry and the girl were leaning
over the stern-rail, chatting idly in the darkness. It was the
second night out and the ship lay dead in the ice-pack. All about
them was a flat, floe-clogged sea, leprous and mottled in the deep
twilight that midnight brought in this latitude. They had threaded
into the ice-field as long as the light lasted, following the lanes
of blue water till they closed, then drifting idly till others
appeared; worming out into leagues of open sea, again creeping into
the shifting labyrinth till darkness rendered progress
perilous.



Occasionally they had passed
herds of walrus huddled sociably upon ice-pans, their wet hides
glistening in the sunlight. The air had been clear and pleasant,
while away on all quarters they had seen the smoke of other ships
toiling through the barrier. The spring fleet was knocking at the
door of the Golden North.



Chafing at her imprisonment, the
girl had asked the old man to take her out on deck under the
shelter of darkness; then she had led him to speak of his own past
experiences, and of Glenister's; which he had done freely. She was
frankly curious about them, and she wondered at their apparent lack
of interest in her own identity and her secret mission. She even
construed their silence as indifference, not realizing that these
Northmen were offering her the truest evidence of
camaraderie.



The frontier is capable of no
finer compliment than this utter disregard of one's folded pages.
It betokens that highest faith in one's fellow-man, the belief that
he should be measured by his present deeds, not by his past. It
says, translated: "This is God's free country where a man is a man,
nothing more. Our land is new and pure, our faces are to the front.
If you have been square, so much the better; if not, leave behind
the taints of artificial things and start again on the level—that's
all."



It had happened, therefore, that
since the men had asked her no questions, she had allowed the hours
to pass and still hesitated to explain further than she had
explained to Captain Stephens. It was much easier to let things
continue as they were; and there was, after all, so little that she
was at liberty to tell them.



In the short time since meeting
them, the girl had grown to like Dextry, with his blunt chivalry
and boyish, whimsical philosophy, but she avoided Glenister,
feeling a shrinking, hidden terror of him, ever since her
eavesdropping of the previous night. At the memory of that scene
she grew hot, then cold—hot with anger, icy at the sinister power
and sureness which had vibrated in his voice. What kind of life was
she entering where men spoke of strange women with this assurance
and hinted thus of ownership? That he was handsome and unconscious
of it, she acknowledged, and had she met him in her accustomed
circle of friends, garbed in the conventionalities, she would
perhaps have thought of him as a striking man, vigorous and
intelligent; but here he seemed naturally to take on the attributes
of his surroundings, acquiring a picturesque negligee of dress and
morals, and suggesting rugged, elemental, chilling potentialities.
While with him—and he had sought her repeatedly that day—she was
uneasily aware of his strong personality tugging at her; aware of
the unbridled passionate flood of a nature unbrooking of delay and
heedless of denial. This it was that antagonized her and set her
every mental sinew in rigid resistance.



During Dextry's garrulous
ramblings, Glenister emerged from the darkness and silently took
his place beside her, against the rail.



"What portent do you see that
makes you stare into the night so anxiously?" he inquired.



"I am wishing for a sight of the
midnight sun or the aurora borealis," she replied.



"Too late for one an' too fur
south for the other," Dextry interposed.

"We'll see the sun further north,
though."

"Have you ever heard the real
origin of the Northern Lights?" the young man inquired.



"Naturally, I never have," she
answered.



"Well, here it is. I have it from
the lips of a great hunter of the Tananas. He told it to me when I
was sick, once, in his cabin, and inasmuch as he is a wise Indian
and has a reputation for truth, I have no doubt that it is
scrupulously correct.



"In the very old days, before the
white man or corned beef had invaded this land, the greatest tribe
in all the North was the Tananas. The bravest hunter of these was
Itika, the second chief. He could follow a moose till it fell
exhausted in the snow and he had many belts made from the claws of
the brown bear which is deadly wicked and, as every one knows,
inhabited by the spirits of 'Yabla-men,' or devils.



"One winter a terrible famine
settled over the Tanana Valley. The moose departed from the gulches
and the caribou melted from the hills like mist. The dogs grew
gaunt and howled all night, the babies cried, the women became
hollow-eyed and peevish.



"Then it was that Itika decided
to go hunting over the saw-tooth range which formed the edge of the
world. They tried to dissuade him, saying it was certain death
because a pack of monstrous white wolves, taller than the moose and
swifter than the eagle, was known to range these mountains, running
madly in chase. Always, on clear, cold nights, could be seen the
flashing of the moonbeams from their gleaming hungry sides, and
although many hunters had crossed the passes in other years, they
never returned, for the pack slew them.



"Nothing could deter Itika,
however, so he threaded his way up through the range and, night
coming, burrowed into a drift to sleep in his caribou-skin. Peering
out into the darkness, he saw the flashing lights a thousand times
brighter than ever before. The whole heavens were ablaze with
shifting streamers that raced and writhed back and forth in wild
revel. Listening, he heard the hiss and whine of dry snow under the
feet of the pack, and a distant noise as of rushing winds, although
the air was deathly still.



"With daylight, he proceeded
through the range, till he came out above a magnificent valley.
Descending the slope, he entered a forest of towering spruce, while
on all sides the snow was trampled with tracks as wide as a
snow-shoe. There came to him a noise which, as he proceeded,
increased till it filled the woods. It was a frightful din, as
though a thousand wolves were howling with the madness of the kill.
Cautiously creeping nearer, he found a monstrous white animal
struggling beneath a spruce which had fallen upon it in such
fashion as to pinion it securely.



"All brave men are
tender-hearted, so Itika set to work with his axe and cleared away
the burden, regardless of the peril to himself. When he had
released it, the beast arose and instead of running away addressed
him in the most polite and polished Indian, without a trace of
accent.



"'You have saved my life. Now,
what can I do for you?'



"'I want to hunt in this valley.
My people are starving,' said Itika, at which the wolf was greatly
pleased and rounded up the rest of the pack to help in the
kill.



"Always thereafter when Itika
came to the valley of the Yukon the giant drove hunted with him. To
this day they run through the mountains on cold, clear nights, in a
multitude, while the light of the moon flickers from their white
sides, flashing up into the sky in weird, fantastic figures. Some
people call it Northern Lights, but old Isaac assured me earnestly,
toothlessly, and with the light of ancient truth, as I lay
snow-blind in his lodge, that it is nothing more remarkable than
the spirit of Itika and the great white wolves."



"What a queer legend!" she said.
"There must be many of them in this country. I feel that I am going
to like the North."



"Perhaps you will," Glenister
replied, "although it is not a woman's land."



"Tell me what led you out here in
the first place. You are an Eastern man. You have had advantages,
education—and yet you choose this. You must love the North."



"Indeed I do! It calls to a
fellow in some strange way that a gentler country never could. When
once you've lived the long, lazy June days that never end, and
heard geese honking under a warm, sunlit midnight; or when once
you've hit the trail on a winter morning so sharp and clear that
the air stings your lungs, and the whole white, silent world
glistens like a jewel; yes—and when you've seen the dogs romping in
harness till the sled runners ring; and the distant mountain-ranges
come out like beautiful carvings, so close you can reach them—well,
there's something in it that brings you back—that's all, no matter
where you've lost yourself. It means health and equality and
unrestraint. That's what I like best, I dare say—the utter
unrestraint.



"When I was a school-boy, I used
to gaze at the map of Alaska for hours. I'd lose myself in it. It
wasn't anything but a big, blank corner in the North then, with a
name, and mountains, and mystery. The word 'Yukon' suggested to me
everything unknown and weird—hairy mastodons, golden river bars,
savage Indians with bone arrow-heads and seal-skin trousers. When I
left college I came as fast as ever I could—the adventure, I
suppose….



"The law was considered my
destiny. How the shades of old Choate and

Webster and Patrick Henry must
have wailed when I forswore it. I'll bet

Blackstone tore his
whiskers."

"I think you would have made a
success," said the girl, but he laughed.



"Well, anyhow, I stepped out,
leaving the way to the United States Supreme bench unobstructed,
and came North. I found it was where I belonged. I fitted in. I'm
not contented—don't think that. I'm ambitious, but I prefer these
surroundings to the others—that's all. I'm realizing my desires.
I've made a fortune—now I'll see what else the world has."



He suddenly turned to her. "See
here," he abruptly questioned, "what's your name?"



She started, and glanced towards
where Dextry had stood, only to find that the old frontiersman had
slipped away during the tale.



"Helen Chester," she
replied.



"Helen Chester," he repeated,
musingly. "What a pretty name! It seems almost a pity to change
it—to marry, as you will."



"I am not going to Nome to get
married."



He glanced at her quickly.



"Then you won't like this
country. You are two years too early; you ought to wait till there
are railroads and telephones, and tables d'hote, and chaperons.
It's a man's country yet."



"I don't see why it isn't a
woman's country, too. Surely we can take a part in taming it.
Yonder on the Oregon is a complete railroad, which will be running
from the coast to the mines in a few weeks. Another ship back there
has the wire and poles and fixings for a telephone system, which
will go up in a night. As to tables d'hote, I saw a real French
count in Seattle with a monocle. He's bringing in a restaurant
outfit, imported snails, and pate de joies gras. All that's wanting
is the chaperon. In my flight from the Ohio I left mine. The
sailors caught her. You see I am not far ahead of schedule."



"What part are you going to take
in this taming process?" he asked.



She paused long before replying,
and when she did her answer sounded like a jest.



"I herald the coming of the law,"
she said.



"The law! Bah! Red tape, a dead
language, and a horde of shysters! I'm afraid of law in this land;
we're too new and too far away from things. It puts too much power
in too few hands. Heretofore we men up here have had recourse to
our courage and our Colts, but we'll have to unbuckle them both
when the law comes. I like the court that hasn't any appeal." He
laid hand upon his hip.



"The Colts may go, but the
courage never will," she broke in.



"Perhaps. But I've heard rumors
already of a plot to prostitute the law. In Unalaska a man warned
Dextry, with terror in his eye, to beware of it; that beneath the
cloak of Justice was a drawn dagger whetted for us fellows who own
the rich diggings. I don't think there's any truth in it, but you
can't tell."



"The law is the foundation—there
can't be any progress without it.

There is nothing here now but
disorder."

"There isn't half the disorder
you think there is. There weren't any crimes in this country till
the tenderfeet arrived. We didn't know what a thief was. If you
came to a cabin you walked in without knocking. The owner filled up
the coffee-pot and sliced into the bacon; then when he'd started
your meal, he shook hands and asked your name. It was just the same
whether his cache was full or whether he'd packed his few pounds of
food two hundred miles on his back. That was hospitality to make
your Southern article look pretty small. If there was no one at
home, you ate what you needed. There was but one unpardonable
breach of etiquette—to fail to leave dry kindlings. I'm afraid of
the transitory stage we're coming to—that epoch of chaos between
the death of the old and the birth of the new. Frankly, I like the
old way best. I love the license of it. I love to wrestle with
nature; to snatch, and guard, and fight for what I have. I've been
beyond the law for years and I want to stay there, where life is
just what it was intended to be—a survival of the fittest."



His large hands, as he gripped
the bulwark, were tense and corded, while his rich voice issued
softly from his chest with the hint of power unlimited behind it.
He stood over her, tall, virile, and magnetic. She saw now why he
had so joyously hailed the fight of the previous night; to one of
his kind it was as salt air to the nostrils. Unconsciously she
approached him, drawn by the spell of his strength.



"My pleasures are violent and my
hate is mighty bitter in my mouth. What I want, I take. That's been
my way in the old life, and I'm too selfish to give it up."



He was gazing out upon the dimly
lucent miles of ice; but now he turned towards her, and, doing so,
touched her warm hand next his on the rail.



She was staring up at him
unaffectedly, so close that the faint odor from her hair reached
him. Her expression was simply one of wonder and curiosity at this
type, so different from any she had known. But the man's eyes were
hot and blinded with the sight of her, and he felt only her beauty
heightened in the dim light, the brush of her garments, and the
small, soft hand beneath his. The thrill from the touch of it
surged over him—mastered him.



"What I want—I take," he
repeated, and then suddenly he reached forth and, taking her in his
arms, crushed her to him, kissing her softly, fiercely, full upon
the lips. For an instant she lay gasping and stunned against his
breast, then she tore her fist free and, with all her force, struck
him full in the face.



It was as though she beat upon a
stone. With one movement he forced her arm to her side, smiling
into her terrified eyes; then, holding her like iron, he kissed her
again and again upon the mouth, the eyes, the hair—and released
her.



"I am going to love you—Helen,"
said he.



"And may God strike me dead if I
ever stop HATING you!" she cried, her voice coming thick and hoarse
with passion.



Turning, she walked proudly
forward towards her cabin, a trim, straight, haughty figure; and he
did not know that her knees were shaking and weak.

                    
                

                
            

            
        

OEBPS/images/ebook_image_237897_79269f17dbbb2b49.jpg
& Passerino Editore















OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Spoilers

Rex Beach







