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CHAPTER I

SOMETIMES when A limb is slashed off a young tree, half the strong juice of its life seems to flow away through the wound, and instead of growing, it shrinks, withers, hardens, and so endures for a long time, looking in the forest like one of those stunted trees which grow against the arctic winds of timberline. Daniel Finlay was like that. He was not much past forty, but he looked sapless, dry, hard of rind, like a man of sixty. His right arm had been cut off at the wrist, and with the loss of that hand went his possibilities of leading a happy life. He had to withdraw from physical action; there was left him only his mind and even of that he made a left-handed use. He was a trouble maker.

He had a law office in the town of Bluewater, but his real business was conducted in other places. In a courtroom the handless gestures of his right arm often had terrible effect on a jury and convinced it of the honesty of his passion; at those times his restrained voice and his quiet words gave a sense of a life so tragic that deception was now too small and mean to enter it, and that was why he was a better liar than most men and a more efficient trouble maker. On this bright Sunday he began the work which was his masterpiece both for the nature of the mischief that he led toward and for the number of lives that were involved.

He hated the peace of this day. Not long before, Bluewater had been just a shade noisier and more dangerous on Sunday than on week days, but since the Reverend Joseph Hunter built the white church on the hill at the end of the street, law and order had begun to organize in the town. The saloons closed on Sunday. Quiet fell over the street, and Finlay hated that quiet. During the week, when all men were busy, laboring, sweating, scheming, conspiring to make their way in the world, Finlay was only unhappy in the evening when other citizens returned to their homes without fear of the long and lonely night; but on Sundays of quiet, all the bitter hours of sunshine told Finlay that he was alone in this world.

And on this Sunday, as he walked slowly down the street, he detested everything, from the empty, dusty ruts to the bald faces of the frame shacks and stores, and so up to the shaggy sides of the mountains and their saw-toothed edges against the sky. As his eye could travel outward through the thin blue of space, so it could turn inward without finding peace; and always he was hearing the hurrying, confused, disputing voices of Bluewater creek as it rushed on about a business that was never completed.

Here and there he passed householders sitting in their shirtsleeves on front porches. If there was a woman present, he took off his hat, first making a gesture up with his right arm and then seeming to realize that the hand was lacking and hurriedly snatching off his hat with the left. The women never got tired of seeing that mixed gesture because women are never tired of things that make their hearts ache just a little.

Because we pity the sufferers and the maimed, we feel that their hearts must be good. The pride of Finlay was like that of the damned, but it was written down as decent dignity. Malice hardened his face and wrinkled his eyes, but his expression was attributed to pain of body and mind. He knew that secret charities are always published abroad in convinced whispers. There were people in Bluewater ready to swear that Finlay was one of the best men in the world.

On this morning, he was debating in his mind what he would do about the church. He so loathed the mild eye and the open face of the good minister that even to contemplate sitting with the congregation was a torment to him, but when he saw the number of people who were turning out in their best clothes to hurry up the hill, he realized that he would have to do something about a social fact that had grown to such importance. Even big Hank Walters, with two dead men in his past, was striding up the walk with his wife and three children, and looking perfectly happy and contented!

Daniel Finlay decided that he would go once a year to the church. He would enter it for the Christmas service. He would come in late and last. He would sit quietly in one of the rear seats. Best of all if he found the church filled and had to stand in the back, listening, grave. After a time, people would know that he was there. They would turn covert heads. A whisper would run about the church, even in the midst of the service. The startled eyes of the minister would find him and dwell on him. When the plate was passed, he would slip a hundred dollars into it, folding the bill very small. Afterward the size of the donation would be noticed, and everybody would know about it, and, when he passed, the women and the children would open their eyes at him.

He saw that by this act he would gain more respect and wonder and admiration and sympathy than by praying on his knees in public every Sunday of the year. And just as much as he despised and loathed and envied all strong and happy people, so he yearned to have their sympathy.

On this day, when he came to the general-merchandise store, he found it closed and felt that this was a personal affront. But on the wide veranda, their chairs tilted back against the wall, were Bob Witherell and several of his men. They were tools fit for mischief, and therefore they pleased his eye. Only six months before he had defended Bob Witherell on the charge of robbing the stagecoach to Warrenton. He had said to Witherell: “You’re as guilty as anything, but I’ll take your case. You’re young enough to know better.”

He always covered up his dishonorable action with a wise or a noble maxim. When Witherell asked him, after acquittal had been brought about by one of those handless orations to a jury, what the fee was, he had told Bob, sternly, that he had not done this thing for money. He refused to name a price. And that was why Bob Witherell, with a sense of shame, stuffed five hundred dollars into an envelope and left it on his desk. He accepted the money with the careless gesture of one who was above considering such a thing.

Bob Witherell was vastly impressed. He felt that he had been delivered from danger by a man who believed in him in spite of the fact that that same man was aware of his guilt. When Finlay came by, now, Bob jumped up from his chair and shook hands eagerly, respectfully. He was so big and gay, his eyes were so black and restless, there was so much red life gleaming through his cheeks that Finlay inwardly felt poisoned by the sight of a creature to whom, the merest existence was sure to be a happiness. He loathed Bob Witherell because he knew that Bob was graced by the advantage of a vast physical content. He endured Bob Witherell because Bob was an instrument which might one day be used in giving pain to others.

Witherell introduced the lawyer to the others. They were unlike their big companion in many ways, but in all of their eyes appeared a certain bright restlessness. Finlay gave them his left hand, gravely, one by one; he knew that every one of them ought to be in jail or perhaps be hanging at the end of a rope. But he allowed a certain kindliness to appear through his austerity.

“Look across the street, Mr. Finlay,” said Bob Witherell. “What’s the name of that gal over there? Gosh, she’s a beauty.”

She was not a beauty, exactly. That is to say, when youth was subtracted, she would remain merely pretty. She was dressed up in a fluffy white dress that the wind fluttered, and through the wide, translucent brim of her hat the sun strained a golden light over her face. Goodness and gentleness shone from her, and she kept smiling as girls will when they are very young and very happy. Or youth alone and that mysterious knowledge which only the young possess will make them smile, and that hearkening to all that is obscured in our older ears. The house was a plain little white-painted shack like most of the others in the street, but it was distinguished from the rest by having a patch of garden behind its picket fence. And the girl was moving in the narrow garden walks, touching the flowers, leaning over them, smiling and even laughing at them.

“That’s Mary Wilson, and she’s not for you,” said Finlay.

“Oh, isn’t she?” asked Witherell. “Who’s got her staked out and a claim filed?”

“Young fellow over yonder in the mountains,” said Finlay. “He’s got a cabin over in a corner of the Bentley place.”

“A dog-gone squatter, eh?” asked Witherell, frowning, staring at the girl.

“Don’t call him that,” answered Finlay. “Young fellow, hard-working. Been on his own since he was sixteen, and always working at that bit of land. Built a cabin and a barn. Raises some hay. Has a nice start on a herd. No nonsense about him, Witherell. A young fellow to be respected and envied. Very much so!”

Now, painting this picture of an honest man, and a good citizen, Finlay watched with a side glance the effect of his description on Witherell, and his heart bounded as he saw his poison take effect.

“A man that wanted to, I bet he could take the gal from this hombre you talk about,” said Witherell.

“Take her away?” said Finlay. “Not from John Saxon! There’s a real man, Bob. As strong a fellow with his hands as any in the mountains around here, I suppose. No, no, whatever you do, don’t have any trouble with John Saxon!”

He shook his head in agreement with himself, as he said this, and pretended not to notice the flush of anger in the face of Witherell, nor the quick glance of the highwayman at his own big hands. Finlay was so pleased with himself that his eyes shone. He knew, with a profound understanding, that he had made trouble for John Saxon.

He had no particular reason for hating Saxon, except that the fellow was a perfect type of the honest citizen, the man who never even looks askance at temptations, the man who labors straightforward all his days and wins a widening respect from his fellows, establishes a family in comfort, loves his wife and his children, and is surrounded by a profound affection to the end of his life. Such men troubled Finlay more than any other fact in his knowledge. They prove that to be honest and industrious is to win, in the end, the greatest happiness. They seem to deny by example that happiness can be gained by schemes, conniving, keen and treacherous wits. They accept the social harness with willing hearts and gladden themselves by the commonness of their lots. So Finlay hated John Saxon and wished him evil at the hands of Witherell.

“He’s big, is he? He’s strong, is he?” said Witherell. “All right, and maybe he is.”

“He’ll be along here, soon,” said Finlay, “and take his girl–she’s the prettiest thing in town, I suppose–and he’ll take her up the hill to the church, and you’ll see her smiling all the way, the happiest girl in Bluewater, and she has reason to be.

“Ah,” added Finlay, shaking his head and looking firmly at Witherell in reproof, “you fellows who drift here and there, you rolling stones–what do you come to? What do you gain, compared with the gains of John Saxon? You ought to consider him, Bob. You know that I have your welfare at heart. You know that I’d like to see you change some of your ways. That’s why I ask you to consider John Saxon. Put your mind on him, Bob. Honesty is the best policy, my lad.”

He laid a hand kindly on the shoulder of Bob, after murmuring these last words, and went slowly up the street again, past the group of fine, hot-blooded horses which were tethered to the hitch rack. They were too beautiful to belong to any except rich men–and Witherell and his companions were not rich. They were only rich in mischief, and Finlay knew, with a profound satisfaction, that he had started that mischief, and that it would soon be eagerly under way.




CHAPTER II

WITHERELL, left alone with his fellows, stared straight before him through some moments.

“The lawyer socked you pretty hard, Bob,” said one of his friends.

Witherell said nothing. He was thinking things over. It was true that he had not made a great success. He was stronger in his hands than most men. He rode a horse better. He was more handsome. He was quicker and straighter with a gun–this above all. He was enough of a leader to have gathered about him a formidable little group of reckless spirits. But he was not a great success. He had not startled the mind and filled the imagination of the world as his brother, The Solitaire, had done.

The Solitaire was a national figure. His list of dead men was long and crowded with important names. He had a Federal marshal on that list. Every man of sound information was able to name off most of the list of The Solitaire’s twenty-two victims. Women smiled at him because he was notorious. Success was his middle name. And Bob knew that he had fallen far short and would always fall far short of his brother’s greatness.

The sense of failure oppressed him, because he knew that he was not of a caliber to imitate his brother’s achievements. He felt that these men who were beside him, were cheap and small, also; unworthy tools for any great purpose!

And just as his teeth were on edge, he saw John Saxon come up the street, driving a pair of mules to rattling old buckboard. He was a big young man, happy, brown-faced, cheerful. From a distance he stood up and waved his whip and shouted, and Mary Wilson ran out from the garden and fairly danced on the board walk, waving her hands back to him.

The mules broke into a hobbling canter.

“Hell,” said Bob Witherell. “And that’s Saxon, is it?”

“He’s big enough,” remarked “Boots” Russell.

“He looks like a big ham, to me,” said Witherell. “But maybe he ain’t too big to dance, eh?”

The thought struck him with a thrill of pleasure. The numb ache of delight came between his eyes, when he thought of making Saxon caper on the sidewalk, in the very presence of the pretty girl.

Saxon had dismounted with a leap, throwing the reins, and the mules stopped and dropped their heads in repose, instantly. There was a dust coat over the clothes of Saxon. He threw it off. He was revealed in a decent suit of dark gray. He wore a broad gray Stetson. He carried his bigness with the lithe ease of a man in perfect condition and very young. And Bob Witherell hated all of these details. Finlay had made them rivals.

Above all, Witherell hated the blond head which appeared when Saxon jerked off his hat and embraced the girl. Afterward she got away from him, pulling at her dress, straightening it, laughing at Saxon, and protesting.

Witherell sneered. “Lookit,” he said barely aloud. “A fool. Got no manners. Mauling a girl around like that! Why, he’s no kind of a man at all.”

“He looks plenty man,” said Boots, chuckling a little.

Boots was not “plenty man.” He was little and narrow, and his soul was too small for even that shrunken body; but Boots was wonderfully master of the only art he knew, which was that of using a .45 Colt.

“He looks plenty man to you, does he?” said Witherell.

“Yeah, he looks big to me. Maybe he’s bigger than you think,” said Boots.

Witherell started to make a sneering rejoinder, but he forgot all about words, as he stared across the street. The hatred which he felt was so extremely violent and profound that he was amazed by his own emotion.

He looked suddenly away, and far off, down the street, he saw Finlay sauntering toward him slowly. The anger of Witherell increased. He stood up and shouted suddenly:

“Hey, Saxon!”

John Saxon turned from the girl and waved his hand.

“Hello?” he called.

“Come here a minute, will you?” asked Witherell.

Saxon hesitated. But his good humor kept him smiling, and he nodded presently. “Sure,” he said, and started across the street.

The smile dimmed. He frowned a little, with a curious wonder as he examined the strangers on the veranda. As he came up, he said:

“Sorry. Do I know you fellows?”

“I dunno,” answered Witherell. “Maybe you’ll get to know us better. Reason I called you over was that I seen your long legs.”

Boots laughed. The others laughed, too, and the face of Saxon hardened. It was a good face, and handsome, with all the lines of strength well modeled. The sun had burned the eyebrows pale at the tips but left a darker shadow under. Hard work had kept the flesh lean, the eyes clear. The eyes were gray, with a tint of hazel in them that was beginning to brighten dangerously now.

“I don’t know you,” said Saxon. “I don’t know what my legs have to do with you. And I don’t give a damn.”

“He don’t give a damn,” said Witherell, sneering.

“No, he don’t give a damn,” said Boots, chuckling again with infinite pleasure, “He’s too big to give a damn.”

“Maybe he could be cut down smaller,” said Witherell. “Saxon, can you dance?”

Saxon looked them over calmly.

“You fellows want trouble. But I’m busy,” he said, and started to turn away.

The flash of a gun halted him suddenly. Amazement stopped him more than fear.

“Dance you!” shouted Witherell, and put a bullet right through the boards of the sidewalk, at Saxon’s feet.

The slug of lead peeled off a long splinter and slapped it up against his leg. He jumped into the air with an unconscious contraction of his muscles.

“You fool!” he shouted. “What’re you trying to do?”

“Dance,” yelled Witherell, and fired again.

And again Saxon jumped, instinctively, from the danger.

A smooth stream of lead poured out of the gun of Witherell, five shots in rapid succession, and then he dropped a fresh Colt into his right hand and continued the rain of bullets. Across the street, the girl was screaming with terror. She started to run across toward Saxon, and Saxon, turning, panic-stricken, went back toward the girl as fast as he could leg it.

At every step he took, bullets smashed through the dust about his feet. And he bounded like a deer. One would have thought that the street was white-hot, and that Saxon was running over the flames in his bare feet. And as he ran, he shouted with his fear.

When he came to the girl, he caught her up in his arms and sprinting through the open gate of the garden, dashed up the walk and disappeared into the little white house, still carrying her.

Witherell was so delighted that laughter almost shook him to pieces.

People were pouring out into the street. Men were hurrying toward the sound of the shooting and the outcries.

“Come on, boys,” said Witherell. “I’m tired of this dead town anyway. We won’t see anything better than that dance, I guess.”

They went out and mounted their horses as Daniel Finlay came up. He shook a forefinger at Witherell.

“Ah, Bob,” he said, “I’m afraid that you’re incorrigible. An incorrigible boy, Bob Witherell. Good advice is thrown away on you, lad! Now run away and try to make better habits!”

Bob Witherell rode away, but he was pleased, his heart was eased. He had shamed John Saxon before Saxon’s girl, and so long as the handsome blond fellow lived, he would never be able to forget that shame, Witherell decided. As long as Saxon lived, he would shudder a little when he heard the name of Bob Witherell. And perhaps the girl, too, would have her eyes opened. She would come to understand that there are other sorts of men in this world than the plain and honest pluggers. A flash of a new idea might illumine her. Perhaps, now and again, she might sigh as she remembered.

That was the humor of Witherell as he led the riders up through the mountains, but it was really chance that took him by the south trail and onto the wide, sweeping hills of the old Bentley range.

“Hey!” called Boots. “That’s the shack of the squatter. That’s where Saxon hangs out. Let’s go look-see.”

They went into the shack. It was one room, complete, and one room incomplete, with a foundation dug and some squared logs of good size lying curing in the weather against the day when they would be laid up to make the walls. Before the marriage, no doubt, that room would have to be finished. Inside, there was exactly what one would expect to find in the cabin of a young settler who was just starting to build up his herd. From the walls hung a jumble of old clothes, harness, saddles, bridles, guns, gear of all sorts. There was no ceiling. Gaunt, crooked rafters stretched across from wall to wall, and on a platform above them appeared a stack of newly cured pelts. There was nothing about the place extra ordinary in any way, except for a small shelf of books. Witherell curled his lip when he saw the books.

“Blame college man, likely,” said Bob Witherell.

He lighted a cigarette and threw the match on the floor.

“What you fellows think of this sort of a place to live in?” asked Witherell. “Hell of a layout, ain’t it?”

“You know,” answered Boots, “you gotta have all kinds in the world. You gotta have the suckers for the sake of the gents with brains enough to trim ‘em!”

“Look out!” warned another. “That match has set fire to the shavings, there. Stamp on it, boys.”

Witherell looked down and saw the small smoke rising, and the little, weak-headed flame. Some shavings left by a carpenter’s plane lay in a corner, together with some bits of paper.

“If he ain’t got sense enough to sweep his floor, what should we care about it?” asked Witherell. “Leave it be.”

Then he added: “There’s not enough strength to that, to set the house on fire. And what if it did? He made me sick, the big yellow-belly! Hear how he hollered out? He made me sick at the stomach to listen to him. Leave the fire go!”

He led the way outside.


His companions, rather guiltily, followed him. But they would have been both afraid and ashamed to protest. The magnificently casual air of Bob Witherell seemed exactly that which most became a man of spirit.

“Lookit,” said Witherell. “Why, he ain’t a man. He’s a squaw with a vegetable patch. Look at how he’s tied up the tomatoes on sticks, too. And he’s got onions and potatoes. Look yonder, at the little smokehouse. He kills his own pork and he cures his own bacon. Why, the devil with a miserly hound like that. He ain’t no good. He never makes a dollar roll. Why, the devil with that kind of a thing. You can’t call it a man.”

“Hey, wait a minute, Bob,” said Boots. “Look back there! The house is catchin’ on fire, all right.”

Witherell turned with a jerk of his body. The wood had been drier than he had expected it to be. After all, the pile of shavings had been fairly large, and perhaps there was a draft blowing across the floor, fanning the flames, which were now crackling and fluttering.

“Hey, wait a minute,” muttered Witherell, and he hurried back to the threshold of the house. There he paused. The whole floor was alive with red snakes of fire, and more flames were crawling up the wall. Already everything in the room was ruined. Already enough had been done to send them all to jail.

And then, with a savage reaction, he stepped back into the open and slammed the door behind him.

“Let it burn,” he said. “What would we care about it, anyway? What kind of a man is this here Saxon? I wouldn’t give a nickel for a dozen like him!”

He swung into the saddle. Inside the house, the fire was beginning to roar ominously. Smoke spurted out at a thousand cracks.

“Built like a cracker box–just as flimsy,” declared Witherell. “He don’t even know how to build a house. D’you see that?”

Suddenly, inside the cabin, a gun exploded. And the group of riders started and looked at one another.

“His ghost is in there shooting,” said Boots with a laugh.

“That’s the only thing that would have the nerve to pull a gun,” said Witherell. “Not handsome John. He wouldn’t have the nerve at all. He’d rather run and yell like a dog.”

“He’s raised some good fat cows, up here,” commented Boots.

“Sure,” said Witherell. The delight of evil sent a keen tremor through him. “Sure, he raises beef for us to eat. Round ‘em up boys. I know where we can sell that stuff fifty miles from here–and a hundred head of beef like that is worth a price. I knew we wouldn’t be wastin’ our time when I started things with Saxon.”




CHAPTER III

JOHN SAXON came up through the hills with only a rather dim anger remaining in his breast, the after-effect of the way he had danced across the street at the bidding and before the bullets of Bob Witherell. He had calmed his own shaken nerves and the hysteria of Mary Wilson and he had gone straight on to the church. He had felt that a church was a good place to be in after an experience such as he had been through. For his own part, he had never used a rifle for anything except to shoot venison. As for a revolver, he literally never had pulled the trigger of one, to say nothing of fanning the hammer of such an inaccurate weapon. To him, bullets meant less sport than hunting. Bullets brought meat and had to be safe-guarded and spent with the greatest caution. He never practiced except at real game.

So he had little shame about his flight before Bob Witherell. On the way to the church he noticed that people looked at him, laughing. He simply did not understand what he had done that might amuse others. It was only on the way home that Mary Wilson said to him:

“They’re hateful! People that laugh because you ran away!”

“Ran away?” he repeated. “Of course I ran away from a crazy man with a gun. I’d run away from a forest fire, the same way.”

“Of course you would,” said the girl.

But she lifted her eyes and looked rather unhappily away toward the blue of the sky. It was not that she really doubted, but that she was thinking a bit.

Afterward, at dinner, Mary’s father mentioned the thing. First of all, he condemned savagely blackguards of the type of Bob Witherell. Such fellows, he declared, ought to be hanged at once, out of hand. He went on into a happier vein and told John Saxon with a whimsical humor that he had heard that John was a wonderful dancer and that he had done some of the best high jumping in the world, this day. Mr. Wilson laughed a good deal at his own humor, and his wife added her own chuckle, and, what Saxon noticed most of all, Mary flushed.

Whatever Witherell had done, it was plain that he had amused a large section of the town of Bluewater.

After dinner, Saxon found a chance to talk alone for a moment with Wilson. He said bluntly: “You think that I ought to have stood up to Witherell?”

“Stood up to him? No one but a drunkard or a fool would have done that,” declared Wilson. “No, my boy. It was a great deal better to turn and run–and besides, that gave people a chance to see some of the best dancing in the world.”

Mr. Wilson laughed again, very heartily, but Saxon was not at all amused. He brooded a good deal about the adventure of the day. There was a great deal of simplicity in Saxon. He had taken a lot of things for granted ever since he was a boy, and, among others, he never had thought about courage at all. Now and then, as a youngster, he had had fist fights, and he had always won them because he was naturally stronger and quicker than other boys of his size and height. Back in his memory was lodged the recollection of a day when he had been matched against a boy who was distinctly more than his own height, weight, and age. It had been a long and desperate battle, waged against superior skill, wisdom, strength, and craft. But in the end, Saxon was able to draw upon a greater power, a well of which was always rising in his heart.

He had thought that that greater power was his superior fortitude. He had thought, always, that fortitude was the same thing as courage. He had thought that when he went out into the face of a winter hurricane to look after the welfare of his cattle, he was showing courage. And the day he had ventured down the face of a cliff to save the sheep that was caught there between rock and bush–well, that he had thought to be courage. He had distinctly thought so.

It seemed that there was another way of looking at things. According to this, the only way a man could demonstrate courage was by standing unarmed up to an assassin armed with a revolver in the use of which he was professionally accurate.

The injustice of this conception troubled the usually serene mind of Saxon. When he said good-by to Mary, later that day, he thought that her brow was clouded. And he questioned her directly.

“You wish that I’d taken that gun away from Witherell and thrashed him. That’s what you wish, isn’t it?” said Saxon.

“Do I wish it?” said Mary dreamily. “I don’t know what I wish. I only know I’m glad you’re safe, and I’m sorry that it happened.”

When he drove his mules back up the mountain road, he went by a number of people who laughed openly at him.

He heard one man say: “You should have heard how he hollered. That was the main thing. The way he hollered!”

And he flushed, as he listened to this. His heartbeat began to quicken. Of course one knew, instinctively, that there is only one curse in the world, and that is to be considered a coward. A man must die rather than allow this to be said of him.

As the mules pulled him up higher and higher over what was rather a trail than a road, his heart was soothed. The purer air made breathing more easy, and in a little while he would be turning the corner at his Expectation Point, from which he could always look across his little valley. The mules knew his habit so well that when they came to the corner, they halted of their own accord.

Saxon kept on smiling, more and more dimly, for another moment. Something was wrong. Something was so wrong that he would not dare to see what it was, at first.

Instead, he looked up from the valley to the sky, where he was able to see the familiar summits, of shadow and white, going into the blue. But when he looked down again, he was aware that, where his house had stood, there was now only a rising wisp of smoke.

The house was gone, and the barn was gone, too. A wind took hold on its ashes, and whirled the black cinders high, into the air. The trees that had stood about the house were now black skeletons. The grass was burned away, also, and left a great dark charcoal mark against the surrounding green.

The whole thing was wiped out!

He drove the mules forward slowly. The world that had been his was shrinking to that buckboard and those two mules. Nothing else was left to him!

He stared about him, and he saw that the cattle had been swept away, also. Fiends had been there, and with a touch, in a single day, they had unraveled eight years of his life! All his labor was wasted. He stood now where he had stood as a boy of sixteen. The gesture was complete.

They had rubbed out the farm, and they had rubbed out the eight years. If it took him another eight years to accomplish what he had just managed, he would be thirty-two. The age seemed very advanced, to him. Mary Wilson could not be expected to wait that long before she married.

He stopped the mules and got out. Here and there a few bits of the smoke were still going up. There were heaps of rubbish, gray and black, and that was all.

Out at the corral, even the two stacks had burned and he saw the seared bodies of twelve young calves. The flames had hardly touched some of them, but they were all dead. And the killers had not even bothered to cut up the dead bodies for veal!

Yes, there were killers. For a time he felt sure that it could only be that a spark of fire had remained in his stove, and that this spark had blown up through the chimney and lived to reach a haystack, say, and that from this point the fire had spread. But that would not account for the manner in which the cattle had disappeared from the valley. And presently he found the hoof marks of six horses. Where they crossed the little run of water, those hoof marks were printed very firmly on the ground. They were registered in the mud so that he could examine them in detail, and particularly one left fore shoe, with a bar across it, as though the horse might have corns.

One of the mules began to bray, and the horrible sound throttled Saxon.

He sat down on a rock and looked and looked. Every time his eyes fell, the image of the house rose up clearly before him. He could see his ghost inside it, preparing supper. He could hear the cows lowing. But every time he glanced up, the emptiness rushed over his mind again.

It was dusk. The evening increased with rapidity. The empty night which was receiving the mountains was receiving the soul of Saxon, also. He was alone. The cold of loneliness reached to his heart. Even the mules were a comfort to him.

The night itself was now there, black, with many eyes that watched him. Nature itself asked him what he would do now, and he had no answer.

He was twenty-four. It was a very advanced age. A great part of life was gone behind him. The major portion of hope had been consumed.

Finally he roused himself. Cattle cannot travel quickly. Mules are not fast, but they are a lot faster and more enduring than fat-sided beeves.

He turned one mule loose to graze. He mounted the other, and rode off on the trail of the vanished herd.




CHAPTER IV

THIRTY miles OF the moonlit night, of the cold winds above timberline, and the icy snow waters, and the mule gave out utterly.

Big John Saxon dismounted and took off the bridle and threw it into a shrub, and went on. He went faster on foot, as matter of fact, than when he had been on the back of the mule, because the mule was not spurred as he was by a dreadful anxiety. If Saxon could get back his herd of beef, he would be all right. The house and the rest was chiefly handwork, and there was a plentiful treasure of strength reserved in him, ready to be spent. He felt as though he could work twenty hours a day for endless years to make up for the lost house. It was almost an advantage to have it gone, because now he would make it better and bigger, and more fit to be the house of Mary Wilson.

But with the cattle gone, he was thrown back to the very beginning. There was nothing that he could do, except to resume his daily labor on a ranch, and pile up thirty dollars or forty dollars or even fifty dollars a month of savings, slowly accumulating, saving every penny, starving himself, so that he could get enough hard cash together to begin his purchases of weak and of failing cattle, picking up a starved calf here and a tottering cow there at quarter price, and so building up, finally, a ragged but a salable group of beeves.

Ah, but that needed eight more years, eight more years to reach the point at which fate had so suddenly checked him! And Mary could not wait so long for him.

This inward agony kept him striding, without weariness, all through the night, and under the moon and then under the dawn he still found the thronging sign of his cattle and, now and again, that mark of the horse with the bar shoe.

But he came, now, to a narrow cleft of a valley that split the mountains deep, and out of that valley ran many little ravines, and up each of those ravines, on the left-hand side, rang the sign of some of the cattle. And he saw the rising sun shine along a face of chalk-white cliffs.

When he saw that, he stopped short.

Back in his memory there was lodged a story of rustlers of White Valley, back here among the mountains, fellows who knew how to take in a herd of any size and split it up into sections, and make it disappear in that hole-in-the-wall country. Afterward, it came out for sale at distant points. There would be no chance, therefore, of catching the thieves off guard. They had brought up the herd and already it had dissolved in the hands of the organized rustlers. It was only strange that these experts should have sent out six men to steal a herd of merely a hundred head!

Despair came blackly over him. He began to feel tired. His knees shook, and sitting down on a rock, he looked slowly around him. It was a beautiful valley with a rush of water down the center of it, singing and throwing up thin white arms of spray, and other ribbons of water went over the edges of the cliffs and showered down into white spray that was wind-blown like a mist before it reached the valley bottom, far below. All was a dazzle of brightness, except where groves of big, round-headed trees offered shelter and shadow to the eye. But there was no sense of beauty for John Saxon, in this scene. And every beat of his pulse told him that he was lost, lost, lost.

Six riders were coming up the valley toward him. That made the exact number of ravines. It was as if they had been dropped down out of the sky. They came closer, and he saw at the head of them that handsome ruffian, Bob Witherell.

They went straight by him, laughing, each giving him a mock salute. Then, staring down at the ground, he saw that the horse on which Witherell rode left behind, with every stroke of its left forehoof, the impression of a bar shoe.

“Witherell,” he shouted. “You cattle thief Witherell!”

Witherell turned with a gun in his hand. But Saxon ran straight on at the enemy. There was a madness in him.

“You rustler! You thief!” shouted Saxon.

Witherell held up the revolver for an instant as though about to shoot, but he changed his mind when he saw the empty hands of Saxon, and throwing the reins of his horse to one of his companions, he dropped to the ground.

Saxon, leaning far forward as he ran, came in with a smashing blow. Witherell dodged it, laughing still.

“I’m goin’ to teach you something, you fool!” he said.

He stepped in with a lifting punch. Saxon saw the fist only for an instant before the blow landed. It caught him neatly on the point of the chin and made him walk backward with sagging knees. Witherell followed carefully.

“I’m goin’ to give you a lesson,” he said, and hammered a long, straight left into the face of Saxon.

Saxon rushed in, bellowing with rage. He wanted to kill the man, but all he could meet with was a series of explosive and jarring punches that knocked the wits out of him and dimmed his eyes. The blood began to run from his face over his clothes.

He wiped the thick crimson away from his battered eyes. Two tremendous blows sent him staggering. He heard the men of Witherell shouting with delight. He heard them advising their champion where to hit next. And always Saxon was running forward at a blurring image, and always he was striking against a frightful wall of hard knuckles.

He heard Witherell say: “All right, take it then. Here’s a wind-up for you.”

It seemed to Saxon that a bullet smashed through his brain. He fell into darkness that only gradually relaxed, and as the world spun vaguely before his eyes, he felt a hard rap against his ribs, and then Witherell’s voice was saying:

“You lie there like the swine that you are. And the next time you see me, back up! Sure I stole your cows. Why? Because it pleased me to steal ‘em. Just for meanness was why I stole ‘em. You get another herd together, and I’ll steal those, too. There’s nothing that you ever get that I won’t come and take. Why? Because that’s the kind of an hombre I am. When I find a dog, I kick it, and I keep on kicking it till it howls!”

* * * * *

After a time, Saxon could sit up.

He was nauseated. He crawled to the rush of the water and lay beside it, letting the current ice his face and numb the pain of his battered and torn flesh. One of his eyes was swollen almost shut. Out of the other he saw only vaguely. And his head felt as large as a bucket.

He had been shamed before his girl, he had been robbed, beaten by the robber, and laughed at.

Well, there was justice in the world, and he would have it. There was the law!

It took him two days to get back to Bluewater. And in the early morning, with the blood still in his clothes and his face swollen to blue and purple, he walked into the office of the sheriff.

The sheriff was not there. There was only a young Negro, sweeping up the floor, who pointed out that the sheriff would still be at home, at this time of the day.

“My land, are you John Saxon?” said the lad. “You sure must ‘a’ fell off a high cliff, mister!”

Saxon went to the sheriff’s house. Two of Sheriff Phil Walker’s boys were playing in the front yard and they fled yelling into the building. Those yells brought the sheriff out promptly. He had the face of a bulldog, with mustaches on it. Or he might have been likened to a walrus. He was a fighting man, was the sheriff, and he showed fight now.

“You dirty tramp,” he said to Saxon. “You’ll scare little kids, will you? I’ll fix you so you won’t scare anybody for a while!”

“Wait a minute,” said Saxon. “I’m John Saxon. I’ve come here for justice.”

“Where you been drunk?” asked the sheriff. “You John Saxon? Yeah, I guess maybe you are, and you’re sure a mess. Where you been drunk, and who rolled you?”

“I’ve not been drunk,” said Saxon. “I never was drunk in my life. My house has been burned, and my cows have been stolen. I’m cleaned out of everything except two mules.”

“Yeah? You know who done it?” asked the sheriff calmly.

“I know who did it.”

“The devil you do.”

“Bob Witherell and five of his friends did it. The same five who were in town with him the other day.”

“This here is pretty loud talk,” said the sheriff. “Bob Witherell is in town right now. I’ll go get that hombre. You go down to my office and wait there.”

Saxon went down to the office and sat in the blackness of his misery until he heard footfalls approaching. The sheriff came, and with him came big, handsome Bob Witherell, who stood over Saxon and said:

“You want another licking, do you? What kinda lies you been telling about me, you skunk?”

“He stole my cattle,” said Saxon. His voice rose to a shout. “He cleaned out my herd, and he burned down my house. By God, you ought to hang him!”

“All right, all right,” said the sheriff. “Lemme have your proofs, now that you been talking so loud.”

“He’s got a horse with a barred shoe on the left forefoot. I trailed that shoeprint from my house all the way to White Valley, where the herd broke up.”

“Well, that sounds like something,” said the sheriff, without conviction. “What about it, Bob?”
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