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  Chapter One

  The town consisted of two parts. Up on the hill where the eucalyptus trees had been taught to grow were the homes of the well-to-do ranchers and miners who, for mysterious reasons understandable only by the natives of the great Southwest, had retired from active life, and built their houses in the city. They led dreary lives up on the hill where the eucalyptus trees grew thick enough to make a show at a distance, but not thick enough to make a shade. The sun upon the brow of that hill was as hot as it could be in any part of that hot state. But it had become the fashion to retire to San Lorenzo, and therefore the ranchers and the miners continued to come to it regularly as soon as they found that they could not stick in the saddle on a real pitching pony.

  Tommy Dodd, leaving this gloomily sunburned region behind him, advanced down the hill to the second section of the town.

  It crouched by the river with scarcely a single second story in the whole list of its houses. It crouched by the river like a dog at the feet of its master. This was the Mexican village from which the servants were recruited for the domestic establishments of the whites. It was so humble that it could find shelter even under the willows that stood along the riverbanks, their delicate green branches showering down like water from the bowl of the fountain. The willows grew even at some distance from the very bank of the stream, for the soil was porous, and allowed the water to seep far in; moreover, every spring when the heat of the sun melted the snow in the upper mountains far away, a great brown tide swept down the San Lorenzo River, crowded above its banks, and washed through the Mexican quarter of the town. There was a dike to prevent the inundation, but although it was built up every fall, it was made either too frail or too low, for the good-natured inhabitants always waited for the work to be completed in some happy mañana when plowing and scraping would be a pleasure and not disagreeable work. Every spring saw the destruction of the dike; every spring the brown waters rushed about the Mexican quarter; every spring some houses crumbled under the pressure and the dissolving action of the river against the adobe. But still the town was never moved, and the dike was never made perfect. Indeed, the yearly excitement and the nights of painful watching as the San Lorenzo grumbled and began to rise in its might made half the fun of living in that sunburned valley.

  Down the hill, on this hot day, came a pudgy little man who walked with the hurrying step of a great city, not the lazy stride of a cowman. He was in a perspiration before he reached the easy, level valleys that twisted through the Mexican quarter. Once among them, he advanced with greater leisure. It was impossible to continue hurrying when such an audience lingered near. Every doorway, it seemed, was occupied by a lounger smoking cigarettes and staring into the profound blue sky of the dreamer; every doorway gave tantalizing fragrances of cooking food—for the afternoon was wearing late, and through every doorway he had glimpses of the hard-packed, clean-swept dirt floors. There were children innumerable. There were dogs of twenty breeds. Here and there a pig wandered and paused to root out some hidden treasure of a dog, perhaps. The chickens clattered and scratched in the bright heat of the sun, the whitewashed adobe walls glistened in the light and turned smoky blue in the shadow, and in the warm air stirred a whisper that said that every day was worth living for the contentment that it brought and that need not be labored for.

  For his own part, John Rainier profoundly believed in leisure, but a nervous temperament kept him active. It kept him, now, from pausing to chat with any of the lounging ease-takers in the doorways, for although he smiled at and greeted everyone, he went on and on as though he expected to find some better chance a little in advance. Presently he heard the thrumming of a banjo in the hands of an expert, and a mellow baritone, softened with languor, began to sing:

  Oh, Mollie, oh, Mollie, it is for your sake alone

  That I leave my old parents, my house and my home,

  That I leave my old parents, you caused me to roam . . .

  I am a rebel soldier, and Dixie’s my home.

  Jack o’ diamonds, jack o’ diamonds,

  I know you of old,

  You’ve robbed my poor pockets

  Of silver and gold.

  Rainier, chuckling, hurried around the next winding of the alley and came upon a slim, soft-eyed Mexican girl standing in a doorway. She smiled at a white cloud drifting down the sky, but plainly her heart was at her feet, where the singer lounged. He was dressed in the luxurious height of Mexican fashion, from the long, spoon-handled golden spurs upon his heels, and the bright silver conchos that ran up the seams of his trousers, to the wide sombrero that sat on the ground beside him, all weighted and covered with gold medallions. But the face that looked up to the girl as he sang was the face of a white man. Though the desert sun had burned it as rich a brown as the backs of his hands, though his hair was the deepest black, and the brown of his eyes well-nigh black, also, one felt the Anglo-Saxon in his blood—perhaps in his smile, or in the strong modeling of his forehead. In age he could not well be past his early twenties, but it was plain that here was no son dependent upon a father’s will and pleasure. One might have traveled ten thousand miles without finding so handsome a picture of mischief and indolence. He strummed his banjo again through a soft interlude, and then began another verse of his song:

  My foot’s in the stirrup, my bridle’s in my hand,

  I’m going to leave sweet Mollie, the fairest in the land.

  Her parents don’t like me, they say I’m too poor,

  They say I’m unworthy to enter her door.

  But it’s beefsteak when I’m hungry

  And whiskey when I’m dry,

  Greenbacks when I’m hard up,

  And heaven when I die . . .

  Then memory, which had been struggling in the mind of John Rainier, found what he wanted. “Steve Train!” he cried.

  The handsome youth in the doorway sat up and yawned. Then he gave his hand to Rainier as the latter rushed up to him.

  “John Sullivan,” he said.

  “Rainier!” said the other, a little sharply.

  “Of course,” replied Steven Train, grinning. “John Rainier, of course. Honest John. What are you doing in these parts?”

  “I’m a valet,” said Rainier.

  “A which?”

  “A valet.”

  “What gag is that?” asked Steve Train.

  “Not half bad. I’ll tell you later. What’re you doing yourself?”

  “Doing?”

  “Yes. What’s your job?”

  “I’ve stopped working,” said Train, yawning again. “Stopped working three years back. Work ain’t what I’m cut out for. You wouldn’t believe it, now, but I got a weak liver. Work plumb raises the dickens with it.”

  John Rainier chuckled. “I guess it does,” he said. “You showed signs of it coming on the last time I seen you. But,” he went on with a sudden interest, “I think you’re the very man I’m looking for.”

  “Maybe,” said Train, turning an impatient glance away from Rainier, and penetrating the shadows of the house into which the girl had retreated when the stranger came near.

  “I got the job for you, old son.”

  “Maybe.”

  “A job without no work in it.”

  “A which?”

  “No work and all pay. Does that sound . . . ?”

  “Queer,” said Train calmly. “Sounds like a catch.”

  “I mean it, Steve.”

  “Coin or credit?”

  “Coin. Hard cash right on the nose.”

  Train rose, unlimbered his lithe body, stretched himself, cat-like, so that every muscle was tugged at, and then allowed to relax. Then he turned to the door and hissed softly. Instantly the girl appeared, regardless now of who should watch her. The cavalier whispered words in quick Spanish that Rainier could not follow. Then, kissing the tips of his slender fingers to the señorita, he turned away at the side of Rainier.

  “Still at it?” asked Rainier, half in admiration and half in envy. “Still busting hearts, Steve?”

  “I’m one of them unfortunates,” said Train, still trying to yawn away the inexhaustible sleep that tingled in his body. “I’m one of them unfortunates that can’t go no place without being took advantage of. The girls see that I’m plumb simple, and that I’ll foller a smile like a bull chases a red rag. That’s me, John.” And he turned his large, melancholy eyes upon his companion.

  “Confidence!” snapped out John Rainier. “That’s what you’re cut out for. If I could keep my face like you, I’d be on Wall Street, Steve. They’d have a value for you back there.”

  “There ain’t nothing on Wall Street,” stated Steve, “except money. And money’s dirt. Elbow room and a good time. That’s all I want.”

  Mr. Rainier seemed to have other opinions of this modest desire, and he began to chuckle softly to himself.

  “What’s the valet game?” asked Train, and, having reached an old willow, he sat down with his shoulders against its broad trunk and whistled to a roan-colored dog, one of whose ears was ragged from a recent fight. The cur lingered a suspicious moment, and then sneaked up to him and submitted to the caressing hand.

  “Dogs and horses are easy for you, Train,” said his companion. “Them and the ladies, eh?”

  “But valets,” said Train, “I never had no luck with. What about ’em?”

  “It’s a funny gag,” said Rainier. “Two years back a flatty grabs me in Denver. He soaks me in the calaboose. I pry a way out with my fingernails, you might say, and flag it for the railroad. Beat the rattlers to El Paso, got kicked off by a fresh shack, and spent the night wondering whether I’d better wait for another train or hike into town. You’d’ve sat it out.”

  “Sure.”

  “You’ve got more patience. But I walked. On the way I come across an oldish fellow riding a mustang that was turning itself inside out. Pretty soon it threw the old bird out of the saddle . . . one of his feet hung in the stirrup.

  “I says to myself . . . this sap has a barrel of the long green stowed in his pocket. Why should a horse get away with it? I managed to grab the head of the horse and stop the fool, and then untangled the old fellow, who was all dust and blood. His face was a smear, and I thought at first that he was out for the finish. I took a peek at his wallet. It was as flat as the palm of my hand. His watch was silver plate . . . hardly worth packing along to town to hock. Even his pocket knife had nothing put a plain bone handle. There wasn’t enough loot in that job to give me three squares. I decides I’ll have to be a hero and get a reward that way, if the sap don’t cash in on my hands.

  “He didn’t cash in. I brought him to, tied him together, and strapped him on the back of his horse. I bundled him into a hospital, and about a month later, when he could sit up in bed, he asks me what he can do for me to reward me.

  “‘Nothing,’ says I. ‘I want no reward except to see that you’re straightened out, sir.’

  “He fell for that line. Fed me some questions. I told him that I’d been a grocer, and that bad debts had ruined me, and that I had fifteen hundred dollars standing out against me, and so I had to quit my business and go West. Old Patrick Comstock . . . that was his name . . . thought it over for a while. Then he gave me that fifteen hundred dollars in cold cash, along with another thousand for expenses. He told me to get myself some good clothes, buy a ticket to my hometown, pay off my debts, prove my honesty to all the tradespeople in the place, and then, if I couldn’t think of another business that I wanted to go into, I could come back to him and go into his service.

  “I got as far as Chi. There I dropped the whole wad at blackjack in Three-fingered Louis’s dive. You know that place?”

  “Sure. The bouncer in that dump taught me how to throw a knife.”

  “I was cleaned. I turned around and rode the rods back to El Paso. Found out that Comstock had bought a ranch at San Lorenzo. Come here. He didn’t ask me no questions, just looked over the clothes I was wearing, and then he says that I can start work whenever I get ready.

  “‘What shall I do?’ says I.

  “‘Look around the house and see what’s to be done,’ says he.

  “‘I’m no good inside,’ says I.

  “‘Are you much good outside?’ says he.

  “‘I can bear a hand,’ says I.

  “‘Can you rope a cow?’

  “‘Nope.’

  “‘Can you ride range?’

  “‘What’s that mean?’ asks I.

  “‘You’d better stay inside,’ says he.

  “I sat around the house a while. He had two chink boys that done all the work. All I could think of doing was to dust the books in the library, but that pleased the old man a lot.

  “‘John,’ says he, ‘I’ve plenty of people to take care of my ranch and my house and my business, but I want somebody to take care of me. Will you be the man?’

  “So I took the job, and it turned out a cinch. I see that his clothes are always pressed and brushed, though I don’t have to do the pressing and the brushing. I watch out for the saddling of his horse, the looks of his saddle, the shine of his boots. That’s about all. That’s why I’m getting so flabby.”

  “You look like a mushroom,” said Train critically. “I’d hate to step on you. Where do I figure in on this party?”

  “Well, kid, if you’ve listened to me chatter, you know that I’m something big in the house up the hill, yonder. I go over with a bang. I’m the guy that saved his life, and that’s now prolonging it. That’s me. D’you get it?”

  “Yep.”

  “Well, old Comstock is now hunting for a brave man and an honest man to do a piece of hard work for him. Something important, where he’ll have to be trusted with big stuff. And that’s where you come in, Steve. You’re that same honest and brave man.”


  Chapter Two

  This suggestion was received in silence by Train, but finally he turned to his friend and showed his white and even teeth in a smile that was quite without mirth.

  “That’s good enough for the stage,” said Train.

  His companion, however, continued in all earnestness. “Just what the big play is, I dunno. But it’s something hot. There’d be a haul in it, I know.”

  He told the story in much detail. Mr. Comstock had announced that he must secure a man who possessed both courage and honesty. The first man he tested proved to be lacking in the first quality. The second had fallen short in honesty. He had then come to Rainier and asked him to do his best to find a man possessing both those qualities.

  “Why didn’t he use you, John?” asked Train.

  “Because I’m a boob with a gun. I never could do anything with a Colt, and this job needs a crack who can’t miss. That’s where you’d shine again. Besides, the old man says that he can’t risk losing me.”

  “A risky job, is it?”

  “According to him. Does it sound to you, Steve?”

  The languor of Steve Train was gradually diminishing. He actually sat up straight as though his back no longer was in need of a support.

  “Begins to look like there might be something worthwhile,” he admitted. “When do I see Comstock?”

  “Right now . . . pronto, if you want to.”

  They went up the hill to the big house of Patrick Comstock; they passed under the gate and came into the patio itself, and there Steven Train had a first sight of the rancher. He sat half in sun and half in shadow, a man with young eyes in an old face, and a mist of white hair stirring above his forehead. He was very thin, very fragile in appearance. The book he was reading seemed too thick for the hand that was supporting it. He laid aside that book and regarded the two.

  “Here’s a man I know, Mister Comstock,” said Rainier. “Name is Steven Train.”

  “How do you do, Mister Train,” said Comstock, making no movement toward shaking hands. “Does Train know about the work?”

  “A little,” answered the valet.

  “Then you may let us talk here alone.”

  Rainier disappeared, and Steve Train was waved to a nearby chair. The sun was hot, but Train loved its heat. He stretched himself in the blaze of that intolerable light, almost forgetting the man beside him for the moment.

  “You’re a Westerner, Train?” asked Comstock.

  “That’s what,” replied Train, still drinking in the heat of the sun.

  “But Rainier is an Easterner. I wonder how he came to know you.”

  “I forget where we met up,” answered Train. “Somewhere. I remember his face. My memory ain’t the best,” he added, turning to Comstock with his peculiar, lazy smile.

  “That outfit of yours,” said Comstock, “is almost too good to work in.”

  “Sure,” said Train carelessly. “Work ain’t my line.”

  “No?”

  The sharpness of this query recalled Train to himself, but having committed he now shrugged his shoulders.

  “What is your line, Train?”

  “Oh, I hunt a bit, trap a bit, loaf a bit,” he answered, smiling again.

  But Comstock was frowning. “A Westerner,” he said, “except for a gun.”

  “Why,” said Train, “sometimes one gun out of sight is worth two on the hip.”

  Mr. Comstock sat up. “You do carry a weapon?”

  “Sure,” said Train. “A gat comes in handy now and then.”

  “For what?”

  “Rabbits,” said Train.

  Mr. Comstock smiled, but he shook his head. “But you keep it out of sight?”

  “Yep. A lot of game is gun-shy, you know.”

  For an instant the rancher hesitated, stirring uneasily in his chair as though he were on the verge of terminating this interview by dismissing his man. Finally he decided to probe a little deeper.

  “In the work before me,” he said, “I may need someone who is an excellent shot. Would you qualify, Train?”

  “Well, I’m medium good.”

  “For instance, there’s a sparrow yonder.”

  It perched on the twig of a rosebush, tilting up and down in the breeze.

  “I never shoot nothing except on the wing,” said Train, and with a gesture of such astonishing ease and speed that Comstock could not be sure from what place it was produced, he brought out a long Colt, which balanced in his hand as lightly as the sparrow flirted on the twig.

  It exploded at the same instant. The twig, shorn in twain, dropped to the ground, and the sparrow darted into the air with a frightened chirping. A second bullet missed that elusive target, but hummed so close that the bird dodged with whirring wings to the side. Before it could straighten out its flight, the third shot tore it to bits and cast upon the ground a mangled body, upon the air a flutter of small feathers. Voices cried out in the house at this sudden fusillade, in which the explosions had followed each other almost faster than thought. Two men rushed out into the patio.

  But they found the master unharmed, and beside him a gaily dressed and handsome stranger was rolling a cigarette, with no sign of a gun in view. Mr. Comstock dismissed them with a gesture, and then turned to his companion with an enthusiasm that he could not restrain.

  “How have you learned to handle a gun in that fashion?” he asked.

  “It’s easy,” said Train.

  “Then tell me how to learn, and I’ll begin at once.”

  “Work a couple of hours a day for ten or twelve years,” said Train simply.

  The rancher laughed, but he sank back in his chair with a sigh of disappointment. “Of course,” he said, “one is always looking for a miracle to happen. But most miracles are explained in the same fashion . . . they’re simply the result of hard work and lots of it.”

  “Work?” said the other. “Handling a gun ain’t work. It’s fun. It’s a game. That’s all.” And he made a quick, muscular gesture with his fingers that seemed to bring the heavy Colt into existence again.

  Plainly the rancher was now willing to take him more seriously. “I suppose,” he said suddenly, “that you’re not very flush, Train?”

  “Broke.”

  “Not a cent?”

  “Flat busted.”

  “Tell me,” asked Comstock curiously, “how you would have provided yourself with a dinner tonight.”

  “I’ve got salt in my pouch,” said the other, “and bullets in my guns. And yonder is my dinner, taking exercise.” He waved to the brown hills of the desert, rolling away to the north and the east.

  “I gather that you are not afraid to trust yourself to the hills?”

  “Not a bit.”

  “But why?”

  “There ain’t no part of the desert where something doesn’t live. Where something else lives, a man can. If there’s enough green stuff to keep a rabbit running, a man can live off the rabbit. That’s all.”

  “But if you miss the rabbit?”

  “That’s it,” said Train. “You mustn’t miss.”

  “Well,” said Comstock, “I’ll see that you have your supper tonight without shooting it. After that, I hope you’ll stay on with me for a time, until I have a chance to talk business with you. In the meantime, your pay is . . . what?”

  “Fifteen a week?”

  “Thirty,” said Comstock.

  So Train moved into the big house on the hill and took his place in the establishment.

  “But,” said Comstock, “where’s your horse?”

  “Yonder,” said the other, and pointed down into the distance, where a thin black cloud was trailing above a swiftly moving train.

  “I understand,” chuckled the rancher. “But in the work you do for me, you may need a horse. Look through the ones you’ll find in the corral and in the stable. I have some beauties, Train. You may take your pick.”

  Horses being the pet hobby of the rancher, he had brought up some of his finest stock for use of himself and his men at the town of San Lorenzo. He now sent for his head groom. This was a man of middle age, but with the starved face of a jockey. The harsh diet and regime of exercise with which he had vainly attempted to keep himself down to weight in his youth had made it impossible for him to put on flesh in later life.

  “This is Train,” said the rancher. “He is to do some work for me, and I want to lend him any horse of mine that he takes a liking to.”

  “Any horse?” asked the groom with a marked emphasis.

  “Any horse, Thompson,” said the rancher severely. “Mind that he has a look at them all.”

  Thompson surveyed the brilliant and outlandish garb of Train with manifest dislike. Then, with a shrug of his shoulders, he led the stranger to the corrals. There were seven or eight fine animals there, with heads as finely made and eyes as gentle as deer. They crowded along the fence to nibble at the hand of Thompson and snort at the stranger.

  “Beauties!” cried Train enthusiastically.

  “You know what stuff that is?”

  “Good stuff, I’d say.”

  “Thoroughbred,” said Thompson curtly. “Mostly thoroughbred. A little dash of mustang, but I been breeding that strain thinner and thinner every year. Not a loafer in that gang. Not a one that would let you down in a pinch. Not a one that wouldn’t run itself to death without being touched with a quirt. You got spurs, I see?” He added this with a long look of disapproval at the heels of Train.

  “Spurs for looks,” said Train. “And sometimes for mustangs.”

  “Well,” muttered Thompson, with a sigh, “the boss says that you ride anything you want to ride. You’ll weigh in around a hundred and seventy.” He ran his appraising eye over Train.

  “To a pound,” answered Train.

  “There’s a neat filly for you. She has the foot, too. She’s a charm, I tell you. Shall I call her yours?”

  “A bit light in the loin, ain’t she?”

  “Light? Not a bit! Can’t have perfection. Know what that mare is? That’s out of Mischief, by Sir Arthur. She’s a trick, I tell you.” And he rubbed his hands in his enthusiasm.

  “She’s a trick that I don’t take, I guess,” drawled Train. “Lemme see the rest.”

  “There they are. If you want strength, there’s a colt that’s turned four. He’ll last all day. He’s honest . . . that’s all.”

  “It ain’t enough,” answered Train. “He ain’t cut for speed.”

  “You want the world with a fence around it,” snapped out Thompson. “Take a look at the brown horse, then. That’s . . .”

  “They’re all fine,” said Train. “But let’s have a snoop around the stable.”

  He received a black look and a muttered oath from the groom, but he was taken next to the stables. There, in a double row of box stalls, were six horses, each with its head thrust out to greet the visitors. And by their heads alone he knew them.

  “This,” said Train, “is more like it.” He felt the surprised glance of Thompson turned upon him, but he was too busy with his survey to take any heed of that. “This is more like it,” he said again. “That gray is a winner. And what’s the black colt down yonder?”

  Disregarding all the rest, he went straight to the door of that stall and looked in upon a rangy three-year-old with a skin like velvet and the finish of a statue in polished black marble. Train gave it his hand to nibble. It was affectionate.

  “If she was a year or two older . . .” Train sighed and turned upon Thompson. “What’s the filly?” he asked.

  “Out of Folly, by Tiger,” said Thompson.

  “Folly belonged to Mister Comstock, eh?”

  “Yep. The old mare died last spring.”

  “Old?”

  “Nineteen when she passed out. Not old for her, though.”

  “Did you raise her?”

  “I did. She was out of Caprice, by Samson. We’ll never have the like of Folly, God bless her.” He spoke with a sad enthusiasm, rubbing the nose of the filly.

  “Well,” said Train suddenly, “if you raised her and she was seventeen when this filly was foaled, then you have something else by her on the place. You’ve got an older brother of this filly, here. Lemme see it, Thompson.”

  The dark blood rushed into the face of Thompson. “No brother of the filly on this place,” he asserted violently. He changed his tone. “Look here,” he said, “you know a horse. I seen that right away. If there’d been a brother of the filly, I’d’ve showed it to you. I could see that kind of a horse was to your taste . . . good head . . . plenty of speed . . . disposition like silk . . . heart as big as an elephant’s. But there ain’t any brother. No, sir . . . I’m sorry that the filly ain’t a four-year-old, for your sake.”

  “She has a sister, then,” said Train, as convinced as ever.

  Thompson had grown pale. “She’s sick,” he said huskily. “Whimsy’s sick. Sorry, but . . . mighty sorry, but Whimsy’s sick.”

  “Too bad,” said Train, swallowing a smile. “Lemme see her, though.”

  “Can’t do it,” said Thompson. “Sorry, captain. Like to see a man that knows horseflesh have his choice. But Whimsy is so darned full of nerves that it upsets her to have strangers around. I keep her quiet and . . .”

  “Just a look,” broke in Train.

  Thompson hesitated.

  “What’s in the end stall?” asked Train.

  “Nothing. Just a . . .”

  But Train had already gone to explore, and, when he opened the end door of the barn, he saw that it was as he had surmised. The window of that stall had been drawn shut, and the reason was that the inhabitant of those quarters did not need that ventilation, for a second door of the stall opened onto a pleasant little paddock on the brow of the hill, where the cool of the breezes would sweep, and where a broad-limbed tree gave shelter from the sun. In this shadow stood Whimsy. He knew her at once, and he knew, also, why Thompson dreaded to part with her as a miser dreads parting with his gold. She was big—perhaps an inch over sixteen hands—but the fine quality of the two-year-old filly, compared with her elder sister, was like a clay sketch beside a polished bronze. And when she turned her head, with the wind riffling through her thin mane, her large and gentle eye met that of Train with almost the shock and the thrill of a human glance.

  “Sick?” said Train. “Sick?”

  “I was joking with you,” stammered poor Thompson. “Matter of fact, that’s Comstock’s own pet horse, my friend. I didn’t want you to see her, because I knew that she was the only one he wouldn’t let you have. Let you have her? Why, you’d better ask him for ten thousand dollars.”

  Train laid a hand upon the rail of the fence and vaulted over, and Thompson, watching the alert and eager step and the raised head of the young fellow, groaned with despair. He had done his best, but he knew that Whimsy was lost to him.


  Chapter Three

  Whatever the work was that lay in store for Train, he had no word of it for two days, and for those two days he spent nearly every waking moment with Whimsy, until Mr. Comstock, on the third morning, exclaimed with wonder when he saw his new employee approach the paddock and saw Whimsy toss her head and whinny a greeting.

  “No wonder,” said the jealous Thompson. “I don’t mind a man that’s fond of horses. But when it comes to treating them like they was women . . . why, Mister Comstock, he don’t come near her without sugar or an apple or something. Any horse’ll neigh when it sees feed in sight.”

  Comstock smiled faintly, but made no reply. “What would you say, Thompson, of a man who’s so very fond of a horse?”

  “All depends. Might be called foolish, I’d say.”

  “But such a man . . . he’d be honest, Thompson, don’t you think?”

  “Never can tell,” said the surly fellow. “I’ve watched them that follow the ponies. There’s something about a horse. Worst man in the world . . . the hardest and the crookedest . . . will love a horse. Can’t tell nothing about that.”

  The rancher turned the conversation, and, early that afternoon, receiving a message by telegraph, he suddenly set Rainier about the work of packing a bag and straightway sent for Train.

  He was called away for a matter of a few days, he told Train, and most inopportunely, for he expected the visit of a man who was coming to receive a quantity of cash that was being held for him in Mr. Comstock’s private safe.

  “I could leave Rainier,” said the rancher, “but I’ll need him with me, and I must trust this affair to you, Train. Here,” he went on, giving Train a slip of paper, “is the combination. The drawers in the safe are all labeled except one. In that blank one you’ll find eleven hundred dollars in cash. The man who will come for it is a short, stocky fellow, about forty years old, and with a very bald head. You can’t mistake him. His name is Gregg. Take his receipt and give him the money.”

  With those instructions, he left in the company of Rainier, who had only one opportunity to draw his friend to one side.

  He said: “It’s a plant, Steve. It’s to try you out. He’s risking eleven hundred in cash to prove to himself that you’re honest. Stick tight, for God’s sake. Something a lot bigger is coming along behind all this. Stick tight and play the honest man. Later on, we’ll have something worthwhile to split. Will you do it?”

  “Eleven hundred is chicken feed,” returned Steve. “Leave it to me, old-timer.”

  The servants were given the day off, now that the master was away, and, when they trooped down to the Mexican quarter of the town, Train found himself alone. There was not even a dog for company.

  Accordingly he went first of all into the strong cellar room, where the safe was kept, and tried the combination numbers that had been given to him. The door opened easily, and in the little dark crypt that was exposed he saw, as had been described, a number of little drawers, each labeled correspondence, mortgages, and so forth. There was only the one blank drawer, and in this he found the money. There were twenty-two $50 bills, a stiff little sheaf secured by a brown-paper wrapper around the middle.

  Train flicked the ends of the bills and counted them with a swift dexterity. And, as he did so, he turned the problem slowly in his mind. It would be simple enough to shove this money in his pocket, go to the corral, saddle Whimsy, and gallop off into the desert. He knew that desert, both the plain and the mountains, as a man knows a book. And with such a horse as Whimsy beneath him, it would be hard if he could not avoid all pursuit. Moreover, pursuit must necessarily be delayed because the master of the house and the servants were away. He could lock the safe after him, and no one would be the wiser concerning the theft until Comstock returned. As for Rainier’s advice to wait for bigger game, many things might intervene. Something of his long past record might come to the ears of the rancher and make him see that he was trusting fortune to the hands of the fire.

  These were the thoughts of Steve Train as he counted the money, but at length, with a sigh of regret, he returned the money to its drawer, and then went up to the room above, from which the narrow flight of stairs led down to the safe. And, as he sat there, he smiled to himself when he thought that he, who had faced death half a dozen times for a tenth of this sum, should now sit calmly by with eleven hundred dollars his for the taking.

  Evening came, without a sign of Mr. Gregg. He went into the kitchen to eat the supper that the Chinese cook had laid on the table for him there. Then he went back into the little room where he had been sitting. Long watches, however, were not to the liking of Steven Train. He was capable of great feats of endurance, but only when there was danger to hound him; in dull times of peace, as the camel accumulates fat on the hump, so he laid up a store of rest. He could sleep in any position at any time, so it seemed. There was no couch in that chamber, but this was a small inconvenience to one whose bones had been jostled many a time as he lay curled on the rattling floor of an empty boxcar. He folded a rug for a pillow, stretched himself on the floor, and, as the evening was warm and he needed no covering, he was instantly oblivious of the world.

  He wakened, at length, out of the soundest sleep and with a suddenness that had him fully alert before he had sat up. It was a small thing that had disturbed him just as it needs only a small thing to make the wolf leap to its feet and bristle with anger and alarm. But, somewhere in the house, there had been a light creaking. He listened intently. The sound was not repeated, and now he grew wary. For, had it been the noise made by one of the servants entering the building, it would have come again. There would have been a stir of some sort from some corner of the old place.

  In the meantime, he looked cautiously around him as he rose to his feet. It was utter night, now, and the window, glistening in the light of the lamp that he had lighted, was like a slab of highly polished black marble. But still there was no whisper to alarm him in the house.

  Another would have laid aside all apprehension at this moment, but Steven Train was not like others. He stripped the boots from his feet. Even in them he could move quietly enough, but in his stockings he was noiseless as a stalking cat. In this fashion he crouched by the open door for a moment, waiting, until, though there had been no sound in the approach, he was aware of something standing in the hall outside, breathing softly. He reached for a gun. Then he remembered that the weapon was in his coat, which he had taken off because of the warmth of the night. He could not regain his Colt without rising and crossing the chamber. But to rise and move about would be, most certainly, to alarm the man who now stood outside the door. He could only trust to his hands. And, resigning himself to this difficult fate, he tensed and unflexed his fingers to prepare them for the grip of the struggle.

  But there was more than one. Something else stirred, farther down the hall, and now he made out the faint, faint whisper of stockinged feet approaching. At this, he glanced desperately about him. There was nothing within his reach that he could use in order to swing it as a weapon, and still he dared not stir.

  Before, in fact, he had time to come to a decision, the door began to swing cautiously open, as it might have moved if a weak draft of wind had been pressing against it. But Train knew that it was the careful touch of a man’s hand.

  He raised himself a little, poising himself on hands and feet, with one knee lowered, like a sprinter on his marks. One heel was jammed against the wall behind him. He was like a bent spring, full of gathered power. The door opened a little wider. A man appeared in the dim and shadowy gap. Straight at him leaped Steven Train.

  The impact was too sudden to allow the other to defend himself. He was driven a staggering pace back across the hall, struck heavily against the opposite wall, and then crumpled to the floor.

  He had only time and strength to gasp out: “Shoot, Bill!”

  And Bill fired.

  The flash of the gun enabled Train to make out two things—the place where the second assailant stood, and the glitter of the revolver of the first, lying within reach of his arm. For this Train reached. He had no time to turn it, catch his finger over the trigger, and fire. For the first shot having shown the assailant just where the enemy was, the second was fairly sure to be driven immediately to the mark. Train flung the heavy weapon at the man who stood in the darkness. The other’s Colt exploded, the bullet flying wild. The next instant the iron-hard fist of Train was at him.

  Then a shout boomed from the outdoors. Someone in the stables had heard the firing, and was coming on the run.

  “Run for it, Bill! The game’s up!” shouted the first assailant, and, setting a good example, he bolted down the hall.

  The second hardly needed advice, however. With pain to spur him, he ran like a deer, leaped sidewise through the door, and so gained the patio.

  Steve Train did not pursue. To be sure, his own uncanny speed of foot might well have served him to overtake these secret enemies, but he did not like to risk himself in the face of danger when he was unequipped except with his bare hands. He had been forced by the pressure of circumstances to master the art of the boxer, also, but he preferred infinitely the cold assurance of a gun butt hugged against the hollow of his palm.

  He went slowly back into the room from which he had sprung for his counterattack. There he was found by Thompson, pulling on his boots and whistling a gay air. As for Thompson, he came in with his lean face flushed with excitement and a pump gun swinging in his right hand. The instant he saw Train, he instinctively covered the latter.

  “Why, Thompson,” said Train, “you look all heated up. What’s wrong?”

  “Wrong?” shouted Thompson, his eyes glittering. “There’s maybe murder . . . that’s what’s wrong. There’s been gun play around here. Where have you been?”

  “Asleep.”

  “Through all this?”

  “I thought I heard something, so I woke up.”

  “There’s blood on your hand, Train. Whatever’s happened, you’ve been in it. By the heavens, I knew that there was something wrong with you.”
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