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1
TOM DERRY

TOM DERRY was not a handsome man. He was rather tall and very lean, and the narrows of his waist ran up almost to his shoulders, and one had to look twice to see where his hips appeared. But his appearance was deceptive, for his leanness was twisted about with muscles like hard fingers of wisteria that intertwine around the trunk of an old tree.

His face was no better-looking than his scrawny body. He had a nose, but that was about all one could say for it He had plenty of mouth. He had a blunt jaw of the sort that does not telegraph the shock of blows against the base of the brain. In fact, he had what is generally called a “mug,” but his eyes were so bright and good-humoured and active, and his smile was such a genuine flash of happiness that people always put him down as a harmless sort.

That had been the wrecking of Tom Derry’s life, so far. Because there was a time when all the good nature in him was exhausted, and his grin was not one of pleasure, and his eyes were a blue fire. A good many people had discovered that second half of Tom’s being, but most of those who made the discovery went to the hospital for quite a period, and long before they came out, Tom Derry had found it advisable to move on.

He kept on moving.

He had grown up on the range as easily, as carelessly, as naturally as the grama-grass and the wild-eyed cattle that grazed on it. Then, in the midst of a little friendly wrestling bout, a Mexican lad had pulled a knife on Derry and had seen the smile of Tom turn into the battle grin. Derry broke the Mexican’s arm, got the knife, and used it.

The Mexican did not die, but Tom thought he would. He lighted out from the home and dived into the wilderness and came up in a lumber camp, far north, where he worked happily until a peevish Canuck one day threw an axe at him. Tom pulled the axe out of the tree in which its blade was buried and threw it right back at the Canuck — and hit his mark.

The Canuck did not die, in fact, but Tom never knew that. He dived into the wilderness again and came to the surface in a town far east and south, where he drove a delivery wagon for a butcher’s shop until a pair of town toughs decided to help themselves to some steaks across the tailboard of the wagon. Tom took a cleaver, dealt with them, and moved on again.

He worked on the streets; he became a tramp; he did a few shifts in a coal-mine; he finally felt that he had achieved the really free and noble life that is proper for a man when he signed aboard a tramp freighter which used sail and a crew of Swedes. The Swedes did not like Derry because he was not a Swede. They started to ride him, and they rode him all the way to Acapulco. There he threw off the load, and in the fall three Swedish heads were broken.

Derry left the ship and drifted north through Mexico until he found a job as a vaquero. There he endured, happily, until a Mexican caballero turned the edge of his knife on Derry’s skull; but the knife still had a point, and Tom drove that point between the greaser’s ribs, and moved north, by night.

So, at the age of twenty-two, he got off his mustang and stood in Cleve Walker’s saloon, hankering for nothing more than beer for his stomach and peace for his soul.

Walker’s place was cool. The floor had been sloshed down recently with buckets of water. A mist was still rising from the boards. The saloon was so dim and calm that one lowered the voice instinctively on entering. Derry had lowered his voice, though he always spoke quietly enough. Now he stood at the bar, and with his finger-tips caressed the frost on the outside of his glass of beer, and was thankful that he was safely out of Mexico.

All he wanted was more safety — and a little beer. All he wanted the rest of his life was peace, perfect peace. He could almost envy dead men, they were so peaceful.

So he dropped his head back a little — which made his neck look broken at the adam’s apple — and sipped his beer, and smiled dreamily on the bartender.

When he opened his eyes wide, he saw, on the wall above the bar, a big white placard that carried in the centre the photograph of a man with a long moustache and deadly, dull, expressionless eyes. Underneath the picture there was the terrible caption, “Wanted. For Murder,” and then, “Twenty-five Hundred Dollars Reward.” And there was some more of the usual stuff — the description — information leading to the apprehension — and that sort of thing.

Derry shook his head, still staring at that picture.

“The fool!” he said softly.

There were other men at the bar. One of them wore his shirt open half-way down his chest. He was a red man. His hair was red. His face was red. His uncropped beard was red. The backs of his hands were blistered red. He was built like a buffalo bull, with a hump of strength across his shoulders.

“What fool?” asked this gentleman.

“Stan Parker, take it easy,” cautioned the bartender.

But red Stan Parker wanted trouble. He always wanted trouble. He never had had enough of it to suit him.

“That fool,” Tom Derry was saying. “That one in the picture. Murder! Any man that does a murder, he’s just a fool!”

“You wouldn’t do a murder, I guess?” asked Stan Parker grimly.

“Me? I’d run a thousand miles first,” said Derry. He sighed and shook his head slowly from side to side. “I’d walk ten miles and swim a river to get out of the way of a fight.”

There was something about the hearty, the soul-convincing way in which he said this, that might have given a reasonable man pause for thought, but Stan Parker was not reasonable, and he was not interested in thinking. Action was all he knew and it was all that he liked.

“Suppose that hombre up there in the picture got in a jam and had to fight his way out?” suggested Parker.

“It’s the worst way in the world, I’ll tell a man,” said Derry. “Don’t talk to me! It’s the worst way.”

He shook his head again, and sipped his beer.

“It ain’t no particular privilege to talk to you,” declared Parker.

“Now, Stan!” said the bartender soothingly.

But the other men in the saloon began to prick up their ears and turn their faces, and their eyes were shining a little as they looked toward trouble. They were a reasonably tough lot, and they liked to see a fight.

“I was sayin’,” repeated Parker, when he knew that he had the attention of his audience, “that it ain’t no particular privilege to talk to you.”

“Sure it isn’t,” agreed Tom Derry. “I never said it was.” He glanced at Stan Parker, and then added: “Hey, don’t come around here looking for any trouble, because you won’t get any out of me. I’ll run first.”

“Just plain yaller, are you?” commented Parker, drawing back half a step from this monster among men.

“Oh, I dunno,” said Tom Derry. “You know how it is. I don’t want any trouble. That’s all.”

“I don’t know how it is,” said Parker. The bully in him made his mouth water. He came closer to his victim.

“Look,” said Tom Derry, “if you want me out of the way, I’ll go out of the way. Mind that? I’ll run away, if I have to, to get out of trouble. Only — don’t crowd me!”

As he said that, he set his teeth, and a cord stood out from the base of his jaw all the way down to his collarbone, and his mouth stretched in a grin that was mirthless.

“I ain’t to crowd you, eh?” said Stan Parker.

“Aw, let me finish this beer, and I’ll get out,” said Tom Derry.

He raised the glass to his lips.

“What I wanta know,” said Parker, in argumentative fashion, “is how come you got the right to call a gent a fool — a gent like that one hangin’ on the wall? You know him?”

“He did a murder. That’s why he’s a fool,” said Tom Derry. “That’s all I know about him.”

“That’s a hell of a lot, ain’t it? Why, there’s times when a gent would be a skunk, if he didn’t fight — with guns! And if he’s lucky, he’s called a murderer; and if he ain’t lucky, he’s dead. So what you goin’ to do about it?”

“I’m going to get out of this place,” said Tom Derry. “That’s what I’m going to do about it.”

“Oh, you’re goin’ to get out, are you?” queried Parker. “I dunno, though. When you leave here, maybe you’re goin’ to take something with you to remember your manners by.”

He stood still closer. He was big, and he loomed higher than Tom Derry. He could have been split in two down the middle, and each half of him would have made the bulk of another Tom Derry. The sense of his size comforted the fighting heart of Stan Parker.

“A sneakin’ yaller-belly,” said Stan, “who comes around here and starts damning folks that he never laid his eyes on. That’s what kind of sickens me. That’s what I’m goin’ to do something about. I dunno how you got the face to talk. Lemme see what kind of a face you got.”

He took Tom Derry by the point of the chin and pulled his head around and looked down into Derry’s mug.

“You ain’t got no kind of a face to please me,” said Parker.

“Take your hand off my chin,” said Derry gently. “Please take it off, mister. I want to finish my beer!”

“The devil with you and your beer!” shouted Parker, the cruel passion suddenly roaring out of his throat. “I’m goin’ to kick you out into the gutter!”

He laid his hand on the nape of Derry’s neck. But then a blunt weapon struck upward against the point of Parker’s chin. It knocked a shower of sparks out of the top of his head. It sent him backward until his shoulders bumped heavily against the wall.

“Well, by thunder!” groaned Parker, and put down his head, and launched himself, and rushed across the floor of the saloon. He simply ran his chin into a stone wall that was otherwise called a straight left. It bumped him to a stop — a full stop.

“I don’t want any trouble. Take him off me, some of you, will you?” pleaded Tom Derry. “I just want to finish my beer.”

He actually stepped to the bar and took a hasty swallow.

“Has he got you licked, Stan? Are you drunk?” shouted someone to the bully. For the prowess of Stan Parker with his hands was known as far as the mountains.

“Him? I’m — I’m goin’ to tear the dirty black-jack in two!” shouted Stan, and came in again.

He came more cautiously and properly, patting the floor before him with his left foot, and sneaking the right foot in from behind, as every good boxer ought to do. He had his guard raised properly, he was beautifully balanced, and out of that balance he rammed a fist at the head of Tom Derry.

“I don’t want any trouble! I won’t fight! Take him away!” Derry was crying, when that punch landed on the point of his durable chin. The weight of the blow folded him back over the edge of the bar. A pair of hands gripped his throat.

And then something happened. Tom Derry hardly knew what it was. He only knew that the old red madness had burned up in his mind like a flame. He only knew that he was striking out, and that his fists were sinking into a soft body, or hammering on a hard skull.

Then there was nothing before him, but on the floor crouched Stan Parker. Stan was redder than ever, now. The good crimson of his blood was swiped over his face in masses. Some of it dripped off his chin. He was beaten. He was frightened. And the savage was, therefore, raging in him. Around the room, he saw grinning, well-contented faces. Suddenly he knew that it was better to be hanged than so shamed.

“You sneakin’ ringer!” screamed Stan Parker, and pulled out a .45.

He fired. The bullet went where Tom Derry had been, but Tom had leaped high and aside, like a mongoose. He landed right on Stan Parker. They rolled over and over. The gun exploded again. Then Derry pushed the limp body aside and rose to his feet. He looked sick. A smear of Parker’s blood across his forehead made him seem horribly pale.

“Somebody take a look,” he said. “See if he’s dead. I’m — I can’t touch him again.”


2
A SCRAP OF PAPER

STAN PARKER was not beloved. He had made his way through the world as a man makes his way through a wall — by constant hammering. Now the men in the saloon gathered around the loosely lying body and made comments, regardless of how young Tom Derry stood at the bar with his chin dropped on one fist.

Tom Derry stared into the mirror and saw his own face and told himself that that face was no good.

Vaguely he heard the men talking behind him.

“I guess he’s ticked off.”

“Yeah, when they got their eyes just a little open like that and their mouth open, too — just like they was goin’ to wake up and start takin’ — that’s when you tell they’re done in.”

“It’s their eyes. When their eyes look like dead fish, then you tell.”

“A doctor had oughta come and pronounce him dead,” said the bartender, putting his hands on his knees and leaning over the man.

“He don’t need no doctor pronouncin’ nothin’,” said another. “He’s dead as anything. The kid split his wishbone for him.”

“I ought to run,” said Tom Derry to himself. “But to hell with running. I’m tried of running. Better for white men to hang me than lascars or greasers, or something.”

After a few moments, the sheriff came in. He was a man with a fat stomach, and a golden watch-fob hanging out of his vest pocket. He wore no coat. His sleeves were held up by elastic garters, red and blue, worn around the fat of his arm. He pulled up a chair and sat down by the corpse. He made a cigarette and dribbled the tobacco over the body and even on the face of Stan.

“Sure he’s dead,” said the sheriff, lifting a leg and scratching a match on the tight under-surface of his pants. “He’s dead as last Wednesday’s fish. The big, red-faced bum! I’m glad he’s gone. Who done it? The kid there? Self-defense, wasn’t it, kid?”

Tom Derry said nothing. He kept looking at himself in the mirror. He kept hating himself.

“The kid’s sick at the stomach,” said the sheriff. “A lot of gents get that way when they see blood all over the floor. Give him a shot of whisky, Cleve.”

“He won’t take none,” said Cleve. “It was self-defense, all right. The kid didn’t want — ”

“Aw, sure, sure,” said the sheriff. “Sure it was self-defense. It would be self-defense, in this town, if somebody had plugged Stan right through the back. The big, red-headed bum! What a lot quieter things are goin’ to be now! Kid, you goin’ to bury the victim? No, you let it go. The whole town’ll contribute. We’ll dig the grave deep, too. What a yaller pack we been to let Stan stick around so long, anyway!”

Tom Derry listened to these calm remarks with very little satisfaction. Now that he was tired of running away from the results of his battles, it seemed that men no longer wish to hunt him. He could not understand this. He was baffled, and almost unhappy. His mind was not functioning very clearly, for the moment.

When he turned around, the sheriff had put a bandanna over the face of Stan Parker, and had taken everything out of his pockets and piled it on a table. There was not a great deal. There was something over two hundred dollars in cash, and a pocket-knife, tobacco, papers, matches, some string, a little coil of bailing wire, some odds and ends, a note-book, and three very soiled envelopes.

A little rag of paper blew off the table and dropped to the floor, and Tom Derry picked it up.

“What’s that you got, kid?” asked the sheriff.

“Aw, just a scrap,” said Derry, staring down at it.

“There’s enough money here to bury Stan,” said the sheriff cheerfully, “and to buy drinks all around, too. Set up the drinks, Cleve. Stan can rest just as well inside a pine coffin as he could in solid silver. And we’ll spend all the change in a few rounds of drinks. Come on, boys. Step up! Step up! Here’s to the kid. Long may he wave! A game youngster, he is, and he scavenged this here town for us. Here’s to the kid, and bottoms up. Hey, where is the kid, anyway?”

The “kid” was already out, through a side door, and had taken his mustang and ridden down the first alley off the main street. He put the bronco into a canter and kept at that pace until he was well outside of the town, and there he drew rein and pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket.

There were not many words. It was just the lower part of a sheet of ordinary correspondence paper, and across it was written:


 — your share in the business. It’s a big thing, and we ought to do it. Meet me in Thompson’s Creek, by the split rock, as fast as you can come. This is going to be the turning point in your life, Stan. If you will only — 



Young Tom Derry read the words through again, the paper flapping up and down as the horse jogged along. He had a very strange feeling that that paper had blown to his feet for a mysterious reason. He had a feeling, too, that in the one case where people had not driven him, after he had done a killing, he would now be hounded by the soul of the dead man himself. He thought of the red face and the cruel eyes of Stan Parker and shuddered. But, after all, he knew that all through his being there was a response, as if to a command. Into Stan Parker’s shoes he intended to step and keep the rendezvous for the dead man.


3
THE RED BULL

IT took Derry five days to get to Thompson’s Creek, for it was ‘way up in the Blue Water Mountains. It took him two days of wandering about through Thompson’s Creek before a travelling cowpuncher gave him the location of the split rock. It was not a very big affair. It was no larger, say, than a small house, and it was cleft right in two, with the halves leaning quite away from one another and looking as though they would fall utterly apart.

He was vigorously introduced to the scene by a red bull. The bull had scars along its flanks which proved that it had been thrashed by a rival not long before, and had been gored before it could dodge away from the conqueror. And there was a store of malice lodged in its heart that sent it high-tailing straight for the rider.

Tom Derry dodged that bull twice. If it had not been a splendid specimen he would have been tempted to shoot it down, but as it was, he made the pony run to save his life.

The worst of that manœuvre was that the moment the mustang started running, it fell into a panic, and headed blindly for a high, barbed-wire fence. Tom Derry managed to twist the mustang aside from that terrible danger, but the horse seemed to think that its master was holding it so that the bull could catch up from the rear.

So it tied itself in two or three figure eights, double-bucked a few jumps, and plastered Tom Derry against the barbed-wire fence.

There was no particular malice in that horse, and if Tom had been a bit more on his guard, the bronco probably would not have got him off. But as it was, he hung head down on the fence, with only a blurred realization that the red bull was plunging straight at him, head lowered.

The head dropped still lower. The bull dug its horns into the ground and turned a complete somersault, barely missing the body of Derry with its flinging heels. Then it lay still, and Derry vaguely realized that he had heard the report of a rifle in the distance.

He got a good many deep scratches before he managed to disentangle himself from the fence. Then, standing up, he saw a rider cantering toward him — still a good two hundred yards away!

Derry looked at the bull and saw where the little rifle bullet had bored to the life through the shoulder. It had been a neat shot; a snap shot and an excellent one. Derry, with the world of blue and bright still spinning a little before his eyes, realized that his life had been saved.

He turned from the bull and found the rider dismounting beside him from a tall black mare that had all the long, stretching lines of good blood. He was a man of fifty perhaps, with a face heavily but pleasantly lined, a long-legged fellow with a rather studious humping of the shoulders. He wore a checkered shirt, a very clean bandanna about his neck, and the finest of shop-made boots with spoon-handled spurs on his heels. Little golden bells made music on those spurs.

Derry went up to him and held out his hand.

“My name is Derry,” he said. “There wouldn’t be any Derry if you didn’t think as fast as you shoot straight Thanks!”

“It’s a queer thing about red bulls,” said the stranger. “You don’t have to bait ’em. They go mad with their own colour, I suppose.”

He chuckled a little as he said this. His eyes, under their wrinkled lids, moved quickly up and down Derry, appraised him, registered him in a mental file with other men.

“He’s not some of your own beef?” asked Derry courteously.

“None of mine. I don’t live in this part of the world,” said the stranger. “I’ve been looking for a rider that you may have seen on your way. Big red man. Red hair. Mostly unshaven. Looks as though the sun were cooking him and swelling him up.”

Derry stared.

“You mean Stan Parker?” he asked, and saw the name strike the other with a shock.

“Have you come from Parker?” asked the stranger sharply.

“I’ve come in his place — if I’ll do,” said Derry. “That’s strange!”

A lie, to Derry, was something that came very hard. He looked straight at the other and then said:

“I’ll tell you how it came about. There was a brawl down the line. Parker was pretty abusive. We got into a fight. He pulled a gun. I killed him with his own gun.”

He stopped and waited. He saw the glance of the other wavering over him again, in an entirely new appraisal.

“Stan was always a bully,” said the stranger.

“They called it self-defense. They laid him out and went through his pockets. Off the table where the stuff was laid, this scrap of paper blew across the floor to me.”

He handed the scrap to the stranger.

“And it seemed to me,” said Derry, “that the best thing I could do was to try to make up for killing Parker by showing up here.”

“Well,” said the stranger, “this is one of those queer stories. But I believe you. What did you intend to do when you got here?”

“Did you ever kill a man?” asked Derry bluntly.

“Nothing I’d ever like to think about,” came the evasive answer.

“I’ve had bad luck,” said Derry. “I haven’t carried a gun or a knife for three years. But in spite of that, I’ve had piles of bad luck. And here’s one life that I’d like to carry on a few steps along the way it would have gone, except for me.”

“You mean,” said the other, “that you’re not packing a gun at this minute?”

“Nor a knife.”

“And yet you tell a man who expects to meet Parker that you killed Stan?”

“You mean, it might have made you draw on me?”

“That’s what I mean,” said the stranger coldly.

“No,” said Derry, “you may know him, but you’re not a friend of Parker’s.”

“What makes you think I’m not?”

“You’re a big cut above him.”

“This is the damnest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

“You wanted Parker for something. A hired man, I suppose. Well, it looks as though you’ve hired me and paid me in advance.”

Derry pointed toward the dead bull, whose tongue lolled out in the dust.

“You’re named Derry, are you?” asked the stranger.

“Yes.”

“I’ve never heard of you.”

“I’m new to this part of the world,” Derry told him. “I’ve been out of the West, mostly, for six or seven years.”

“Clear out?”

“As clear as Shanghai — and farther.”

The stranger shook his head. At last he said: “Come over and sit in the shade with me.”

They went over and sat in the shade of the split rock, after Derry had caught his frightened mustang.

After that, a silence settled down on the two men, and the scratching of matches and the lighting of cigarettes did not lead to conversation at once. Outside the meagre shadow that fell over them, the sun poured incessant fire on the summer-whitened grass, and the heat reflected in shimmering waves. Off in the distance was the playing sound of Thompson’s Creek, a thread of coolness in the warmth of the day. And a sense of unreality came over Tom Derry. He found himself looking again and again toward the carcass of the red bull in the next field. He stared up, and saw buzzards coming. One was already circling low. Out of the distance more of them were coming, little spots in the pallor of the sky.

“I’ve got to find the owner of that bull,” said Derry. “I’ve got to make a deal with him, and pay — part of the price, anyway.”

“Pay him for having a bull that nearly killed you?” said the stranger.

“It was my fault — letting the mustang pitch me off.”

“You don’t aim to slide out from under the trouble that comes your way?”

“You know how it is,” said Derry, sighing. “The fellow you dodge today gets you coming around the corner tomorrow.”

“Humph!” said the stranger. He added suddenly: “My name is Rainey. Buck Rainey.”

He seemed to be waiting, with a rather stiff expectancy.

“I never heard of you,” answered Derry. “Sorry!”

“I’m not so sorry. It’s all right, I mean. You mean, really, that you don’t know people in this part of the world? You ride like a real puncher.”

“I was raised on the range. Nine years ago I got off it. I haven’t been on many parts of it since. Are you a rancher around here, Mr. Rainey?”

“I’ve done ranching, too,” said Rainey, musingly, and his side glance flickered brightly at Derry again. “You’ve been away so long that all you know about the West is Jim Silver?” he suggested.
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JUST AS HE ONCE RISKED HIS LIFE
TO SAVE BARRY CHRISTIAN—HE WAS NOW

RISKING HIS LIFE TO HANG HIM.
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