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6 SHORT STORIES

his circle. After a few minutes of riding
he found and followed another set of
horse tracks. This set had followed the
trail, but distant from it two hundred
yards. Then, behind a clump of grease-
wood, where the alkali was thick and
scabby, he stopped and read a book which
was plain to his eyes.

The killer had dismounted here, pick-
eted his horse in a little gully, walked to
this clump of greasewood and sat down,
cross-legged, like a Turk or a cowboy.
Half a dozen cigarette stubs told that no
small interval had been passed here. Hand
and leg prints, on the right side, showed
how he had arisen, presumably with the
rifle in his left hand. The left foot, plain
in the yielding surface, was ahead and
to the left of a deep knee print. So he. a
righthanded man, had knelt and fired. The
empty shell lay a little more to the right.

The stranger pocketed it before he fol-
lowed the boot prints around the clump,
and back again. Going out, they were those
of a running man, the sharp heels driven
deep on the turn; coming back they were
walking steps, leading straight toward the
picketed horse. These walking steps were
carefully measured, in terms of his own
stride, by the stranger,

Mounting again, he followed the tracks
of the murderer’s horse to the main trail
and across it, at a point three hundred
yards from the place where the victim had
been dropped. They stopped, and swung
sharply back to the main trail, and along
it out of sight.

HE stranger stopped, too, and looked

studiously from this point to the
place where the dead piebald lay. The
shot had been an amazing one for such
a distance with such a gun. No man but
an expert rifle shot could have made it;
an¥l with a .45-70 repeating rifle it was
almost beyond belief. No, not quite be-
yond belief: “Red” Connors, up there in
Montana, could have done as well, and
then repeated it to prove it not an acci-
dent; but when one unconsciously linked
the marksmanship of an unknown man
with that of Red Connors, it was a com-
pliment, indeed. This killer was a wonder-
ful shot, with rifle at least.

He looked down hopefully. Yes, there
lay the empty cartridge shell, its brassy
surface glinting in the sun. He swung
y down grace-
fully, picked it

up, and then
struck straight
Y for the dead

%a1 man. The vul-
tures had drawn
close again, and
one was so des-
perate and vi-
' cious as to show
a sign of fight. One shot cured it, and
drove the others off.

In a few minutes the stranger rode on
again, carrying a burden as heavy as him-
self, face down across the saddle blanket,
tied snugly against the cantle. No more
did- he ride carelessly, apathetically; for
the killer might be holed up somewhere,
ready to object to such close interest in
his affairs. The stranger smiled grimly and
hoped that the first shot would miss; after
that, if it did, he would endeavor to give
an exhibition of Ute trailing and Red
Connor’s rifle work. It was a combination
bordering upon perfection.

It was mid-afternoon when the stranger
rounded a rocky hummock at the far end
of a narrow trail through the ridge, and
saw the town of Desert Wells sprawled
before him on the low bench; and he also
saw that this farther side of the ridge was
nowhere near as desert-like as the other.
A turn in the trail had brought him face
to face with a good cattle country, and
here he felt even more at home than he
had back on the desert wastes. The trail
joined a narrow road which skirted the
ridge, and it was not long before he en-
tered the town, itself. Stopping at the first
building, its faded sign proclaiming it to
be Parsons’ Saloon, he dismounted and
went inside. ’

Parsons himself was behind the bar.

“Where’s the sheriff, or the coroner?”’
asked the stranger, now hearing excited
voices in the street outside.

Parsons looked at the speaker, his face
grimly curious.

“Pe-culiar combination,” he observed,

and he had used his eyes so well by this
25
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Mesquite Jenkins 17

“Yo're not diggin’ that right, Pecos,
as I was sayin’. You want fo prop up the
roof as you go, or she'll cave.”

ECKON so?” inquired Pecos sarcas-

tically, “Huh! The only thing that
would make that roof cave in is dynamite.
If you swung the pick under it, you'd
know better.”

“Well, all right; I was only suggestin’,
said the stranger, turning to go back to
his horse. He glanced at the place where
he had tripped, and was a lhttle deliber-
ate when he crossed it. Reaching the
trough, he leaned over, put his nouth to
the end of the pipe which supplied it,
drank moderately, and blew out his
breath. “Well, so long; see you in town
tonight mebby ?”

“Nope; not tonight,” reptied Pecos,
leading the way to the trail.

“All alone?” asked the stranger, swmg-
ing into the saddle.

“Yep,” answered Pecos, his back against
the door, his elbows touching the frames.

The stranger waved carelessly and rode
along the trail toward town; but when
he had ridden a mile from the Ace of
Clubs headquarters, and out of sight of it,
he turned from the trail, hid his horse
in a bushy draw, and went toward the
house on foot, figuring to strike it from
the hill behind. This he did, and in the
fading light could make out the build-
ing; but the voices were indistinct. Pick-
ing his way carefully down the slope, he
chose the harder ground and managed to
get within easy hearing distance.

“Aw, hell; yo’re too suspicions,” said
Pecos’ voice, rising in irritation. “He was
just learnin’ the lay of the land hereabouts.
Figgers to stay awhile, an’ he’s only a fool
kid, at that.”

“Yeah? So ke said,” growled a second
voice, one unknown to the listener. “You
don’t have to tell me what he said, neither;
I heard it all. How do we know who he
is, or what he’s doin’?”

“Hell!” snorted Pecos in vast disgust.
“You don’t reckon he knowed that killin’
was goin’ to happen, an’ hustled right
down into this part of the country, straight
to the body, before it was cold, do you?
Do you?”
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“Yo're damn smart, ain’t you?” came
the query, pitching high in vexation. “No,
he didr’'t know any ldllin’ was goin’ to
take place; but”’—the voice broke from
its intensity—‘“you never reckoned he
might be a Cattle Association man, did
you? Never thought of that, did you?”

“Damn if you ain’t funny!’ retorted
Pecos. “Here we have been five years,
ar’ not bothered; covered our tracks,
jumpin’ all over the whole damm eattle
country, an’ been here for five years; an
now yo're figgerin’ some Cattlemen’s As-
sociation ’tective has jumped us! Hey!
You aimin’ to burn that bacon alt to hell ?”

THE siranger slipped away, returned
to his horse, and rode on again; and

the faint moonhght was showing him the
FmES] trail  before he
e g reached Desert
i Wells. Eating a
Y belated supper, he
drifted into Par-
~sons’ saloon and
joined the ceroner,
and his friend, the
9 o sheriff.

“Where’d’ you go to this mornin’?
asked the first official, with a deal of in-
terest.

“I get fed up on funerals awful easy,”
answered the stranger; “an’ after bein’
put face to face with that corpse, I had
alt I wanted. Soon as the widow got past
me, the way was open, an’ I sloped. Been
ridin’ around, learnin’ the country. Well,
sheriff,” he said, smiling at that person,
“anythin’ new?”

“No,” answered the sheriff. He pulled
at his mustache, considered something for
a moment, and then looked the stranger in
the eye. “Frank, here, says you aim to stay
around here till I tell you that you can
leave. You can go when yo're a-mind to.”

“Kind of changed my mind about that,”
said the stranger, digging at his teeth
with a third toothpick. “I like this range.
Goin’ to find me a job, an’ stick it out
till next spring. You figger the Box O
can use another tophand?”’

“Huh!” snorted the sheriff, grinming.
“Seems like there ain’t nothin’ but top-
hands no more. I happen to know that













b /’ W YIRS |
AN

‘IR
about it. If Hopalong ¢















26 SHORT STORIES

When the sheriff and the two other dep-
uties were alone he led them from the
house, and signalled the man on the top
of the hill to come down. They searched
for tracks and found none that meant
anything; the fugitive had been wise
enough to take another horse, whose un-
known prints were lost among the num-
ber of tracks on the hard-packed trail.
When the black horse was rounded up,
it was found to be unshod, no hard mat-
ter where tools were at hand for the work.

On the way to town they met Pecos Sam
returning. He grinned sarcastically and
rode past with his sombrero cocked at an
angle which he considered to be insulting.

Cuaprrer V
THE BADGE OF THE LAW

MESQUITE spent the next two days
in the saddle, and the intervening
night in a camp of his own. He chose
for the scene of his activity the eastern
.end of the great basin, beyond the range
of the Lazy S and even beyond that of
the Ace of Clubs. The two low mountain
ridges which roughly bounded the basin
on the north and south, although they
slanted well off the true course, here drew
a little closer together and then flattened
out into a high, connecting tableland.

The slope up to the top of this table-
land was wild and rocky, cut with arroyos
and small canyons, gouged by rainwater
gullies, dotted with little hills and pitted
with small valleys, some of which were
blessed by springs, which made several of
them exceedingly rich in grass. The gen-
eral aspect was one of scraggly brush, its
nature varying with the soil, the aridity
and the altitude. Vision was limited except
from the tops of the larger hills.

There were cattle in this broken coun-
try, but most of them were old and worth-
less; tough cows barren because of age;
old steers, whose stringy meat would
daunt even the best of teeth; mean old
bulls, range scrubs, that should have been
killed off as found, and not left to keep
an inferior cattle strain alive in the herds
below. Their self-banishment, was a good
thing for the whole range, although at
times they went down into the valley.

These outlaws of all kinds were mostly
branded ; and of really marketable animals
Mesquite saw but few, so few that their
numbers did not count. These were the
facts, and he was gleaning facts, hoping
from them to build up a chain of logic
from which to draw knowledge, a knowl-
edge which would aid him in the problems
he would have to solve. Some of the facts
he learned were so significant to his mind
that already a working hypothesis was
shaping itself.

Why were there practically no valuable
cattle in so wild a country, especially when
it was generally known that the outfit of
the Lazy S, over a period of four years,
had been careless and without real- inter-
est in its work? Why were there not num-
bers of Lazy S cattle up in this wild
country, cattle of all ages, cattle of three
classes. It seemed as though carelessness
on one hand might be offset by carefulness
on the other. If the Lazy S was careless,
then who was careful? Who gleaned the
strays?

What horse tracks he found were so
old or obliterated or faint that they told
him nothing, except that horses had been
in this wild country, shod horses; and here
and there the tracks passed around low-
hung branches of the higher trees, sug-
gesting a reason for it. Nowhere at such
a place could be found tracks that went
under limbs low enough to strike a rider.
Few things seen by the eyes have as little
significance as the majority of men at-
tribute to them. Cause and effect, the old-
est and most persistent relationship in the
world, is perhaps the generally least rec-
ognized or understood.

T WAS late in the afternoon of his
first day of riding that he came to a
focusing of the faint horse tracks he had
been noticing so much. There was a faint
semblance of a path, leading roughly in a
northerly direction. His interest quickened
and he followed the little trail, one so
faint that often it was only by looking
well ahead, when he could, that he could
keep it in sight. It led him into one of the
small valleys, a mere dip in the ground;
but spring water oozed down the slope and

kept alive a sturdy patch of grass. As he
25
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glanced around the rim his attention was
caught by some-
thing entirely
foreign to na-
ture, 2 long,
horizontal  line
in the brush,
There was no
need to investi-
gate it it was
s wire,

He rode far enough down the slope to
get a better look at the softer ground in
the little slough; and the pockmarks were
those such as might have been made by cat-
tle the year before. The suspicion of glean-
ing, awakened by negative evidence, was
not acquiring that dignity which positive
evidence endows. His suspicious mind
flashed back over the trail of reasoning,
over the facts and into the problematical ;
did these gleaners pick up only stray cat-
tle, or were the cattle allowed to wander?
Were they, perhaps, deliberately drifted
into these wilds? The correct answer to
this would be worth almost any effort
made to obtain it. That would likely come
later, and from another place.

Heretofore his riding had been with-
out any especial alertness so far as his
own safety was concerned, but now he
recognized the need for a change, and his
progress was a little more circumspect.

He followed along the trail, now a lit-
tle heavier, a little wider and, therefore,
plainer to the eye. Another small valley,
with a swampy bottom, was reached some
time later; and he learned of the wire be-
cause his horse almost ran into it. It was
junk wire, joined and tied, both barbed
and plain, and of several sizes, It also
was in better continuity than the first he
had seen, entirely circling the hollow ex-
cept where the trail entered. A loose
length, coiled roughly, told of a one-strand
gate; and also told that a single horseman
could pen his stock and be free to search
for more.

Neither camping nor branding appeared
to have occurred at either of these small
valleys; the entire lack of burned spots
or charred wood plainly indicating this.

He pushed on again, along an even
plainer trail, and {found that it was joined,
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here and there in low places, by that same
kind of trail he had found so difficult to
follow earlier in the day. And he became
conscious of another fact; this larger trail
ran generally upward, through a series of
various kinds of depressions. This was
curious, for the range of the Ace of Clubs,
whose territory he was beginning to ap-
proach, lay on much lower ground. He
smiled grimly, and then began to look
around for a camp spot, for good graz-
ing for his horse. It was nearly dusk be-
fore he found one which suited him, and
after taking care of his mount and eating
a portion of the cold rations he carried,
he rolled up in a blanket and went to sleep
like a child,

. HE second day found him again call-
ing upon his own peculiar training;
he abandoned this trail and struck from
it at right angles. It was as though he re-
garded it as one spoke, perhaps, to a wheel.
It naturally would lead toward the hub;
but to follow it might result in being seen,
and in arousing suspicions in canny minds
entirely two ripe for suspicion. It was a
crooked spoke, and its axial line uncertain;
but a second spoke would, if followed
reasonably far, provide a line of inter~
section which might indicate the general
location of the hub. With the short time at
his disposal, approximation would have to
suffice.

On his course up the slope of the table-
land’s benches, he crossed several of those
already mentioned faint trails, and they
all led downward, and, therefore, toward
the trunk line he had quitted; but at last
he found one which angled off in the other
direction, and he followed it as rapidly as
possible. It led him to others, and by noon
he reached the main stem, and let it be his
guide. Finally he came upon fresh horse-
shoe prints, going in the same direction,
and he stopped, dismounted, led his horse
from the trail, and climbed to the top of
the right hand hill. For minutes his
searching gaze slowly swept the country,
gradually acquiring a greater radius; and
then it stopped and fixed upon a moving
dot, a dot so small that it told him noth-
ing beyond the fact that it was a horse-
man. A rider, out here, could be no one

i
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“Come on, come on!” growled a player.
“Deal ’em; deal ’em. Don’t pay so much
attention to Haskins. Put in a chip, an’
deal !”

ESQUITE'S cold face softened a

little, and he nodded. He was glad
that Hopalong Cassidy’s answer had been
received. And he was glad to make the
acquaintance of a man like the sheriff, and
hoped that he might, some day, claim him
for a steadfast friend.

“That remark about Utah swearin’ re-
minds me of somethin’,” said the sheriff,
absently toying with the badge on his vest,
“somethin’ I figger on doin’ tonight.”

Mesquite looked at him intently, study-
ing the seamed face, and his own eyes
brightened as the sheriff opened his coat
wide and revealed a deputy sheriff’s badge
pinned to its lining.

“But you drew four cards!” came
Tommy’s indignant wail from the poker
table “Judas priest! Look here: three
crowned heads, all male, an’ they lose to
a four card draw!”

“Santy Claus just clumb down the chim-
bly,” placidly remarked the lucky winner,
pulling in his gains.

“When I got the best hand, nobody
stays,” growled Tommy; “but when I got
real, good hand, somebody’s got a bet-
ter!”

“Never mind, Tommy; you come in
second, anyhow,” consoled a companion.
“Bust yore little pairs from now on, and
wait for Santy Claus, yoreself.”

“Well,” growled a man,. arising and
pushing his solitary chip to the banker,
“mebby yo're goin’ to wait for Santy
Claus, but I'm goin’ out lookin’ for him—
with a gun. I’m through. Good night.”

“Hey, you fellers,” called the dealer.
“Hey, Haskins; hey, Corbin! Hey, you
Mesquite feller! There’s room for another
pilgrim.”

The coroner looked inquiringly at his
official friend, smiled at the shake of the
head, and slowly arose.

“Goin’ to invest,” he apologized to Mes-
quite, and sauntered to the table. “What’s
the game?” he asked as he dug down into
a pocket.

“Two bits an’ a dollar,”

25

answered the

dealer. “Look out for Tommy; he holds
good hands.”

“You go to hell,” growled Tommy,
grinning ruefully. He turned and glanced
curiously at the sheriff, and slowly picked
up his hand.

The sheriff waited until the game held
the attention of the players, and of Par-
sons as well, and leaned a little forward.

“Which ever of us two leaves here first,”
he whispered, “waits at my office.” His
hand moved inside his coat and then fell
to the arm of his chair.

MESQUITE nodded quietly, but his
face hardened. He could wear that
that badge with far more complacency
than he had worn the one which Sheriff
Peters had pinned on his vest about twe
years before.

It was not long before Tommy, of the
Box O, pushed back his chair and stood
up. His remarks to his friends were not
complimentary, but they gave as good as
they received. He had no chips to cash,
and therefore tarried not; but he stopped
at the sheriff’s side, and looked down in-
quiringly.

“What'd you mean ’bout me quittin’ my
job?” he carelessly asked.

“Ride along home, sonny,” replied the
sheriff. “You’ll mebby find out, some day,
Things like that usually get known. Ride
along home.” He stretched and arose. “I'll
ride with you, far’s the jail.”

Tommy became a little apprehensive.
but said nothing. He was swiftly running
4r, back in his mind
== for a clue to the
o ~2 sheriff’s words,

doto find out if

\ thlS short ride
i} with the sheriff

A Ll was going to
be  disastrous.
He led the way

¥ to the tie-rack,
mounted in sxlence, and grudged each step
of his horse; but at the combination office
and jail the sheriff waved his hand and
said good night. Tommy’s sigh of relief
reached the officer’s ears, and sent a grin
to the leathery face.

Half an hour later Mesquite walked
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The Sheriff of Crooked Rib 41

yore the nex’ sher'ff o' Crooked Rib.”

Young Bill permitted himself one drink.
He went over to the harness shop and
bought two extra lariats, then to the de-
serted sheriff’s office for a couple pair of
handcuffs. He tarried there a moment.
Somebody had brought in an old picture
of Tamus Dolliver and tacked it to the
wall—Tamus as he had been in the full
flesh of life. He was a burly man, looking
a little like John L. Sullivan, and even
the neutral tints of the picture couldn’t
conceal the suggestion of florid vitality in
the bold, rugged face. Young Bill studied
that picture at length.

“Tamus—when you was young it was a
toss-up whether you’d be hung or be elect-
ed. Well, you gambled and won. I’'m not
the man you was, not by a long jump and
run. But it’s the same with me, Tamus.
Either they'll be huntin’ me, or T'll be hunt-
in’ them. Whole hog or none.” And a long
while later he added, “Some folks is just
cut out for one thing. Either I'll be set-
tlin’ trouble or I'll be makin’ it. Here
goes‘”

FTER that he moved with caution,
went to the hotel by a back lane and
climbed upstairs to a room overlooking the
street. Here he sat the rest of the day with
his eyes glued on the store across the way.
Men and women moved around the place,
in and out. One hy one he rejected them.
Tt wasn’t until near sunset he picked upon
an individual coming from the place with
a gunnysack filled with grub. Later that
man rode east from town at a casual gait.
Out of a compartment in Bill Patent’s
mind where so many stray fragments of
fact were stored. came one small item that
fitted to this fellow like a glove. Young
Bill walked back the rear alley, got his
horse and likewise rode east.

“Litty bitty things,” he murmured
through the coming twilight. He gave the
fellow with the grub sack plenty of dis-
tance; and thrice left the road entirely,
traveling parallel. After an hour, he ar-
rived at a point where a trail thrust south-
ward directly into Crooked Rib’s most
arid stretch. Here, young Bill got {rom the
horse and in the darkness scraped around
on his knees, lighting and shielding a match
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between his cupped palms. Thereafter he -
took the south-
ern trail and
traveled at a
walk, Starlight
“came out
brightly, the
moon was at
three-quarters

: and shedding a
luster over the earth’s shadows. And again,
near midnight, he found himself at a piece
of country striped with gullies. The trail
ended here, the hoofprints milled about,
met those of another horse coming from
the opposite direction, and then swung
eastward. There had been a meeting, that
grubsack had been transferred—it was
light enough to see the tracks in the dis-
heveled sand.

“His name,” murmured young Bill,
thinking of the gentleman who had pur-
chased that food, “is Henrick Tilt and
this certainly proves he’s the link between
that gang and town. All right, Mister Tilt,
I've got the dope on you and I'll continue
to have it the rest of your natural born
life. You’re a key that’s going to unlock
a lot of things in the future.”

Henrick Tilt had returned to Crooked
Rib by another route; but the particular
outlaw receiving the food left a broad
trail leading still farther south. Young
Bill summoned before him the map of the -
county as he had learned it through his
years of roaming. “The Scored Buttes?
Mebbe. But that’s country somewhat trav-
eled. He’s ridden hard and I don’t think
he’ll go too far before sleepin’. All right
—us for the stand of cottonwoods at the
bench mark.”

AVING decided this much, young

Bill forsook the trace of hoofprints
and put his horse to a steady gallop. Quite
a wide circle he made during the course
of the next hour. In the end it brought
him within some hundred yards of a
blurred outline standing toward the dia-
mond-dusted sky. He left his horse in a
hollow and went forward afoot; with due
caution, but yet with the air of one not
expecting to find company. Fifty yards off
he was on his stomach and the rest of the
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for him to walk into the trap. Very queer,
but he was firing back with no particular
wildness. Seemed like they’d hit him some-
where. The shadow to the front wavered
and collapsed sidewise. But Sorrel’s metal-
lic words reached him as through a long,
long corridor. “Go down, damn yuh, go
down! Tryin’ to put the cross on us, huh?
Yuh mongrel, T should’ve killed yuh along
with the sher’ff!”

“Wrong number,” answered Bill. “It’s

litty-bitty things that stick in my mind.
You never ought to’ve stopped here——"

E FELL backward; Sorrel sprang up

from the blankets and stood directly
over him. Young Bill had just enough
energy to raise his gun and deliver his
last shot. Sorrel dropped like a stunned ox,
one arm striking young Bill fair in the
face. A dead man had struck. As for Bill,
he felt himself borne out on a tide and like
a desperate swimmer he fought back; out
again with something actually crushing
him down, and still he beat back until the
mists cleared and he felt a throb along
his temple and the blood warm and thick
on his cheeks. It was quite cold; dawn
cracked above the eastern rim.

“You can’t kill a man that wasn’t born
to be killed,” declared young Bill.

S FAR as Crooked Rib, town and
county, was concerned, it was high,

low, jack and the game. There had been
only four concerned in the holdup and
murders after all, for when they came to
search Sorrel and Little Dandy—both gen-
tlemen being dead—as well as the bruised
Lew Ord and the entirely uninjured Joe
Brimmer, they discovered the stage money
equally divided between the quartet. What

Crooked Rib yearned to know was the
particulars and on this point young Bill
Patent was obscure. For instance, how had
he raised the trail between the town and
the cottonwoods where he snared Joe
Brimmer? Young Bill never told, for to
have done so would have revealed Hen-
rick Tilt’s part; and Bill was reserving
Henrick Tilt as a decoy duck.

Already, young Bill Patent was looking
into the future and building his fences.
Standing in the sheriff’s office, one side
of his face covered with a welt of cloth,
he looked about him with an air plainly
indicating he was at home and in no hurry
to move. He was deputy de facto and he
would stay so until the following election.
And, being shrewd enough, he knew that
he stood alone as the candidate for that
office. Tamus Dolliver’s star would be his.
At which he swung to the photograph of
the old man.

“I'm not the fellow you was, Tamus.
Not by a jump and a run, But I reckon
I know how you felt when you discov-
ered vou had got safely over to the right
side o’ the ledger. It’s like gettin’ a par-
don from the governor, Oh, I'll keep this
county sweet an’ clean, don’t worry none,
Tamus. It’s the one thing I can do.”

He turned out of the office and got into
the saddle. His intention was to ride east
in the direction of Sue Ballinger’s. A lit-
tle beyond the general store he happened
to observe Henrick Tilt leaning against
a wall, narrow-eyed, watchful.

“Hello there, Henrick,” said young
Bill jovially. “How’s tricks?”

Henrick nodded briefly; it seemed to
young Bill that the man’s whole face
lightened. Whereat Bill serenely pursued
his way. Mayor Darby Chamberlain cross-
ed down by the stables and Bill took pains
to draw alongside of the official and to
speak quite casually.

“Say, Darby, there’s a new rule in ef-
fect from now on. Any man enterin’ town
has got the right to take three shots at
the town pump. Objections? No? Well,
that’s co-operation. I sure thought for a
while, Darby, you'd fallen for a lot of
this reform guff. Guess I was mistaken—
or is it election time you got an eye on?”
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asked for it. Seeing that the Mounted
Man hesitated he said: “It will run away
from you, back to the forest soon, any-
how, and I will keep it so that when the
long snows come again it will pull my
sled.”

Corporal Milton hesitated. The gift of
a dog among them was a gesture of friend-
ship of deep significance. He opened his
pack and laid its contents before the old
redman,

“I took the wolf from the forest when
it was hurt and could not run,” he said.
“It has followed me and eaten at my fire.
Its tongue has touched my hand as I fed
it and it has reached my heart in the lone-
liness. If it goes back to the forest I give
it back where I took it. I am sorry.”

The old Indian turned from the prof-
erred gifts of tobacco, meat and cart-
ridges.

Next morning the Mounted Man swung
away toward the north and east, back to-
ward the post on the lake. The whelp was
heavy now and a strong little brute. At
last the crude splint was taken from its
leg and it followed in the tracks of the
man, to be carried only when it tired as
an aftermath of its long inactivity.

From the east came a warm wind that
softened the snow crust and little rivulets
cut gullies in the white surface. The soft
fatness of the welp gave way to a strong
body and it became more independent of
the man as it wandered in widening circles
from his track. Then it caught a rabbit
that sat beside a hummock where the sun
of spring had melted away the snow. It
caught and killed and the hot blood of its
kill lit wild fires in the wolf whelp’s brain.
It was strong, built up by the steady fare
furnished by the man. There was a lump
on one rear leg,
the leg that had
been broken and
poorly set, but
that was no hin-
drance to its
speed. Having
gorged on the

=== rabbit it yelped

— once, a weird,

rolling cry that was deeper than its puppy

yelps. A long time it lay there beside what
28

remained of the rabbit. A porcupine came
lumbering along. The wolf pup snarled and
the quill pig edged away, bristling. Late
that day it finished the rest of the rabbit
and in the twilight loped toward where it
had left the man.

Darkness settled. Things were moving
in the night, strange things to the wolf
pup, great forms that rustled and made
the brush crackle. A vague timidity was
upon it and it skulked from covert to
covert, while miles beyond the Mounted
man sat by a lonely camp fire and called
occasionally into the blackness that gave
no answer.

HE next day the pup caught a grouse

by creeping upon it after two others
had flown up to the safety of low
branches when the pup rushed upon them.
Thus it learned to stalk and kill, to take
life in order that it might live. Only at
night it longed for the warmth the man
had given it; perhaps, too, for the touch
and odor of the strong hand that had
caressed it when the fears of starvation
and hurt were upon it. Occasionally it
whined its loneliness for the man. But
that food the man had given it so regu-
larly in its babyhood was showing effects
now. The wolf pup was a big, strong-
limbed creature, limping ever so lightly
in its shuffling gait. It had a courage that
might have come from those long weeks
with the man who taught it no fear, weeks
during which it should have been learning
the skulking ways of its own kind from
its mother. But if the man’s association
had been kindly it also had its drawbacks,
and the wolf pup had many things to learn.
It had to find out through hard experi-
ence that there were things in the forest
to be avoided. A wolverine gave it a ter-
rible thrashing when it came to take a
rabbit that the pup had stalked and the
pup fought to retain its kill. The pup’s
flanks were torn terribly and it lay in a
swamp where it could lave its wound in
the cold water for nearly three days, days
during which memories made it whine
often for the man who had befriended it.
Then a moose cow made a lunge for it
and narrowly missed crushing it with those
mighty hoofs when the pup failed to give
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her calf a sufficiently wide berth. Grad-
ually, out of these incidents, grew deep
hatreds for almost everything with which
it knew contact.

UNGER came to the pup, too, and

new wariness with the things it
learned. Its flanks were thinning out but
those long haunches were sinewy, and the
thick new hair that came was of deepest
gray. The summer months brought in-
creasing power and swiftness to long, lean
mwuscles and all the cunning of a wild
hunter to the brain that had never been
taught by the mother who disappeared into
the night to die and leave her brood to
their fate.

Sometimes during the warm months the
pup in his ramblings came across others
of his kind, but they were unsociable and
he wanted none of them. In him, some-
where, was a barrier that was not easy to
pass, a barrier of blood other than the
wolf. He was a lone wanderer of the
reaches. Once, too, he found the trail of
men, and the man scent. Wild eagerness
came up in him, but this scent was dif-
ferent. It was not the scent of the man
in whose capote he had been carried, whose
warm body had protected him, who had
fed him from a pan on which the man's
lips had left their own scent. It was not
the odor of the man whose hand had
stroked ‘the hip that ached so terribly as
the sticks were tied upon it and who had
picked him up and protected him when
the fierce Indian dogs rushed upon him.

He crept along, following the scent and
came upon a camp of the Dog Ribs, the
same one he had bheen taken to by the
Mounted man. A stream was nearby. Fires
glowed in the darkness and figures moved.
The scent of fish came to him from the
drying racks. A mwotley gathering of dogs
sat beneath, yapping and howling except
when a stick hurled in their direction sent
them yelping.

AS THE pup lay beyond the edge of
the brush in the clearing, watching
the wonderous scene of the encampment,
the low sound of a moccasined foot nearby
made him look up. Twenty feet away were
two Indians. His interest in the scene had

been so great he failed to notice their ap-
proach. Before he could leap back to the
sanctuary of the coverts one of them made
a swift motion and the rifle bellowed
fiercely right at him. He saw the burst of
fire that came from its muzzle as some-
thing struck him a terrible blow on the
haunch and bowled him over. The bullet
had raked and torn him along that flank.
It had shocked and the roar of the trade
gun terrorized him, but he gathered his
shattered powers and fled as the fierce
dogs of the village came to hunt him
through the depths where he fled, dragging
his terrible hurt. He lived, but fresh ha-
treds were born, hatreds of these men and
their dogs, deep, awful hatreds that came
of agony and the fires of fever.

Life was harsh to the pup. Nature
taught him her lesson, that beneath her
beauty and her quietness was a hostility
that must be constantly met to live. He.
became a master killer who existed by the
cunning of his brain, the ferocity of his
onslaughts and infinite patience learned of
the early days of his immaturity when
his rushes had been unavailing and only
through stalking and understanding had
he been able to take the little wild things
on which he fed.

PERHAPS the early start under the
care of man, perhaps the necessity
for living that first swummer on his own
resources or a combination of the two
was responsible for the superb brute he
had become when the first snow fell and
the eftfects of the bullet wore off at last,
Swift, silent, with his great young fangs
perfectly capable of hamstringing a moose
he hung along the edges of the lakes be-
fore they froze, long since aware that here
the caribou came most frequently and were
less wary in the knowledge of their close-
ness to the sanctuary of water in event
of danger. There he lay in the coverts,
waiting, his slanted, amber-hued eyes half
closed, his sloping haunches stretched out
in rest until hunger drove him to his kills.
He learned to make the charge of the at-
tack, the whirl and leap with loose hang-
ing jaws that sent him hurtling like a gray -
wraith in front of, past, and back of the

caribou calves. He had brought down two
25
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moose cows alone and stalked off sur-
feited when others of his kind came in
response to the message of blood that rode
down the wind from his banquet board.

There was a strangeness about him to-
ward them. He had seen them in the nights
and heard their voices rolling through the
aisles of the wilderness, but was content
with his heritage of loneliness, a wanderer
of the depths without friendship.

FTENER now he heard the chorus

of the pack cry as they swept
through the forest and there were impulses
to answer, to lift his head high and let
out in a wild burst of pulsing sound the
‘ g1 things that were

i seeking expres-
sion. At last

cry, high pitched
and drawn.
Something  in
him beckoned
immediate-
' ly. The roar that
came from him was of utter loneliness. In
a swampy bottom he met her, the young
she-wolf, and even as she Ilured another
male came in answer to that first cry.
There were swishings in the dark, the
cracklings of brush and quick, soft rushes
of padded feet as they fought, in silence.
- Occasionally they came together as horse-
men in a charge and reared on hind paws,
slashing at each other’s throats, byt
mostly their attacks were furious thrusts
and parries of fang on fang until the in-
terloper fled, horribly torn. But victory
brought no fruits to the young conqueror,
only gaping slashes about which the blood
froze on his gray hair where he lay alone
in the densest coverts. The foe had been
a worthy one and the mate he had sought
was gone, His strength, too, had departed
through the wounds the wolf gave him
in that fierce battle. His body fevered and
he whimpered. It may be he longed again
for the man who had brought him relief
that time he was hurt and starving as a
pup. It may be, also, in the fever of his
hurt, he felt again in imaginings the strok-
ing of the man’s hand. He nearly died,
but the body hardened in the crucible of
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came another.

the wild served to bring him through,
gaunt and starving, at last.

The strangeness that had been in him
toward his own kind was increased
through this experience. He lived and
hunted alone. Once, that spring, a lambent
ground breeze curling up from the bottom
brought him an old scent, faintly discern-
ible as his nostrils moistened eagerly. A
low sound came in his throat. He quar-
tered that breeze like a hunting dog. His
low hanging tail came up as he swung
back and forth and his wrinkling muzzle
almost touched the ground. He found the
camp site with its ashes of fire and the
spot where the man had slept. That was
the spot where the wandering breeze had
picked up the man scent. But the ashes
were cold and the vague scent lost itself
as he loped in a widening circle, for the
man had been gone two days before. That
night two spots of opalescent flame paled
and brightened from the brush near where
the camp had been, but the man did not
return, and in the morning the wolf dog
was gone in the mystic depths.

WEEK later he came out in the lit-

tle valley by the lake where the man
had found him. Perhaps memories welled
up. He pawed and sniffed among the logs
and branches that had been the man’s
wind-break. The elements had long since
removed the last vestige of scent but it
may be also that memory found for him
what his keen nose could not. And here
also was the overhanging bank. At its base
he pawed and dug among the rocks until
he had scooped a den in which he could
lie and look out upon the spot where his
only friendship had started. He returned
often to that den and lay there, great
muzzle on forepaws, looking out.

That spring Corporal Milton was trans-
ferred from the post on the lake to a sta-
tion far to the south and east and another
man came into the northland to take his
place. The seasons passed and others came
in the cycle of duty to the great loneli-
ness of the North, to the round as judge,
jury, friend and avenger, to advise and
administer and protect.

The wolf dog became a monster, a mas-
sive gray monarch of the reaches, cling-
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ing to the peculiarity which made him
shun his kind except when mating instincts
lured commandingly. At other times he
hunted alone and took as he chose, by
wile and strength. His sinews were mighty,
his muscles tireless. He limped still in his
shuffling gait from that injury of his baby-
hood, but it was no handicap.

Then came a winter that brought trou-
ble, when the caribou sought new feeding
grounds amid the muskegs far toward the
east, when the rabbits developed the lit-
tle yellow spots and died and there was
hunger among the tribes and pestilence
broke out and the headmen in the villages
were forced to accept the decrees of the
shamans that their troubles were due to
failure to adhere to the old gods.

UTHORITY was brushed aside in the
North. The wilderness became a
place where death was very close to the
surface, where the laws of man and nature
were cast off. Murder and death rode the
cold wind that came down from the waste
places in the night. Into the midst of this
the cycle of duty of the Mounted, chang-
ing its forces, sent a man, a tall man whose
limbs were slender, whose hair was gray-
ing above his wide set blue eyes that be-
longed to the strong face.

He came through the storm, far to the
westward of the post on the lake. A hun-
dred miles to the west of the post, then
a hundred miles south on the second leg
of the big triangle, and back. He'd known
it years before. It had seemed easier then.
Perhaps he’d been more eager in the long
ago. The beard that grew in days on the
trail was thicker now and there were gray
streaks. But the years had brought him
the reputation for solving troubles. Would
this story never cease? Even his tireless
muscles were
wearying of the
endless battle
against the wind.
It was cold. The
wind-wolf
roared over the
white {rosted
world like a mad
thing. Some-
where toward the west the Stikine came

down out of the hills and widened into a
lake. There'd been trouble at a village
there. Years before he’d visited it. He
must be right in direction! Two days back
he’d lost the compass, but that didn’t mat-
ter. He carried it only perfunctorily.

The North’s wild gods laughed in su-
preme derision and spun him under the
fierce shock of their wind lances. Driven
ice lashed beneath the hood and seared
across his eyes, blinding him. He swayed,
rubbing at his face. The blue-white glare
had inflamed his eyes despite the smears
of black he’d daubed about the lids with
ashes from the previous night’s fire.

TW ILIGHT was settling and the cold
was more intense. Groping, the man
made his camp and the brittle twigs of
the brush tore at his face as he searched
for firewood. In the warmth he sought the
ease of sleep, but the pain in his eyes was
too great. He refused to let himself think.

-Morning brought no relief. His eyelids
were swollen almost closed. The cold was
bitter, but the blue-white glare was gone
as a wind driven ice mist spun across the
face of the world. Hoary maned, the titans
of the boreal reaches rode their mad white
steeds in swishing charges, shivering their
icy spears in merciless thrusts that bent
the forest. There were screechings that
lowered away at intervals to a subdued,
eerie wail as though ghosts in the hidden
glens called one who was soon to join
them. Feeling blindly in the ashes of his
fire the man smeared his face with black
to lessen the agony that came with the
light. At last he tried to go on. Dim,
pinkish glows came to him through the
horror of his swollen eyelids. He went
slowly, groping, stumbling, falling. Ice was
forming on his lashes. Where his breath
touched his beard .became like glass. He
crashed face downward in the brush, arose
slowly and went on. Like an evil spirit
the wind raged at him, tugging and smash-
ing. The day was waning. His head
throbbed with hot fires.

Graying purple the twilight came, bear-
ing the cold mysticism of night in its
robes. He was in a dip amid the hills where
the timber gave way to thinned brush.
Here the hills sloped to a little valley and

25






54 SHORT STORIES

to the dark form that lay huddled so near
the mouth of his den. A low sound came
from it, an almost inaudible moaning. Ten
feet away he halted, crouching as though
to close in his -deadly lunge. His great
muzzle was extended toward it; the flames
were brighter in his eyes, the eyes of the
fierce killer who had wrested life from
the wilderness.

He was moving, a little nearer, on his
belly, creeping with little perceptible mo-
tion. Closer, his head swaying, searching
for the vague scent; closer he came. Only
a few inches separated his muzzle from
the face of the man, the face that was
swollen and battered.

The great wolf dog’s head swung around
as he lay there, flattened. He was looking
out onto the dark world of the frost, across
the lake. His head lifted and he peered
up at that overhanging bank. Great white
fangs bared. Then his head sank. The
inches that separated his muzzle from the
unprotected face and throat of the man
diminished. Something warm and moist
touched the man’s face, something that
was rough. The odor of blood from his
last kill was fresh on the wolf dog’s muz-
zle. Again his tongue licked the man’s face,
and from the dip where the hills lowered
to that little valley came the full burst of
the hunger cry as the pack swept in, ten
of them, huge, fierce brutes, perhaps sens-
ing the helplessness of their quarry.

OWN toward that ice sheathed rise

they sped, close together, and the
wolf dog reared suddenly above the man.
Like a burst of deep rolling thunder his
roar split the night.

As they came around the edge of the
overhanging bank, ravening in their great
hunger, he met them. Five feet from the
man he stood, braced, his rear paws
spread wide. In the darkness and the storm
there were sounds, fierce, horrible sounds.
He did not fight as his instincts and ex-
perience had taught him to fight, leaping,
scarce touching the snow. Perhaps he
knew that then some might pass him.
There were whirling bodies, soft, clashing
sounds and raspings as though metal met

metal or” fang scraped bone, and ghastly
smkenmg crunchmgs, with short yelps of
i 7 ¥ agony. But the
7 wolf do g made
“ no sound.

A dark figure
i slunk away into
’-.@ the night, and

tled, broken only
by the moaning wail of the wind. A great,
shaggy body came beside the man. It
seemed to droop, pressing close against
him. Once a warm tongue licked his face
and there was fresh blood on that tongue.
Gradually the wolf dog’s body stiffened
where it lay, and it kept the curling eddies
of the ice spirit’s breath off the man.

N THE morning two wandering Dog
Ribs saw the pencil of smoke from
a distance and came toward the lake. Won-
dering, they watched the man whose face
was swollen and whose eyes were inflamed
and almost closed. He sat beside the body
of a huge, shaggy brute with gaping
slashes in its neck and flanks, slashes out
of which the life blood had flowed and
frozen. The mitten was off one of the
man’s hands and they saw that his fin-
gers ran slowly down one of the woli dog’s
legs. They stopped and were gentle. There
was an enlargement, a swelling as of an
old break that had never been set just
right. Something that wet the man’s face
came out of his swollen eyes and he gath-
ered the stiffened body of the wolf dog
close in his arms. Near the overhanging
bank were two other bodies, and a third
had dragged itself to the edge of the brush
near the lake to die.

One of the Dog Ribs was old. His face
lighted with recognition of the white man.
His people had known and respected him
long ago, but he did not understand as
Corporal Milton insisted that they help
him fill the little cavern with loose rock,
covering the body of the great beast they
had seen him take in his arms while tears
came from his half-blind eyes.
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“My gosh, does the whole countty know
about that?”

“We-el,”” ob-
served Gordon,
“it looks like it,
don’t it?”

A “It sure
¥ does!” Holliday
{ turned  resent-
fully toward the

| & bandit again.
“So Tom Cul]y sent you after me, eh? Is
that it?"

“No,” growled the robber.

Holliday gave a dry laugh.

“The whole country knows about my
ten thousand, doesn’t it? What's become
of Cully, then?”

The bandit kept staring at the ground,
but after a long silence he felt compelled
to speak:

“Cully had his own scheme. Him and
some friends.”

“What was the scheme?”

“I dunno.”

“Why not "

The robber tightened his lips, but the
silent stares of four pairs of eyes caused
him to squirm and then to mumble.

“He said he didn’t need me. He said
he was goin’ to use brains this time. He
said you'd never know what happened to
yuh. Brains! Hell! That’s no way to treat
me after all I've done for him!”

“So you used your own brains,”
cluded Holliday.

“Still,” broke in old Gordon, “this here
business is beginnin’ to look serious.
There’s somethin’ mighty suspicious goin’
on, Holliday. You'd better let us lock this
here scallywag in the woodshed alongside
our Great Dane while we ride to your
ranch with you. I don’t like the looks of
this thing!”

con-

O IT was done. Holliday and his

friends arrived without further inci-
dent at the Winters ranch-house three
hours later. Lamps were lit in the front
parlor to await his expected coming. Nel-
lie Winters leaped joyously into his arms.
Her father gave him a formal hand-shake,
greeted his neighbors courteously as they
came across the threshold, and then march-
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ed up to the onyx center-table where Hol-
liday had set the black bag.

He found it hard to open. He labored
for more than a minute.

“It works sort o' stiff,” he observed,
wiggling the key in the lock.

“Well, you got through all right, any-
how,” complimented his future father-in-
law.

“Uh-huh.” The key clicked. Holliday's
hands pulled the bag open. “There. There’s
the most important thing My God!”

He took two steps straight backward.
His face grew white, his hands clutched
at empty air, and his eyes bulged with
sheer disbelief as they stared at six news-
papers and an old bed-sheet rolled up in-
side the treacherous black bag.

His voice yelled of its own accord:

“And I got into a gun-fight—and killed
a good horse—for that!”

The guests stiffened and stood on tip-~
toe to gaze at this family catastrophe. Nel-
lie Winters’ alarmed hands went to her
throat. Old man Winters’ mouth came
open.

“The money!” he croaked. Then he
waved his anguished hands at Holliday.
“The money! The money! The money!”

“Oh, that!” Holliday walked backward
into a great armchair. “I knew some idiot
would blab about this money, so I took
precautions, It’s a tough country. A fel-
low has to be careful.” His body doubled
up as his hands tugged the left boot off
his foot and out from under the long blue
trousers. He turned the boot upside-
down, shaking it. Five crisp yellow thou-
sand-dollar bills fluttered to the red car-
pet. The other boot yielded a similar
flurry. “But that’s not what worries me,”
mourned Holliday, looking up pleadingly
at the girl who was smiling at him. “The
most important thing is lost. At least, it’s
the most important thing to me. It was
something for you!”

Old Man Winters had given a little
joyous cry and was starting with arms
outstretched toward the yellow bills lying
on the carpet; but the piteous consterna-
tion of the young lover in the chair caused
him to halt and to make sounds in his
throat which resembled a person choking
on a fish-bone.
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won’t hit him again. Here—let’s go and
have a look at him.”

The two moved away and bent over the
man called Piet. A match flared, then an-
other and another. The Major watched
them uneasily, half inclined to join them,
half inclined to hurry away, wondering at
their low, murmuring conversation, impa-
tient at the lengthy time that the inspection
of Piet’s injuries took.

“I say—" he began nervously, and
moved an impatient step toward them.

HE tall man rose swiftly and came to
intercept him. The woman remained
on her knees, sobbing softly.

“He’s in a bad way,” he whispered. “I
am no doctor, but I should say he’s split
his skull, You'd better get away from here
before those others come back with more
of their kidney to help them. Where are
you staying ?”’

“At the Mason. But »

“Good,” the other interrupted. “You go
on there, and I'll stay here and help the
woman get her chap to a doctor. I'll bring
you the doc’s verdict to the hotel. Who
shall T ask for?”

“Major—Aubrey St. John Major. But
1 say, this is awfully good of you. I—"

“Not a word, old man, You'd do the
same for me, I know. Off you go now. I'l
bring you word as soon as I can.”

The Major hesitated; he wanted to see
for himself the extent of the fallen man’s
injuries. Then Piet groaned dismally; the
woman cursed the author of her man’s ills.
The Major took to his heels and ran. The
others waited in silence until his footsteps
had died away in the distance. Then, as
the injured man and woman rose to their
{eet, the bearded man laughed softly.

“You ought to give up highway robbery
and go in for acting, Piet,” he said sarcas-
tically. “You fool, you ought to be more
careful who you select as easy marks.”

Piet groaned, a hand to his aching head.

“Hell)” he swore. “He looked as simple
as a cooing dove; looked like a bloomin’
know nothin’ dude, he did.”

“He’s a dude, all right, and brainless.
But he’s got muscle, Piet. He’s got mus-
cle.” He laughed, as if the idea amused
him.

SHORT STORIES

“I'd "2’ muscled him,” Piet growled, “if
them other two ’ad ’ad any guts! The
- g swine! T’ll get
even with them
for that—leavin’
38 me in the lurch
like they did.
L And look here—
@B what did you let
deaihim go for,
p - K Soa py ?.‘,

“You call me Richards, Mister Richards,
and T'll like you better, Piet,” the other
replied suavely. But there was a heavy
threat underlying his softness. “I let him
go for reasons of my own, because I think
I can use a fool dude who can use his fists
the way he can. Glad I happened along this
way when I did.”

“As if you wouldn’t have been ’angin’
around, anyway,” Piet countered, “to
make sure you'd get your share of the pick-
ings.”

“Yes of course,” the other agreed easily.
“You see, Piet, I'm not sure that I can
trust you to divvy up fairly.”

Piet growled inarticulately.

“Beside,” put in the woman, “we don’t
want the dude, Piet. T've got all he had
worth having. Lock! It ain’t much. I im-
agine his remittance is overdue.”

PIET struck a match and by its feeble
2 light examined the watch and chain
and the small handful of gold and silver
coins which the woman held out on the
palms of her hand.

Richards laughed.

“You'd be rich, Piet,” he said, “if you'd
let Bess boss things. She’s artistic, you're
too fond of the rough work. Now I'm go-
ing to the dude’s hotel, and I'll take his
watch and chain with me. Maybe, as I've
said, I can use him. If I find I can’t, why
T'll make him pay through the nose for
killing you, Piet. So long.” And he strolled
slowly down the alley on his way to the
Mason Hotel,

Cuarrer 11
THE MAJOR LOOKS AT HIMSELF
RRIVING at his hotel, Aubrey St.
John Major went directly to his

room on the ground floor at the rear of the
25
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building,” lighted the gas, partially un-
dressed and donned an elaborate, gold
brocaded dressing gown. That done, he sat
down pensively in a Madeira wicker-chair,
lighted a cigarette and gazed thoughtfully
about the room.

It was in a state of utter confusion. The
floor was covered with trunks of all shapes
and sizes; some were packed, locked and
strapped; others, their lids open, empty,
waiting to receive whatever their owner
decided to put into them. Hanging from
hooks in the wall was a small armory of
weapons—two Lee-Metford service rifles;
hunting guns of divers calibers, revolvers
and hunting knives, and boxes of ammu-
nition. Arranged in a neat row along one
side of the room was an array of boots;
brown riding boots with spurs attached;
stout walking-boots; rope-soled deck-
shoes, a pair of mosquito-boots and several
pairs of patent-leather pumps. The huge,
four-poster bed was piled high with cloth-
ing—white drill riding breeches, white silk
shirts, underwear and sleeping suits; white
sun-helmets. On the floor a pile of thick,
woolly blankets and, nearby, another pile
of linen sheets, pillow cases, table napkins
and towels.

The Major sighed, and looked thought-
fully at the thumb of his right hand and
rubbed it tenderly; it was slightly swollen
and very painful.

“Piet’s jaw must have been frightfully
tough,” he muttered. Then he irowned,
remembering his late adventure, wonder-
ing how it was going to turn out. “Hope
the bounder won’t peg out. If he’s as soft
as all that he had no bally business in the
footpad trade. It'll be frightfully awkward
if I have killed him. No one would be
prepared to believe my evidence if it came
to a murder trial. No!” He smiled bitterly.
“No one would be willing to believe the
word of an—er—ex-convict, while the
woman would undoubtedly find a lot of
witnesses to swear that I attacked Piet
with no provocation whatever. My word,
yes!”

E ROSE to his feet and, with the
sureness of a much traveled man,
busied himself in packing his equipment,
clearing the things off his bed.
23

. As he worked his thoughts ran on.

“Yes, it "ud be deucedly awkward if I
were arrested for murder. That would just
about finish the governor back home. The
dear old boy, for some reason or other, is
always too willing to believe the worst of
his youngest son. Of course I've been a
bit of a lad—but nothing vicious. Harm-
less scrapes at the worst! Oh, weil! May-
be it’s because the governor’s so darned
upright himself that he can’t understand
my little—er—failings. Just the same—"
and once again the bitter smile hardened
the lines of his face—*he was not playin’
the game about that last affair. I wrote
and told him all about it; I gave him my
word of honor that I was innocent, that I'd
been ‘framed’! But does he believe me?
He does not. He sends his—er—final
blessing*and five hundred pounds with the
instructions that I'm never to darken his
doors again. That means I’'m an exile from
home. Oh, rather! I must learn to forget
all that England ever meant.

“And there you are. At least the worst
is over except for the sentimental side of
it. I've served my two years on the break-
water, less time off for good behavior—
punished for buying a diamond illicitly—
only I dido’t buy it; it was given to me,
And I didn’t know it was a diamond.
That’s that! But let’s see, now: How do I
stand? By Jove! I think I'll draw up one
of these—er—balance sheets or whatever
the clerk laddies call them. Yes, I'll do
that.”

Chuckling softly at the humor of the
idea he sat down in his chair and on a
large sheet of writing paper wrote, awk-
wardly by reason of his injured thumb, the
following items on.the “assets” side, mak-
ing running verbal comment as he set them
down:

Four Hundred pounds (cash). “And
I'm glad I know how to play poker. Judg-
ing by the way I've succeeded these last
few days I might make a good livin’ as a
professional. But the company I would
have to keep is not very—er—entertain-
ing. So that’s out.”

Plenty of clothes, guns and ammunition;
horse; buckboard with eight mulecs. “And
poker won me all that. I didn’t like taking
the buckboard and mules from that bally
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baas will come. He must find me with my
eyes open and my legs ready to take the
trail.”

Again the headman spat contemptuously.

“All Hottentots are liars and fools ; there
is nothing of worth in them. And of all
Hottentot you are the biggest fool and
liar of them all. For two years now I have
suffered you to dwell at my kraal and have
had scorn heaped upon my head because I
called a Hottentot my friend. But that
scorn I can put on one side; it is no more
to me than the bite of a mosquito. Though
you are a Hottentot and thus less than the
dogs, I know you to be a man and there-
fore on an equality with great chiefs.
There is not one

St among my young
PX men as strong as

a

e

f:l: you or who can
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- even old Gante,
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////', ' has greater wis-

792 dom. And your
courage—that has been tested and proved
many times during the time you have been
with us. So I say that you are a man and
I can forget that you are a Hottentot. But
I also say that you are a liar, and, maybe,”
he laughed, “it is because of that I have
allowed you to stay with us. Never was a
man born who could tell lies with so seri-
ous a face as you, Hottentot.” He smote
his thick thighs, chuckling as he thought
of one of the experiences narrated by the
Hottentot.

“It is,” he continued, “that I am now
thinking of the story you told of the kill-
ing of a lion with only a broken assegai for
your weapon. Wo-we! To think of that!”

“And yet, Umbalose, that was true,” the
Hottentot replied gruffly. “See! Here are
the marks of his claws.” And he pointed to
a long scar which ran from his right
shoulder down across his chest, ending at
the waist.

The headman laughed.

“You may say it was a lion, Hottentot,
that marked you so, but I think it was
done by the finger nails of an angry wo-
man. Wo-we! I tell you that a woman 1s
more dangerous than any lion,”

HERE was silence for a little while,

broken only by the headman’s wheezy
breathing and his gurgles of satisfaction as
he sipped contentedly of the new gourd of
beer.

“But wherein am I playing the part of a
fool, Umbalose ?” the Hottentot asked pres-
ently.

“Do you ask?” countered the headman.
“Is it not plain? You came to me, seeking
my hospitality, saying you wished to wait
here until a white man, your Baas, joined
you. For two years you have been here,
hunting with my young men, helping to
train my cattle, doing at times the work of
women in order to pay for the hospitality I
was willing to give you. And for nearly
two years you were a good companion.
You drank until there was no beer left
and my women could not make beer strong
enough to weaken your limbs, blind your
eyes or weaken your stomach. But this
past month you have been more like an old
woman awaiting death. You have kept close -
to the kraal like a child who is frightened
of evil spirits. And you have set your mind
against the kindness of beer. No longer are
you a companion fit for a fighting man. As
well might one drink with a new born babe.

“And all this you do, say you, for the
sake of your Baas, for the sake of a white
man you have seen but on two days—and
that so long ago. Au-a! The folly of it.
Maybe this man you call your Baas is dead;
or, if not dead, maybe he has forgotten
you. Or, if he is not dead and has not for-
gotten you, then undoubtedly he is without
wealth—for what man just released from
trunk is possessed of wealth—and so in no
way able to reward you for the services you
intend to give him,

“So I say, Hottentot, drink and forget
all white men.”

The other shook his head.

“No,” he replied. “That I cannot do.
You do not know my white man. He is a
man amongst men. He is in all things dif-
ferent from otliers. It is true that only on
two days have I seen him. But on the first
of those day he saved me from an evil
white man who was thrashing me with a
sjambok. And because of what he did on
that first day, the second day he was caught
in the snares of that evil man and sent to
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F THE papers he -made a sort of

torch, lighted it and lowered it into
the pit at the end of the rope. It flamed
brightly until, about fifty feet down, it
flickered as if caught by a strong cross-
current of air. Then as it was lowered
still further, it burned steadily again. At
length just before the end of the rope
was reached, the lighted paper came to rest
on the bottom of the pit.

“I'm going down, Jim,” the Major said.

“Wo-we!” Jim exclaimed. “That is
folly. Undoubtedly this place is evil and
at the bottom of this hole waits death.”

The Major laughed, and, hauling up the
rope—the torch had by now burned itself
out—carefully knotted the end around his
waist. The other end Jim, protesting wor-
riedly, tied about the trunk of a nearby
tree.

“Pay out the rope slowly, Jim,” the
Major ordered and disappeared into the
darkness of the pit.

The diameter of the pit was so small
that, by pressing out his knees and arms
against the walls, he was able to lighten
the strain on the rope and was enabled at
times to light matches and by the feeble
illumination they cast in the abysmal dark-
ness of the place, examine the smooth,
shining walls.

When he was about fifty feet down he
shouted excitedly to Jim, his voice echo-
ing hollowly:

“Hold fast, Jim!”

The Hottentot, his face dripping with
the sweat of anxiety, took several hitches
of the rope around the tree and gazing
down into the darkness, broken by the lit-
tle jets of flame as the Major lighted
match after match, called hoarsely:

“What is it, Baas? Are you all right?”

“All right, Jim,” the Major’s voice
boomed up reassuringly. “I have found a
shaft leading off this one. I am going up
it a little way. Let me have plenty of slack.”

“But, Baas——"" Jim started to protest.

“Obey !” the Major’s curt order cut short
Jim’s expostulations and, with fear filled
eyes, he loosened the rope.

Minutes, long minutes passed. It seemed
to Jim that the earth had swallowed up
his Baas. No sound came to him, no glim-
mer of light. His superstitious mind pic-

2s

tured nameless horrors which had taken
his Baas.

He wanted to flee from the place, but
loyalty held him fast.

“Baas!” he called despairingly and
tugged gently on the rope. There was no
resistance! He tugged it again, hauled up
several feet. Still no answering tug. He
pulled up more of the rope, his fears in-
creasing, until it was obvious that his Baas
was no longer fastened to the other end.
And then misery completely possessed the
Hottentot and throwing himself face down-
ward on the ground he wailed his loss. He
shouted curses, cursing the spirits who
had taken his Baas from him; he swore
vengeance upon them. Then, presently, re-
gaining control of himself, his eyes shining
with determination, he prepared to lower
himself into the pit.

And then a voice called from the bushes
just to the left of him,

“J’im !9’

“It is his ghost,” Jim muttered, look-
ing fearfully in the direction of the voice.

And then the Major appeared, his cloth-
ing torn and soiled, carrying a large, iron
box.

AM no ghost, Jim,” he exclaimed

breathlessly, and continued swiftly,
noting Jim’s look of unbelief. “I went along
that shaft, Jim, and I saw light ahead of
me, So I undid the rope so that I could
go forward unimpeded. And I found that
the shaft opened into another pit, a very
shallow pit, Jim. And out of that I climbed
very easily, That is all.”

“It is a lot, Baas,” Jim said grumblingly.
“I thought the spirits had taken you.”

“And you were intending to come and
take me from the spirits, Jim? You would
dare the unknown for your unworthy
Baas?”

“There is nothing T would not dare,
Baas ” Jim began, but broke off ab-
ruptly to ask, “And what is that which you
carry ?”’

The Major put the box down on the
ground.

“I do not know, yet, Jim, I found it in
that shaft just where it opened out into the
other pit, We shall see.”

He opened it with difficulty and exposed
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turned his back on Richards, and turned
to Demper.

“And you?”’ he questioned.

The Dutchman’s heavy features bore a
lugubrious expression. Evidently he was
torn by conflicting desires. Finally, with a
shrug of his shoulders, he said, “Almighty!
I would like to
go with you, but
1 stay.”

The Major
nodded curtly.
#4./] “Then that 1is
settled,” he said.
“Four of us go,
you two stay.”

p And without
further words he turned to the task of
unloading the wagon, assisted by the oth-
ers.

They all worked in dour silence, carry-
ing provisions out of the rear of the
wagon, where they were safe from the na-
tives’ observations. Then when the wagon
was emptied of all its heavier contents,
they re-inforced the inside of its tent-top-
ped cover with bundles of twigs, blankets
and sacks.

Meanwhile the girl had succeeded in
making a very life-like dummy of a suit
of the Major’s, stuffed with pillows,
crowned by a large helmet. And putting
this in the front of the wagon, she man-
aged to impart movement to it by cun-
ningly placed strings.

Kneeling down behind it, sheltered by
the wagon seat, she levelled a rifle in such
a way that the dummy seemed almost to
be holding it, and fired spasmodically.

Her ruse had its effect and slugs pat-
tered about the wagon from the guns of
the natives.

But they were harmless, causing no
damage, for their force was spent before
they reached the wagon, indicating that the
supply of powder was running short; by
the time the men had finished their task,
the firing had ceased altogether.

The Major beamed his approval at the
girl, then he turned to Jim and Hewins
and instructed them to help the two men
who had desired to stay, to carry provis-
ions to the pits.

Demper waited long enough to shake
25
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his hand and wish him “Good-luck,” hesi-
tated so long that it seemed as if he must
be considering changing his mind and
leaving with the wagon.

And this he probably would have done
had not Richards called at the critical mo-
ment, “Come on, Demper. There ain’t no
time to waste!”

Then, nodding his head in farewell, he
shouldered a store of provisions and plod-
ded off silently in the wake of the others.

CaarTER XIV
RAINING ASSEGAIS

HE afternoon sun sank lower, shad-

ows lengthened, an atmosphere of
peace pervaded the place. The Major and
the girl, sitting close together, looked con-
fidently out through the opening at the
front of the wagon, trying to see what the
future held in store for them, indulging
in optimistic day dreams. Yet beneath it
all they were fully conscious that this was
a false security that they were now experi-
encing, realizing all that had to be done,
all the obstacles that had to be overcome,
before any of these dreams could be real-
ized.

The girl sighed, and the Major taking
her hand pressed it reassuringly.

“It’s time,” he said, “that Jim and Hew-
ins returned.”

“Perhaps,” the girl said a little fearfully,
“they will not come back. Perhaps they
have decided to stop, too.”

The Major shook his head confidently.

“No, there is no fear of that; they will
both return if they are permitted to return,
Demper and Richards may try to keep them
by force, but ” He shook his head.

Again they were silent for a little while;
the Major moving about uneasily; glanc-
ing up at the position of the sun; looking
at the rock strewn watercourse where death
lurked.

“And if they do not come?”’ the girl
questioned so softly., “Shall we stay too?”

“I think we shall have to,” he said with
a sigh.

Then his face lighted as he heard the
footsteps of the two returning men.

“Demper tried to hold us up,” Hewins





































Grubstake

tongue seemed to fill every bit of his
mouth.

He gripped the automatic and started
toward the horseman, striving to keep out
of sight, to seek the protection afforded by
every clump of sagebrush. The Killer
fancied he was making a perfect stalk, but
he might as well have advanced in the open.
When he had covered a hundred yards, the
prospector wheeled the horse and with-
drew another hundred yards up the hot
canyon.

The Killer sobbed forth a curse and
started on the run, his automatic gripped
in his extended hand. He wanted that
canteen, and he meant to have it. The mere
sight of it sent wild thoughts racing
through his fevered brain.

Jake Plover saw the man running, He
turned, touched the horse with his spurs
‘and cantered up the canyon, easily out-
distancing the running outlaw.

The Killer checked his pace, threw up
the gun and tried another long, ineffective
shot. Then he plodded doggedly ahead. The
horseman kept the distance between them,
almost to a yard.

The Killer sat down to rest. Almost in-
stantly he fell into a doze in which he
dreamt of cool buckets of water in which
he could plunge his head, quench his thirst,
With a start he awoke to see the silhouette
of the grim horseman waiting some five
hundred yards away.

The Killer dared not sleep. The old
prospector might sneak up on him if he
slept. Yet he could not rest and remain
awake. So he arose and stumbled on. The
horseman moved also. All day they played
their strange game of hide and seek. When
darkness came the Killer flung himself into
the shelter of a clump of greasewood,

< emerged  {from
the other side
and sneaked
back down the
canyon. Here he
snatched a few
winks of sleep.

Then the
moon came up

: and the horse-
man found his tracks. The night was a
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repetition of the day. The Killer tried to
perfect an ambush by which he could lure
his pursuer within pistol shot, but the pros-
pector had an uncanny ability to detect
these ambushes, The moon swung higher
and the desert became almost as bright as
day.

yl‘oward midnight the Killer became less
certain in his stride. By dawn he was stag-
gering. At nine o’clock the prospector gal-
loped up as the Killer flung his pistol to
one side, ripped off his shirt and began a
staggering rumn.

WO hours later Undersheriff Bailord

glanced up as he heard the sound of a
horse’s hoofs. The posse had located the
tracks where the Killer had taken the side
road. They had located the twisted mass
of wreckage at the bottom of the canyon.
Spreading out, the members of the posse
were making an individual search.

Bailord looked carefully at the two men
on the horse, saw the rope which bound the
arms and legs of the Killer, then raised his
rifle and fired twice in the air.

Jake rode toward him.

“Arrested—hoss  stealin’,” he
faintly.

Bailord laughed, a metallic laugh.

“Horse stealin’ hell! That’s the Killer.
There’s ten thousand reward out for him.
Hell man, you’re hit!”

Jake nodded.

“Yeah. He tried to kill me when I was
playin’ possum. The hoss jumped an’
saved my life. Bullet just missed my lung.”

“And you hunted him down, unarmed,
wounded ?” demanded the officer.

Jake did not directly answer the ques-
tion.

“Half—reward—goes—Maude Halley
—she grubstake. Give it all to her—if I
cash in.

And, with that he toppled from the
horse, into the arms of the waiting deputy.

“God, if I'd only known sooner,” mut-
tered the cringing Killer, his nerve broken.
“He couldn’t have lasted long with that
wound.”

Bailord sneered as the handcuffs clicked.
“That bird’s got guts. He'd have lasted

[ R4

long enough to get you!

said
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it,” she answered.
“Let’s look for it.”
Thev searched the ha
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The Story Tellers’ Circle

“Devil’s Kloof,” his splendid story of the
Major in this issue of SHORT STOR-
IES. And if any of you foot-loose hom-
bres want to take a shot at lost gold, Pat
Greene’s letter tells you a good place to
“start in!

“Devil’s Kloof” was written chiefly because I
" was curious to know what sort of man the Ma-
jor was in the days before his reputation was
made, and it seemed that the best adventure on
- which to embark him was a treasure hunt:
- specially as South Africa is a fertile field for
treasure seekers. The explanation given in the
story of how the treasure was hidden in “Devil’s
Kloof” is, of course, purely imaginary although
it is based upon probability. One of the old Por-
tuguese historians—I think it was Diogo Do
Couto—relates the desertion of soldiers from
Barreto’s Expedition which traveled far up the
Zambesi in 1569. These men took with them
Church jewels. A Jesuit priest followed them and
after extraordinary adventures succeeded in re-
covering the stolen property. That story must
be written some day.

“And, speaking of treasures, in the early days
of the Portuguese occupation of South East
Africa, many of their ships homeward bound,
- treasure laden from India were wrecked on the
South East coast. In a number of cases the
crews managed to reach shore in safety and
carried with them all the treasure they possibly
could. These men were then faced with a perilous
journey through unknown country before they
could reach the white settlements. And as only
a very few of them survived the ordeal, it is
quite fair to assume, I think, that the treasure
was cached somewhere en route. Especially does
this seem feasible when one considers that the
survivors reached the settlements practically
naked and without equipment of any sort what-

soever,

“Undoubtedly, much of this treasure fell into
the hands of natives. It is creditably reported
that a Transvaal farmer purchased from a native
a gun of antique pattern with a barrel over six
feet in length, the stock and butt of which was
inlaid with ‘beautiful red stones, probably rubies.
Another article which he is reported to have
purchased was an elaborately carved, yellow
wooden box, about eighteen inches square set
with ‘blue, white and red stones.” This box is said
to have contained also a jeweled crucifix.

“There have been many organized efforts to
recover the treasure believed to be in the holds
of some fifty known wrecks that dot the South
African coast from Port Shepstone to Cape
Agulhas, but so far the results have not been
encouraging.”

COMIN’ THROUGH!

Out on the ranges spring round-up’s
over an’ done with, and right now the
herds are stringin’ out along the trail!
They’re comin’, hombres, they’re comin’!
Dust rollin’ out under ’em like cannon
smoke, horns a-bobbin’ and glitterin’ in the
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sunlight—they’re comin’, hombres, point
swing an drag of ’em. Red River’s high,
an’ the raiders are out in the Territory,
but the trail herds are comin’ through! An’
right up in the lead, same as always, comes
that big Double S spread, swingin’ through
to you in spite of hell'n high water. First
to round up in the Spring, first to hit the
trail, leading the field straight across the
finish to the markets an’ landin’ their
prime steers in A-I condition. That’s the
Double S! It gets the pick of the ranges—
an’ here’s what’s in store for you waddies
in the next bunch of yarns comin’ up the
trail :

Right up at the head of the herd, with a
big iron bell round its neck, is a r’arin’,
t'arin’, snortin’ headliner—THE HIGH
NOTE BANDIT, by William West Win-
ter—with fast action popping in every
paragraph. A complete novel that no one
who likes to see a red-blooded hero forkin’
wild ones and slingin’ lead with a salty
gang will want to miss. An’ right on its
heels comes Part IT of Clarence Mulford’s
great serial about Hopalong Cassidy’s pal,
MESQUITE JENKINS. In this install-
ment Mesquite is ridin’ hard on the mur-
derer’s heels—don't miss it, folks!

Those are the big rannihan leaders of
the herd, and they ure as good as they
come. But right after ’em as splendid a
lot of dogie-shorts are kickin’ dust as you
ever laid eyes on. CORPORAL DOW-
NEY DISMISSES A CASE, by James
B. Hendryx—a fine tale of the Canadian
Mounted; DUTY, by H. C. Wire—the
story of a man who wasn’t his brother’s
keeper, except in line of duty; and THE
GOLD BRICK CATTLE COMPANY,
a laughing, crackling, suspenseful rodeo
yarn by Stephen Payne—these are just a
few of the hig bunch of fast steppers that
are COMIN’ THROUGH to make you
waddies lick your chops over the June 1oth
issue of SHORT STORIES. And say—

better reserve your copies now!

A DOLLAR IN NOME—A QUAR-
TER HERE!

Folks, this time the $25 prize in the
SHORT STORIES letter contest goes to
a comrade whose feet are trail-wise and


















