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THE ISLE OF SILENCE 11

coat and riding breeches. His brown, knee-
high boots were polished to a mirror-like
perfection and golden spurs glittered in
their heels, Merely clean clothes would
have looked odd in that steaming jungle;
in addition the Major’'s were perfectly
pressed and of that exaggerated cut af-
fected by some musical comedy stars and
young social effetes who watch polo rather
than play it. The monocle which masked
his right eye with a blob of vacuity com-
pleted the illusion that here was a helpless,
* know-nothing dude.

“TI’'m glad,” the Belgian said with a laugh,
“that I have seen you without your dis-
guise. Even so, your present appearance
almost tempts me to take you at your, how
do you put it, face valuation. But do not
count on that, I beg you, Monsieur Major.
I am resolute in the face of temptation.
And now, for a moment, you will excuse
me? I hear the rest of my party approach-
ing. 1 must join them—but my soldiers,
you see, will remain on guard.”

“There is no need,” the Major drawled.
“I gave my parole.”

“Yes, I know. And I accepted it. But
you will pardon me. I know—it is so stated
many times in your dossier—that you are a
man of infinite resource and sagacity, As
our friends down South would say, you are
verdoemte slim. You are jungle wise and
reputed to be as full of tricks as is an egg
of meat. Yet I caught you asleep! That
gives me to think. A greenhorn, a most
inexperienced traveler, the man you ap-
pear to be, might have slept in an un-
guarded camp. So I think you are not
the man you appear to be, therefore you
probably knew you were being followed;
you probably knew we would close in on
you today. And so—you set a trap. Sp
I, a little fearing some trick which would
—how do you put it—break through the
bond of your word, I accept your parole.
But my men keep a good watch.”

With that the Belgian hurried to join
the white man who, accompanied by an-
other detachment of native soldiers and a
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horde of carriers halted at the other end
of the clearing.

The white man, a tall, loose-limbed, lan-
tern jawed man well past middle age glared
angrily at the Major who was posturing
affectedly.

“Do you mean to tell me,” he exclaimed
when the Belgian joined him, “that’s the
desperate criminal we’ve been following all
this time? Why, he’s a soft dude. I bet
he hasn’t enough guts to say ‘Boo! to a
goose, or enough sense to come in out of
the rain,”

HE Belgian shrugged his shoulders.
“No, Monsieur, I agree he does not
look like a desperate criminal, Nor is he
one, But he is the Major, and the Major
is all the things that were stated in that
dossier I gave you to read. He has a repu-
tation, that one.”

“You're sure he is the Major?”

“There is not a doubt of it, Monsieur
Hardiman.”

Hardiman looked across at the Major
with renewed interest.

“So that’s the Major, eh? Guess I was
too quick to jump to conclusions. And
I've reached the age where I ought to know
better. What’s more, I allowed myself to
be influenced by appearances. But there’s
some excuse for that. Why, -although I

read that dossier until I nearly know it
by heart, I still find it hard to believe that
that chap over there isn’t the biggest fool
I've ever seen. It’s hard to believe he’s
one of the cleverest illicit diamond buyers
in the country and has made a laughing
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‘“You did. But I have made rather a
hobby of hiding things, Commandant, so
don’t reproach yourself. Well, Hardiman
—what do you say?”

And this time Hardiman was very tact-
ful.

“What can I say? You assert that you
are legally in possession of the diamonds.
That, surely, answers your own question.”

The Major bowed.

“I do not think I could possibly have
overlooked even one small diamond,” the
Belgian insisted. “And you say there are
six! You are joking.”

“No,” the Major laughed. “But I am
verdoemte slim. Jim! Bring the stool seat
you were polishing while the men
searched.”

E Hottentot brought the flat disc to
his Baas

“I think you had this in your hands
during the search,” the Major said banter-
ingly to the commandant.

“I did,” the Belgian admitted, ‘““and won-
dered what wood it was.”

“It is not wood. It is the well known
staff of life. It is bread of Jim’'s mixing
and baking. But, as bread, it is one of
Jim’s few failures. But we must excuse
him. You see he mixed the dough under
the eyes of men who were searching for
diamonds. That was over two months
ago. The bread proved overbaked and
quite uneatable—but we kept it as a mo-
mento. And for good reason, as you will
admit.”

As he spoke the Major slowly crumbled
the disc of bread between his strong fin-
gers and from it extracted six diamonds
which had been secreted in the dough at
the time of mixing.

“To think I had it in my hands,” the
Belgian exclaimed with a laugh. “So one
lives and learns. I shall know better next
time. But this no matter. The dia-
monds are yours—Ilegally yours. The mat-
ter is forgotten. Now—how do you plan
to go about your task of hunting down

this unspeakable monster who troubles my
people?”

“I do not know,” the Major admitted.
“Perhaps these—" he looked thoughtfully
at the diamonds he held on the palm of his
hands—“may prove a bait to trap him.”

Hardiman sighed.

“You are faced by an almost impossible
task, Major. We can tell you nothing
about the man. He may be a man with
a dual personality. He may be some mild
appearing little missionary or traveling
trader who runs amok at times. We don't
know. We can’t even give you a clue as to
his whereabouts. It’ll be as bad as look-
ing for a needle in a haystack.”

“Oh well,” the Major said with a laugh,
“that is not so difficult as it sounds. I be-
lieve if a man sat hard enough and long
enough on a haystack the needle would
eventually prick him. I propose to do
something like that. And now, if you’ll
excuse me, I must turn in. Want to make
an early start tomorrow.”

“And where are you going, Monsieur?
\What will you do?”

The Major shrugged his shoulders.

“Going to look for a bally haystack and
when I find it—I'm going to sit on it.
Hard.”

N THE dark hours of the following
morning the Major broke camp. The
silence of the carriers as they made ready
for the trek was a striking demonstration
of the cheerful, unquestioning loyalty they
gave to the white man they served and so
highly esteemed. There was no grumbling,
though they were roused from a deep sleep
in order to pack. There was no confu-
sion, though they worked in a darkness
fitfully broken by the gleam of campfires.
They leit the place, their fast unbroken,
as silently as ghosts. Their departure was
observed only by two or three sleepy-eyed
sentries at the Belgian’s camp.

By sun-up they were several miles dis-
tant from the clearing and two hours later
they made a temporary halt within shout-
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that the stranger was now somewhere to
the south of them.

“I know that, fools!” he stormed. “For
the village from which we first heard the
message is to the south of the one which
now speaks. But is the man now at that
village—or is he still further south?”

They could not answer that, for the vo-
cabulary of the drum code is a very short
one and the messages are, of a necessity,
very brief and a great deal depends upon
the imagination and wit of the listener for
a correct interpretation.

“I’ll find him,” Sark said. “No matter
where he is, I'll find him. Now, let us
awaken the sleepers.”

Their awakening was a cruel one; the
lash of sjamboks shattered sleep; cries of
pain — instantly hushed to frightened
whimpers—told of the evil Sark and his
satellites had loosed on the jungle.

Their task accomplished, Sark and the
two natives retired to the rocks. Ttey
breathed hard, still in the grip of the sa-
distic emotion which had possessed them.

The others—the carriers and the boss-
boys—looked toward them and waited in
fearful silence to hear what fresh torture
Sark had in store for them. His mad,
high-pitched laughter was far from reas-
suring.

They had not long to wait for presently,
pointing a mocking finger at them, he
gasped:

“Dogs—nay, less than dogs! Not con-
tent with over-eating, you crowd the night
with your snores, keeping sleep from me.
But perhaps I misjudge you. Perhaps t:e
sounds I thought were snores were really
groans of despair and repentence. Say
now. Is not your punishment upon you?
Can'’t you feel the pangs of death gnawing
at your vitals. You offal, you eaters of
elephant flesh!”

He laughed at their gasps of horror and
their wails of fearful protest.

“What,” he shouted. “Do you think that
I lie to you? Fools! For days you have
wearied me with complaints of hunger—
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but you would not eat the food I provided
for you. You even refused to cut up its
flesh—despite the payment of blows. No,
you said—how many times—you were of
the elephant clan. You were blood brothers,
you said, to the elephant—and brother does
not eat brother. It is tabu., I give you
back your words.

“Now listen! Today I shot a cow ele-
phant and it was her flesh I gave you to-
night. Laugh, you swine, laugh!”

But they could not laugh. A fearful
sickness shook them. They were bathed
with a cold sweat and the fear which
emanated from them silenced Slaver Sark’s
laughter.

Disgruntled, feeling that his joke had
fallen somewhat flat, he rolled himself up
in his blankets. Five minutes later he was
fast asleep.

LAVER SARK'S awakening the fol-
lowing morning was belated. He swore
when he noted that the sun was already
high above the horizon and he angrily
shouted a series of orders. Then he sat
up, yawned and knuckled the sleep from
his eyes, wondering vaguely as he did so
at the unusual quiet, ’
He shouted again for his morning coffee,
inwardly resolving to punish the boss-boys
for their sloth; he licked his thick lips in

anticipation of the pleasure that would give
him. :

Then he took his hands away from his
eyes and for the first time consciously took
in the surrounding scene. But wrath
created by the thought that his boss-boys
had overslept now paled into signifi-
cance compared to the greater passion
which now possessed him when he saw
that the camp was deserted save for the
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ears that such and such a man was the one
who burned Sikani’s village to the ground,
and killed the white man at the diamond
place, and— If we speak to them, I say
of this man and tell where he may be
found they will reward us. And that is
better than hanging.”

They stopped their labors and looked
meaningly at each other. But when Sark
shouted abuse at them, calling them lazy
dogs, they replied humbly and worked with
zealous speed.

Half an hour later Sark led the three
heavily laden natives on the trail of the de-
serters. :

T WAS an easy trail to follow for,

bound by their common fear, the fugi-
tives had kept close together in the dark-
ness, forcing their way through the tangled
undergrowth; their course was as wildly
unreasoning as that of a stampeding herd
of elephants.

As the hours passed, however, the trail
became more purposeful, heading steadily
south. Further proof that wisdom had
come to them with calmer thinking, was
the fact that the trail was littered for a
time with stuff they had discarded—trade
goods, tusks and cases of ammunition.

Each fresh discovery of a discarded load
halted Sark long enough to hide it safely.
And each halt increased his spleen.

He did not halt for the night until dark-
ness hid the trail from him and then he was
forced to make camp unaided, for the three
natives, unaccustomed to carrying loads
were completely exhausted. No sooner had
he called a halt than they dropped their
loads and slumped down beside them; his
threats and curses failed to rouse them
from their coma.

Sark prepared his own food and ate an
enormous meal. Then he sat by the camp-
fire fully content with the day’s trek. He
knew that he had gained two or three
hours on the fugitives who had been
obliged to adjust their pace to that of the
weakest woman amongst them, By noon
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tomorrow, he told himself now, he'd have
caught up with them and he had no doubt
of his ability to bring them cringing to
heel. The tabu he had so cunningly in-
vented was his assurance of that.

The booming of a signal drum broke in
on his reveries. It came from the south
and repeated the story of an evil white
man who was bringing misery to the vil-
lages of the jungle which he visited in
search of diamonds.

Sark cursed. He had forgotten that other
man—but he would not forget again. He
was almost glad now that his carriers had
deserted.

Certainly he looked upon the fact that
they were heading south as a happy omen;
they were leading him to meet the man
with whom he was resolved to deal as a
poacher should be dealt with.

Sark was on trek again by the next day’s
sun up. But it was still two hours short
of noon when he met his first serious check.
This was at a small clearing where the
fugitives had camped overnight. From
that clearing led three separate trails. One
headed east, another west; the third con-
tinued due south. Evidently the men had
split up into three parties and it was equally
evident to Sark that two-thirds of the fugi-
tives were going to escape him.

This knowledge provoked him to a sense-
less exhibition of rage against the three
who were with him, and when he finally
continued the trek, following the trail lead-

/ing south, one of the natives remained be-
hind, staring sightlessly into the full blaze
of the noon day sun, '

His pace from there on was much slower,
Checks were frequent — and each check
marked the place where two or more of
the main body had taken courses heading
east or west. And as the numbers of these
still heading southward lessened, the diffi-
culties of following their spoor increased.

Once again darkness ended Sark’s trek.

That night, too, the signal drum spoke
again, giving greater details of evil.

Sark rubbed his hands together enthusi-
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“Truly.”

“Then tell me the name of the man who
has brought this evil to you?”

“I do not know, white man,” Molindi
said tonelessly.

“Perhaps you do not know his name,”
the Major continued encouragingly. “Then
tell me what manner of man he is. Is he
a white man? Is he big or small? Fat or
thin ?”

“I do not know.”

“Then where is he now? Why are the
signal drums silent about his whereabouts?
Why——12?”

But it was all to no purpose and for a
moment the Major came very close to los-
ing his temper.

“Fool!” he exclaimed angrily. “If you
will not speak to a friend, will you, I
wonder, if I question you with a sjambok ?”

“How can I answer when you question
about things which are not?” Molindi re-
plied.

HE Major considered for a moment
then pointing to a nearby hut he said:

“What is that?”

“A hut, white man,” Molindi replied
after mentally examining the question to
make sure it contained no trap.

“True. Itis a hut. But now I tell you
it is not a hut. I tell nothing is there—
nothing,. What then?” :

“The hut remains, white man, for all to
see.”

“Without doubt,” the Major exclaimed
triumphantly. “And even if you and all
the people of the village denied its pres-
ence—it would still be there. Deny, if you
will, the marshland which surrounds this
village, but it remains to trap those who
do not know of its existence.”

“But it is not there to those who do not
know of its existence,” Molindi said.

“Then they fall into it,” the Major com-
mented dryly.

“And having fallen into it,” the chief
concluded blandly, enjoying this oral split-
ting of hairs, “they know of its existence.”

“Yes,” the Major agreed quietly, “and
they warn their friends of its being.”

“They would not,” Molindi objected,
“they would not if a tabu closed their
mouths.”

“Oh! So that is the way of it? I should
have known. I think I did know.”

“What do you say?” Molindi asked un-
easily.

“Nothing,” the Major replied. “I did
not speak. Now listen, Molindi. If you
knew the evil man—who is not!/—were
coming again to visit your village—what
would you do?”

Molindi shrugged his shoulders.

“No man may know: He comes and he
goes—"

“Yes?” the Major prompted. But Mo-
lindi would say no more. He put his hand
to his mouth as if fearing he had already
said too much.

The Major nodded casually.

“I shall stay here,” he said, “until the
evil again visits you. As I think it will.
And Molindi?”

“Yes, lord ?”

“You are truly my friend?”

‘“You know, lord, that is so.”

“Then you must help me to strengthen
the tabu I am making.”

“What I can do, I will.”

“Then come. Let us go to the hut where
the talking drum is kept and I will tell
you what is in my mind.”

N HOUR later Molindi’s signal drum

sent out a long message. It told the
other villages of the jungle that justice had
overtaken the evil white man. His carriers
had deserted and he had crawled to Mo-
lindi’s village, dying with fever. Molindi’s
people, the message continued, had re-
trieved all the white man’s gear and were
now only waiting for his death before di-
viding it among themselves.

It was a message which brought Mo-
lindi’s people swarming about the drum
hut; they gasped with relief when the
Major came out to them—his health un-
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34 SHORT STORIES

headman said. “The evil man has gone
beyond your reach.”

“At least,” the Major commented, “his
tabu does not close your mouth. Which
way did he go?”

The native pointed across the river to
the jungle which seemed to rise up out of
the water.

“He 1is there, white man.”

“Take us across,” the Major urged.
“Quickly, man.”

The native shook his head.

“We have no canoes. Come. I will show
you.”

He led the way down to where the canoes
were kept. Huge boulders had been
dropped on them, smashing through their
bottoms.

“The distance is further than you think,
white man,” the native continued, answer-
ing the Major’s unspoken thought. “In
_places the current runs very swift—and
there are crocodiles. You cannot swim
across.”

“No,” the Major agreed reluctantly.
“But why did you help him escape? You
know he is evil and the tabu does not bind
you, it would seem.”

“The tabu did bind us. But we also
have our tabus,” the native replied cryp-
tically. “Besides—what would you have
us do? He is a white man — and very
strong. He smashed all our canoes—all
save one. We dared not stop him. He
forced my son to paddle him over to that
place.

“Au-a! From the shore here we watched.
We saw my son beach the canoe. We saw
the white man scramble out. And then, as
my son turned to paddle back the white
man stabbed him with a spear. My son
fell into the water—and was no more. The
canoe—doubtless by this time it has been
swept over the falls and smashed to pieces
on the rocks below.”

The Major’s eyes hardened at this story
of yet another senseless killing.

“Is there no other village near?” he de-
manded. :

“None within a two days’ trek, white
man. At least, none where you can get a
canoe—if that is your desire.”

“Then we will make a dug-out,” the
Major decided and he looked around for
a convenient tree to fell.

“There is no need, white man,” the na-
tive said softly.

“There is every need,” the Major re-
plied in a stern voice. “For the killing of
your son alone, that evil white man must
be brought to justice.”

“That has already been done. Listen,
white man. Look again across the river.
What do you see?”

“I see the thickly wooded banks of the
opposite shore,” -the Major replied impa-
tiently. “Why do you jest?”

“I do not jest,” the native replied and
he chuckled softly. ‘“But as you think you
see, so did the man of evil sense. Listen yet
again. We are men of the Elephant Clan;
you have heard of us? You know that the
killing of elephants and the eating of ele-
phant meat is tabu to us. To break that
tabu is great evil. But that man—I spit
on his memory !—he forced some of our
brothers to eat what is forbidden, and he
laughed at their terror.”

“It was an evil deed,” the Major said
gravely. “But what is this to me, now.”

“Patience, white man. The story is soon
told. That man came here to us and de-
manded our aid—he did not.recognize those
among us whom he had forced to break
our tabu. And so we obeyed him, pre-
tending a great fear. And, indeed, that fear
was not all pretense. He was a man of
great evil. And so, as I have said, after
he had broken all the other canoes so that
no one could pursue him, my son took him
to the safety he saw with his own eyes.

“Nay, have patience a little longer, white
man,” the old man said supplicatingly as
the Major turned away and ordered the
carriers to fell a tree. “You think my
son took him across the river. That is
not so. That—"" he pointed to the distant,
wooded shore—*is no more than a stretch
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Colin shook his axe loose and shifted the
pack to one shoulder as he came resolutely
forward. A lean—privation lean—youth,
barely over middle height with corded
strength in his thick chest and sloping
shoulders. Only his eyes were visible
through the wolverine fur of his parka
hood and these were bleakly indomitable.
The eyes of a North-born white man who
could out-Indian even a Mackenzie Moun-
tain nomad—and no more spartan race has
ever been cradled to cope with an inhos-
pitable locale.

Colin was thinking fast, all the two
score paces to the fire, where one man
heaped thin kindling sticks on the red em-
bers and another stood watching him.
Grim thoughts. The Indians had known
something when they shunned this deso-
late place of baffling valleys among the
frozen ranges. A tabu land, and with rea-
son. A reason that began with murder
and continued in mystery. Colin had been
advised to keep away from the gap of Red
Pass and the twisted, broken and piled-
on-edge terrain that lay beyond. But a
man got careless when he was alone. He
was regretting that carelessness with every
grudging step.

I'lames leaped. Sticks crackled. A man
laughed. A burly, bearded man in caribou
hides, with a rifle in his hands. The other
man straightened from feeding the fire, his
parka hood back. A half-breed, youngish,
and of a size with Colin, with a dark, ex-
pressionless face.

“Well,” jeered the big man, with relish,
“let’s get acquainted. Drop that axe!”
The rifle muzzle covered Colin’s chest.
“Quick! You got a mean eye. Drop it or
ry——

Colin let the axe fall. The wolves had
bared their teeth. Two-legged wolves in
caribou parkas and pants, and smoke-
tanned moccasins. A feral, unkempt pair
with their prey at bay—and helpless.

“Hell with you!” Colin’s thoughts took
words. His speech startled him. It was
as if a stranger had spoken. ‘“Hold a gun

23

on me, will you? Tough guy, eh? What
kind of a holdup is this, anyhow? T haven’t
taiked to another man for two months
and ”

“You ain’t liable to talk to anybody for
longer than that if you make any breaks,”
the big man growled. “Shuck that parka
hood so we can see what kind of an animal
you are.”

He was all wolf. IFor a moment Colin
regretted that he had let the axe drop,
that he had not charged savagely in, risk-
ing everything in a slashing attack.  But
even as he dragged the stiff canvas back
with both mittened hands he knew he had
been discreet. This pair were too ready,
too watchful.

HE sack dropped and he faced them.

Knew that his big nose and jutting’
chin, his immature beard and mustache,
were limned in the firelight. He stood de-
fiantly erect, his hot eyes flashing from
one to the other, and taking no comfort
from either.

Harsh men. Sturdy enough to wander
the frozen outlands in the winter time.
Their equipment was behind them, twec
packsacks and snowshoes. The big man’s
dark beard was streaked with gray. So
much Colin could see in the parka’s open-
ing. But the man’s eyes fascinated him.
They were wolf’s eyes; baleful, distrust-
ful, wary.

A black wolf, Colin decided bitterly. No
mercy in him. His tone grated, showing
surprise.

“A kid! Just a damn young punk. And
we wasted two days following him, Joe.”

“Kid! TI'm twenty-three and I been
trapping since I could walk.”

Colin kicked off his snowshoes, reached
for the black pail pendant from the cook-
ing pole and set it in the snow at his feet.
He stripped off his mitts, plucked a piece
of the hot meat forth by his finger tips,
waved it a few times in the frigid air, and
proceeded to eat hungrily. The alien pair
watched him in silence.
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“Sure,” said Colin at the conclusion of
the blasphemous outburst. ‘‘Sure—but
we'll get Joe to the cabin first and give
him a chance. And that's a lot better
chance than I had a couple of hours ago.”

HEY made the cabin some time late
the following night, what hour they
neither knew nor cared. Daykin had long
since left them, taking both rifles, for Colin
stayed wtih the half-breed who was only
semi-conscious through the combination of
fatigue and pain. He had questioned Colin
—once.
“You came back, hey? You lie to Day-
kin. Hey? You hear me shoot?”
“Yeah,” said Colin. ‘“You give me a
break, Joe. A good break. I heard you
fire them three shots. I guessed you was
calling Daykin. I guessed you needed
help. I figured somebody got their feet
wet. I hoped it was Daykin, because you
ain’t such a bad guy, Joe. But he was tak-
ing no chances. Aw—we’ll fix you up.”
“No,” said Joe sadly. ‘“This is my fin-
ish. You're all right now, Kid. Daykin
needs a new partner now. I don't care.
He took my sister for his squaw but she

died. I don’t care now. I don't like Day-

kin, but I'm scared of him.”

“Hell,” said Colin, “I ain’t scared of
him! I'll ix that foot of yours, Joe.
Don’t you worry.”

Joe didn’t believe him, and Colin didn’t
believe himself when the cabin came in
sight.

The fire was blazing and the tin pails

were full of boiling meat. Daykin aroused -

from under his sleeping robe at their en-
trance. Both men were at the ultimate
end of their endurance.

Contemptuously he settled back, dozing.

Colin fed Joe. Fed him sips of thin
broth, and tasted sparingly himself. He
added his own robe to Joe’s bed and bared
Joe’s frozen foot. The injured man
moaned softly and Colin knew that lesser
men would have screamed. The flesh had
been frozen to the bone.
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But a lesser man than Joe would have
never made the trip back.

Some time later Daykin lifted himself
on an elbow, stared at Colin dozing by the
fire, and got up. As he reached for the
cooking pail Colin said softly:

“That foot’s got to come off.”

Daykin drank the hot liquid. He speared
a piece of meat on his knife, making a
brutal answer.

“Any fool knows that. Except you.
Well, Joe was a good partner, but too
damn finicky. You better be more reason-
able, Kid. Maybe I'll let you live.”

“It’s got to come off,” said Colin again.
“Joe is too good a guy to sluff off like
that. We take that foot off above the
ankle and—aw—he’s a young man yet.
Hey?”

AYKIN patted the rifle in the crook of
his left arm, furthest from Colin, sig-
nificantly. ‘“No need to suffer.”

Callous, and casual. The law of the
wild. The survival of the fittest. The
wolf pack kills the weaklings, the sick and
the injured. This also Colin knew. He
had expected no other answer.

“Yeah,” he grunted, reaching for the
second bubbling pail. “I guess maybe
you're right. But—"

With a movement as incredibly swift as
a marten pouncing on a squirrel he whirled
and hurled the boiling contents of the
three-quart pail into Daykin’s ruthless
face, into his pitiless eyes. Before Day-
kin’s convulsive clutch at the rifle in the
hollow of his arm could swing the muzzle,
Colin leaped.

His knee struck the squatting big man’s
stomach, his left hand grasped the thick
beard and snapped Daykin’s head upwards
and back. Daykin toppled and Colin was
on top of him, his body flat so that the
wolf man’s two feet could not hurl him off,
his right hand was at Daykin’s bared
throat—and his right hand held the open
jackknife.

“You move,” grated Colin, the point
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reiterated prideful characterization of his
absent parent as a ‘“‘no-good-guy,” until it
gradually dawned upon him that the
youngster had accepted somebody else’s
appellation of Weston as praise of the
highest order.

Bronco had gone to bed when he heard
Weston arrive, but the man did not pay his
respects to the self-invited guest until the
family was astir the next morning.

Weston was a well set up, rather hand-
some man with a thin face and a pleasing
manner which Bronco surmised was the
result of early training rather than from
any ingrained trait of character.

“My wife told me we had a visitor,” he
said in a voice entirely impersonal. “How
are you making out?”

“Okay,” Bronco said and decided that
the fewer lies he told to this sharp-eyed,
keen-faced fellow the fewer lies he would
be caught in. “I expect I’'m pretty much
of a nuisance to Mrs. Weston, but I'm
doin’ fine, myself.”

“Think nothing of it,” Weston said hos-
pitably. “My wife would rather have
someone around than not. The kids are
playing that you’re Jesse James and that
they’re hiding you up and taking care of
you. They’re getting quite a kick out of
it.”

“I reckon Jesse James might have found
a situation of this kind pretty much to his
liking, at that,” Bronco agreed. “But lately
Tommy has been shootin’ at me with a
stick gun. I don’t know what to make of
that.”

“Maybe, Tommy thinks he’s Bob Ford,”
Weston laughed.

Weston was not fooled. Bronco knew
that. It was doubtful if the fellow sus-
pected that his guest was the notorious
Bronco Hank Williams, but he would
probably take steps to find out.

“Breakfast will be ready in a few min-
utes,” Weston said. “I'll have to tend the
horses, but I'll see you later.” He stood
by while Bronco hauled himself to his
feet, without offering assistance, and then
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went out. Bronco took note that he had
mentioned nothing about tending the half
dozen milch cows from which, so far as
ke could determine, the family derived its
only income. Tommy’s designation of his
dad, Bronco decided, was entirely accu-
rate; but he was forced to admit that the
fellow achieved it with something of a
flourish.

“My dad’s a gambler,” Tommy in-
formed Bronco, later in the morning. Then
added pridefully, “He used to be rich.”

“He wasn’t either,” Gracie disputed,
and Bronco commented to himself that if
Tommy grew up to become “no-good-guy”
like his father it would not be through
lack of discipline applied by his sister.
“Mamma used to have lots of money,” she
informed Bronco, “but Daddy gambled it
all away. Mamma’s name used to be
Waverly. Did you ever know Grandpa
Waverly ?”

’

RONCO HANK gave an involuntary

start. It was funny how a single word
could sometimes ignite a whole train of
recollections in a man’s memory. Now he
knew where he had seen Grace Weston
before.

Many years ago, long before he had
started his career as an outlaw, he had
spent a whole summer riding for the
Waverly outfit near Banner. Jim Waverly
had not been called Grandpa then, but his
only daughter, then not much older than
this younger Gracie, had formed a great
attachment for the stalwart young bronc
stomper, Hank Williams. Sometimes,
Bronco remembered, her ardent young
affections had been a little embarrassing,
yet it was one of the few pleasurable
memories he had been able to cherish dur-
ing his checkered career.

When he looked at his gaunt, weather-
beaten features in the mirror he could see
little resemblance to that Hank Williams
of twenty years ago, but he wondered if
Grace Weston could have recognized him.
He wished, too, that he could know
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Steve again—and the mutterings boded ex-
tremely ill to somebody.

II

TEVE BONNER came to himself in

semi-darkness with a splitting ache in
his head and a general notion that he had
been in collision with a truck.

He lay quite still for a few moments,
allowing his whirling senses to come to a
standstill, and remembering—with a shock
of enormous surprise—the chain of events
that had brought him here. The place
seemed to be some kind of a shed or out-
house, roughly knocked together of split
palm-trunks, so that the daylight filtered
into it through a dozen chinks and cracks.
Steve observed that it was still daylight,
and the sun was shining. It followed,
therefore, that he had not been here long.

He staggered to his feet, supporting him-
self with a hand on the wall, and recon-
noitered cautiously. Outside, he could see
nothing except a piece of the lagoon and
the corner of the beach. There were no
sounds, either; the place was silent, and
to all seeming deserted.

Steve began to work up a temper again.
This was a form of amusement to which
he was not in the last reconciled—although,
in his years of barnstorming around the
islands he had seen his fair share of vio-
lence and hard knocks. But there had been
something about that long person with the
whiskers that annoyed him—a large, smil-
ing contempt, a certainty of himself, an
airy superiority—

“Stuffed shirt!” Steve muttered angrily,
and began to beat on the door and yell
abuse.

He got no further than the first choice
bundle of epithets, for the latch clicked,
and the big red beard thrust itself into
view. Vickery seemed to have been wait-
ing outside — he also seemed to be as
amused as ever.

“My dear fellow!” he protested. “Don't
make such a damnable racket. It's not
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necessary, I assure you. I'm here, quite at
your service.”

Steve dished him up a few more com-
pliments, red-hot on a platter, but Vickery
only laughed.

“My dear chap!” was all he said. And
then his manner altered like a flash, and
the hand went to his pocket again.

“Be quiet!” he rasped. “I'll stand just
so much and no more, and that’s fair warn-
ing, Bonner. You're in what you Yanks
call a spot, in case you don’t know it, and
privately I'd say chances of your getting
out were pretty poor. So you just chew
on that a while, my beauty!”

Steve glowered. “Talk
snapped. ‘“You gone crazy?”

Vickery had turned to the door again,
however, and now he raised his voice.

“Come on in,” he said to someone un-
seen. “He’s navigating now—"

They had been waiting there too, by the
look of it, and they were an unpleasant
surprise to Steve Bonner, this pair, Vick-
ery, with his false good-humor, might
possibly have been an eccentric, or even
a madman—but there was nothing mad
about these two. One of them was a
wizen, twisted little fellow with a terrier’s
grin and a mouthful of broken teeth., He
spat crudely at sight of Steve.

“Well, strike me saucy!” he exclaimed,
in the broadest dialect of London River.
“’I ain’t much to look at, now, is ’e, for a
bloomin’ airman? Thought they was all
perishin’ ’eroes, so I did. This cove’s noth-
in’ to write ‘'ome about.”

sense!” he

TEVE {elt wicked words surging

within him again, but suppressed them
as the second man’s personality broke on
him, because this one was a curiosity in
this place and these surroundings. He was
a long, stoop-shouldered creature like a
crane, with a crane’s beak of a nose and
big horn-rimmed glasses cocked askew on
it before blindish, peering eyes. Steve got
the impression, somehow, that here was a
man of books, a scholar—and yet there
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Santa Cruz and the Duffs across the way
there—and that was Laperouse it seemed.
Walked into a nest of the potpie boys there,
the maneaters, and there was an end of
him. At least, that’s what the books
said—"

De Putron cackled suddenly, and said
something in caustic French about book-
writers. Vickery grinned at him.

“All right, Paul,” he said. “I'm com-
ing to it. Paul’'s a crank, Bonner, just
on this one subject. He don’t believe that
was Laperouse’s wreckage they found.
Anyway, wreckage was all they did find,
and there’s been no trace of gear, fittings
or anything else—nor any word among the
blacks that might mean a French admiral.
Paul thought that wasn't the true tale of
the old boy’s finish: and oddly enough,
Paul was right.”

VENING was falling and the shadows
beginning to creep across the lagoon

A little wind stole over the water and
whispered among the palm-leaves over-
head, and Steve Bonmner, practical Ameri-
can, found himself nervous all at once.
There had been an intensity in Vickery's
last words that told of excitement, and even
the bitter little cockney, Slade, was lean-
ing forward agape.

“Go on,” Steve said. “I suppose you
guys have come across him—is that it2?”

Vickery rose and went into the house.
Ie returned in a moment with an object in
his hand. ““Take a look at that,” he said.

Steve blinked at it. It was a short
sword, or what was left of one—a highly
ornamented, gold-chased little hilt, with
things like ornamental arrowheads en-
graved on it, and a mere sliver of rusted
blade.

“What is it?”” he asked. Vickery smiled.

“Proof,” he said. “That’s an eighteenth-
century French naval sword, Bonner, and
there wasn’t anybody in these seas then
who’d be apt to carry one, except Lape-
rouse himself. Paul here spotted where he
finished up—and it’s odd, becausec tae old
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boy scems to have been quite a lad. Ie
wasn't only an explorer, it seems—there
was a touch of the Jolly Roger about him
somewhere. Either he stopped a Dutch-
man up yonder, or looted an island, be-
cause he’s got stuff aboard him that’d knock
your eye out. And we're the only people
that . know a thing about it—and this is
Australian waters!”

A light broke on Steve. “Sure,” he said.
“I get you. The old treasure-trove lay,
eh? But why slug me over the bean about
it? I'm rot interfering, am I?”

“No, and yer won’t!” cut in Slade. “So
don’t you go gettin’ no funny ideas, Yank,

"

see—

Vickery waved him down. “Less of it,
Joe!” he said pleasantly. ‘“You want {o
know why you got slugged across the bean,
as you put it, Bonner. All right, I'll tell
you, my dear chap — you're important,
that's why. You're going to fly the stuff
out for us in that very convenient ma-
chine of vours out there. The damned
Aussie police are getting curious. We don’t
proposc to—er, cough up to that lot.”

Steve grinned. “Hell!” he said. “Why
didn’t you say so, first oft? Certainly 1'll
freight the stuff out for you—if the price
is right. What's your offer?”

E SPOKE coolly and crisply, as if this

was a most ordinary piece of busi-
ness, but he was tinglingly alert again all
of a sudden. FHe had seen, framed in the
window’s dim oblong, that strained, oval
face looking at him once more, and some-
how it filled him with a determination to
see what this very quecer business really
meant. It had been there for just an in-
stant and then vanished again, but Steve
had the indefinable impression again that
he was being warned. Vickery’s next
words did little to reassure him.

“Offer?” he said. “My dear fellow, isn’t
there a little misunderstanding here? You
don’t imagine, surely, there’s anything of
a—well, financial nature for you in this
deal? You do what you’re told, Benner,
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and several more in Dawson under the
name of Dryden. It seems that the woman
acts as a sort of come-on—boosting his
game with a word dropped here and there
to make it look good. The inspector says
-if she’ll talk—help us cinch a case against
Dryden—I can promise that we won’t press
charges against her.”

“She can’t testify against him—if they’re
really married,” reminded Downey.

“They’re married, all right. I looked
that up. And of course she wouldn’t be
allowed to take the witness stand against
him. But if she'll cooperate with us—tell
us what she knows about the inside of sev-
eral deals he made in Dawson, we can go
ahead and work up a case without her ac-
tual testimony in court. It’s a long shot,
and personally T haven’t got much faith in
it. It’s been my experience that it’s damn
seldom you can make a woman coine across
with anything on her husband. Some-
times it's love—and sometimes it’s fear.
But generally they won’t tallk. As the in-
spector said, though, it’s worth a try.”

Downey grinned. ‘“Yeah, an’ this time,
maybe it’ll work. Fact is, Dryden an’ his
wife have split up. They tried to pull a
fast one on a young fellow nained Drewry,
but they had some kind of a row, an’ she
spilt the beans. Dryden turned Drewry’s
money back a few days ago. When he
started to get ugly about it, she shut him
up damn quick by remindin’ him that if she
started talkin’ she could tell plenty.”

“Fine!” exclaimed Delhanty. ‘“That row
sure is a break for us! Where'll we find
Dryden?”

“He’ll be hangin’ around either the Nug-
get or the Igloo. They lived in a shack
down on Number Twenty Below, till they
busted up. Then Dryden moved in with
Grubstake Walters, an’ Hank Blossom had
the woman’s stuff moved up into a shack
next to the Igloo so she could nurse a
chechako that stood around an’ let a tree
fall on him.”

“Guess we better go pick him up right
now,” Delhanty said. “Everyone in camp
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knows by this time that we got through
from Dawson, and it might be that Dry-
den’ll get nervous an’ pull out. We can
talk to the woman after we arrest
him.”

“Seen Dryden this evenin’?” Downey
asked, as he and Sergeant Delhanty faced
Hank Blossom across the bar of the Igloo
Saloon, with drinks between them.

LOSSOM grinnad. “Not this evenin’,

nor no other evenin’ sence Jack
Drewry worled him over the other night.
It might be he’s hangin’ around the Nug-
get, or mebby you’ll find him acrost the
crick in Grubstake Walters’ shack.”

A half hour later the two officers re-
turned to the saloon. ‘“No one over to the
Nugget's seen him fer several days,”
Downey said, as Hank shoved out the
bottle and glasses. “An’ there’s no sleds or
dogs at Walters’ place, an’ no blankets on
the bunks. At the store McTavish says he
ain’t seen neither Dryden nor Walters fer
five, six days—not since Walters come in
one mornin’ an’ bought grub enough fer
a thirty-day, two-man stampedin’ trip. He
loaded it onto his sled an’ Dryden’s.”

“I don’t believe they hit for the big
river,” Delhanty said. “We sure as hell
didn’t mcet anyonc on the trail.”

Blossom shook his head. ‘“Nope.
Chances is, if them two’s pulled out they
went the other way.”

“The other way!” exclaimed Downey.
“You mean across the divide?”

“Yeah. You was in here the night
Drewry come back fer them supplies an’
heard him tell how old man Beloit was
laid vp. An’ you heard him accuse Dry-
den of tryin’ to trail Beloit to his claim,
an’ then tryin’ to choke the location out of
Beloit’s girl—an’ you see Drewry give him
a damn good workin’ over on account of
it. An’ likewise you seen Dryden hand
Drewry over the eighteen thousan’ he
damn near done him out of. Well—a man
like Dryden ain’t goin’ to take the like of
that without strikin’ back. Chances is, he

25






86 SHORT

after her end of it, an’ I'll pay him what-
ever he charges. It would be a damn shame
to put her in a jail. She’s paid a hell of a
price already fer what she’s got.”

The sergeant nodded. ‘“‘Okay, Hank.
You can take my word for it, if she comes
clean, she’ll get all the breaks. Kecp your
dust, and if there’s any nced for a lawyer,
I'll see that she gets the best there is—
and we can talk about his fee later. We'll
slip over and have a talk with her now,
and if she’ll come clean, you don’t need
to worry about her going to jail.”

WO hours later, back at detachment,
Corporal Downey ordered Constable
Peters to make ready a trail outfit for a
trip into the country beyond. “We'll be
pullin’ out early in the mornin’,” he said,
“an’ believe me, we want to make good
time. If Delhanty’ll lend us his dogs, we’ll
load two sleds. It’ll be faster, an’ if we have
to split up over there, we'll be in shape to
do it. Dryden pulled out the same day
Drewry did, an’ he knows Beloit’s short
cut. Drewry had to follow my trail that
swings way to the south to get around a
spur of mountains. That’s five or six
days to Beloit’s, if he has good luck. An’
Beloit makes it in three by the short cut.
There’s no tellin’ what’s come off there by
this time, but, believe me, whatever it is,
I'll know it before I come back!” As he
spoke he shifted the papers about on his
desk top. ““Where’s that map of mine?” he
asked. “It was here a few days ago.”
“I couldn’t say,” Peters replied.
haven’t touched anything on yer desk.”
“Well, it’s gone!” Downey exclaimed.
“Chances are either Dryden or that damn
Walters slipped in here an’ swiped it.
They’re welcome to it. I went through
there the first time without a map—an’ I
can do it quicker ‘this time. A man don’t
forget a trail he’s once been over.”
“You're welcome to our dogs, Downey,
and I wish I was going with you,” said
the sergeant. ‘““But there’s no use in both
of us making the trip. Anyway, if I stay

“I
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here I can go over more details with Mrs.
Dryden. Hank had her pegged right when
he said she’s a fine woman. She sure got
a hell of a break when she married Dry-
den! She's shooting square, too. I haven’t
promised her a thing. She thinks she’ll
be prosecuted the same as he will—and yet
hasn’t tried to cover up for herself—never
even tried to dicker. Just sat there and
told a straight story because what she’'d
done had got on her conscience.”

“That’s right,” Downey agreed, ‘“‘an’
when she’d got through she seemed right
down happy—Ilike she’d got a big load off
her mind.”

“Sure. She has, too. She’s no more a
crook than I am. When I get through
checking up, I'll have enough on Dryden
to keep him in out of the cold for a hell
of a while. And when I tell her the police
aren’t interested in her any more, except
to wish her good luck from now on—she’s
going to have a right to be happy.”

“Yeah,” Downey agreed, with a grin,
“An’ by the way, Sarge, isn’t there some-
thin’ in the law about where a woman kin
get a divorce from a man if he’s convicted
of a felony?”

“Damn if I know—why?”

“Humph,” grunted Downey. “Beats hell
a man could get to be a sergeant without
knowin’ the law! What I was thinkin’, if
the law is like that, mebby you’d better
take Hank’s poke of dust an’ hire her a
lawyer.”

Delhanty grinned. ‘“‘Sergeants aren’t
s’posed to fuss around amongst little laws
—like divorce. We leave that for corporals
to worry about. But it looks to me as if
Hank might be interested at that. Believe
me, Hank’s a good square shooter—he’s
worth a thousan’ Drydens!”

CuapTErR XXIX

CORPORAL DOWNEY FINDS A DEAD MAN

OWARD noon the following day,
Downey and Peters topped the divide
and struck off down the glacier, ‘with

a5
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Downey leading and Peters traveling be-
hind. A few miles farther on Downey
halted abruptly and pointed to the tracks
in the snow.

“Look!” he exclaimed. “We've be'n
follerin’ the trail of three loaded sled out-
fits—Drewry’s an’ two others. But here
the two others cut off to the north. Dryden
trailed Beliot through on his cut off, so he
knows that trail. An’ believe me—here’s
where we learn it, too !”

Swerving unhesitatingly onto the trail
of the two sleds, the officers followed it,
slanting off the glacier on a lateral moraine
a few miles farther on. Night found them
in an apparently patternless maze of inter-
secting steep-sided gorges. The wind rose
and ragged clouds scudded across the
heavens, thickening until they blotted out
the light of the stars. Unable to follow
the trail in the darkness, the two camped
in the poor shelter of an overhanging cliff,
and hardly had they finished their supper
before the storm struck with a thunderous
roar of wind and a smother of flinty snow
powder.

“We're sure on our own, now,” said
Downey. “Fifteen minutes of this, an’ we
won’t have no trail to follow.”

“That’s right,” Peters agreed, “but we'll
make it. Old Beliot didn’t have no trail
to foller the first time he come through
here. We kin make it, if he did.”

“Oh, sure, we’ll make it. The only thing
is, we might lose more time than if we'd
held to the trail I know.”

“We’d of lost time, cither way,” Peters
said. “This here’s a nor’easter an’ they
generally last three, four days.”

For four days they lay in their blankets
and robes while the blizzard raged about
them. Once each day they crawled out to
feed the dogs, and managed by screening
their primus stove with the shelter tarp,
to cook a meal. Early on the fifth day
they harnessed the dogs and pushed on,
heading as nearly eastward as the devious
tangle of gorges permitted. For five days
more they threaded their way among can-
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yons and gorges, always bearing to the
eastward, and on the morning of the sixth
day they came out of the mountains upon
the bank of a river that skirted a rolling
plain. Downey pointed to a rock cairn that
showed at the point of a promontory that
jutted out near a horseshoe bend of the
river,

“Look!” he cried.
of some kind!
there.”

Swinging the dogs toward the cairn, the
corporal led the way, following the willow-
bordered bank. A hundred yards farther
on he halted abruptly. “Good God, look
there! We sure got a break when we hit
out of the mountains at this spot!”

Both officers hurried forward to stare
down into the upturned face with its brow
of marble whiteness, and the frozen mass
of crimson slush that clung to the beard
and mustache.

“It’s what’s left of Grubstake Walters,”
said Downey. ‘“Someone knocked him off,
all right. Careful now till we try to dope
this out.”

“There’s his outfit!” exclaimed Peters,
attracted by a slight sound from the direc-
tion of the willows. ‘“‘Look—his dogs tried
to break through that brush, an’ got all
tangled up in the harness. They’re all dead
but one—an’ he might better be. The har-
ness twisted around ’em so tight it cut off
the circulation, an’ they froze to death.
Look at that live one’s hind leg—it’s froze
hard as iron!”

“Yeah,” said Downey. “Go ahead an’
put him out of his misery while I look
around here a bit.”

“There’s a marker
Maybe we'll find a camp

ETERS shot the dog, and stepped back

to see Downey examining a flattish
black lozenge. “It’s gold,” he said. “Black
gold—like Beliot’s. It looks as if Dryden
an’ Walters located the old man’s mine all
right. An’ then Dryden knocked Walters
off to save splittin’ with him. I guess,” he
added, a flinty note in his voice, ‘“‘the Sarge
won’t have to bother about hirin’ no lawyer
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to git a divorce fer Dryden’s wife—a damn
good length of rope’ll tend to that for her.
But believe me—I'd breathe easier if I
know’d that this was the only corpse we're
goin’ to find before we’re through with
this mess!”

Constable Peters was staring down at
the blue-black pistol that lay on the snow
near the body, and which Downey had left
untouched while he examined the little
fragments of black gold.

“So you figger it was Dryden done it,
eh?” he asked.

“Why sure! It’s a cinch Walters never
shot himself in the forehcad, an’ then had
time to pull his mitten back on! Who
else could have done it?”

“Well,” uttered Peters slowly, “there’s
two Beliots over there somewheres—an’
there’s Drewry.”

“Why would they want to knock Walters
off ?”

“He found their mine, didn’t he?”” coun-
tered Peters. “An’ I'm tellin’ you, Dow-
ney, if Dryden did kill Walters, then the
chances are he killed Drewry first.”

“Why?”

“’Cause, that’s Drewry’s gun layin’ there
in the snow.”

“Drewry’s gun!”

“Well, not exactly his. Ti's the one Hank
Blossom handed him the mornin’ Drewry
started fer the divide the first time. You
re’lect you an’ most of the others in camp
went down the crick that mornin’ to fetch
back that chechako the trce fell on, an’
you sent me to the Igloo to help Hank git
a place rigged up to keep him, an’ have
hot water in case we needed it. We done
so, an’ then Drewry come in all ready fer
the trail. Hank slipped him the gun an’
told him to wear it constant an’ continuous.
Drewry, he claimed he didn’t need no side
gun, but Hank made him take it an’ prom-
ise to wear it

“You see Hank, he figgered that Dryden
would like to git rid of Drewry, an’ he
figgered mebby he’d slip acrost after him
an’ knock him off over here where there

wouldn’t no cne prob’ly ever find him. So
Drewry toolk the gun, more to please Hank
than because he figgered he’d necd it. What
it looks to me like—Drewry found out that
Walters located Beliot’s mine, an’ shot him
to lkeep him from recordin’ it. He prob’ly
knocked Dryden off, too.”

“I think you’re screwy!” Downey ex-
claimed. “Jack Drewry ain’t the kind of
a man that would knock a man oft just to
keep him from recordin’ a claim! Any-
way, it wasn’t his claim. Why would
he—7?"

Peters interrupfed. “It would be before
very long,” he said tersely. ‘“Hank Blos-
som told me that Drewry told him the
night he knocked hell out of Dryden, that
he was goin’ to marry Beliot’s girl.”

Downey uttered a long low whistle at
the news. “Lven at that,” he said pres-
ently, “I'd bet my last stack of blue ones
that Drewry wculdn’t knock anyone off
just to save a claim—his or any one else’s!
An’ it wasn’t self-defense. Walters’ rifle
is lashed to his load.

“But standin’ around here gassin’ an’
guessin’ ain’t gittin’ us nowheres. We've
got a job to do. It’'s a damn good thing
we took two outfits along—’cause right
herc’s where we split. Whoever shot Wal-
ters stood right there in the willows, an’
then he hit out toward that rock monu-
ment. I'm followin’ that trail. You take
the other outfit an’ hit straight for Beliot
House. It’s on a lake in them mountains
you kin see off there to the southeast.
Looks like somewheres around tventy-five
miles or sn. You might make it tonight,
if you have good luck. That dog bein’ still
alive, I believe \Valters was killed some-
time yesterday. If Drewry is there at
Beliot’s, arrest him an’ take him to The
Edge. If he ain’t there, you git on his
trail an’ don’t leave it till you find him.
We ain’t overlookin’ no bets. If you
should run onto Dryden arrest him, too.
I den’t know how the hell you’ll handle
’em both—but that’s your headache. T’ll
keep on this trail till I turn somethin’ up,
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an’ then swing around to Beliot’s. You
got it?”

“Okay,” Peters replied. “If I don’t con-
tact you at Beliot’s, I'll be seein’ you in
The Edge. Good luck.”

“I'm still bettin’ this is Dryden’s work,”
said Downey as he lifted the revolver from
the snow. “An’ if it is, Drewry’s prob’ly
dead—or how else would Dryden have his
gun? It might be that Beliot, bein’ crip-
pled, sent Drewry to the mine; or maybe
the girl did—she might have even gone
there with him. Dryden an’ Walters might
have trailed ’em there, an’ bushwacked ’em,
an’ hit for The Edge to record the claim—
an’ then Dryden knocked Walters off so
he wouldn’t have to split with him. If
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that’s so, Dryden’s right now hittin’ hell-
bent for The Edge—an’ I won’t be more’n
a day behind him. It’s my guess that when
you git to Beliot’s, you'll find that Drewry’s
trail leads to the mine—an’ no further.”

CHAPTER XXX
HELENE ADJUSTS HERSELF

OR many days before Jack Drewry

had told her of his love, Helene Beloit
had been conscious of that love. It had
manifested itself in a dozen different ways
—the tone of his voice, the touch of his
hand, the look in his eyes that scarcely left
her face as she read aloud from her
father’s books. And she was poignantly
aware of her own great love for him.
Almost, it seemed, from the first moment
she had seen him, she had loved him. For
hours on end as she lay between the warm
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blankets of her bed she would recall his
every gesture, every look, every word from
the time he lay unconscious with his heac
in her lap as she fed him brandy and water
from a spoon, on through their hunting
trips, their skiing, their fishing through the
ice—but most of all she lived again their
long evenings together before the roaring
fire in the great living room.

It had not been by chance that she had
propounded her questions to him that night
at the fireside. Over and over she repeated
his answers as she remained locked in her
room, not daring to trust herself with him,
while the mighty conflict raged within her
breast. Times without number she was on
the point of unbarring the door and rushing
into his arms with no word of her Indian
mother—only words of love on her lips.
What mattered though the skin of her
mother had been white, or red? She her-
self, shc knew, was all white. Meticu-
lously, almost savagely, she analyzed her-
self—physically, mentally, spiritually—and
in no slightest particular could she find one
single Indian thought, or trait, or feature.
What harm, then, in deceiving him? Her
father was a silent personality, not given
to idle talk—the chances were that he
would never mention her Dog Rib mother
in Drewry’s hearing. In fact, she could
not remember his ever having mentioned
the woman even to her. They could be
happy—deliriously happy, here at Beloit
House—and then maybe after her father
had passed on, they would go away, far
away, where no one would ever suspect
that a drop of Indian blood flowed in her
veins. Where could the harm be? He
loved her for herself alone—that she knew.
The fact of her Indian blood could not
alter her person—the person he had learned
to love. It was only if he knew of the
taint that he would turn from her.

Feverishly she read and reread the
philosophers. But the answer was not in
the books. The bar sinister still reared its
ugly head between them. If she should
marry him and he should at some future
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and glittering as diamond dust, entered
through the smoke hole at the apex of the
tepee, and now and then a gust would
cause the little fire to flare and fill the
tiny room with acrid smoke that stung the
eyes.

Helene’s thoughts were far away. Had
Jack Drewry reached Beloit House before
the storm? Or was he even at this mo-
ment hovering miserably beneath a shelter
tarp against some rock wall, or in some
fissure in the ice? Or had he tried to
push on despite the storm to blunder over
some precipice? And was he even now
lying stark and lifeless, while the dogs
wandered on and on to be set upon by the
hunt pack? If everything had gone right,
he should have reached Beloit House last
evening—before the storm struck. But so
many times everything does not go right.
Only a few hours’ delay might well make
the ditference between life and death.

UT even if things had gone right, and
he was safe at Beloit House—what of
the future? Again and again her thoughts
returned to beat vainly against the invisible
barrier that would forever keep her from

the man she loved. The torture of this

realization was even harder for her to bear
than the torture of her anxiety for Jack
Drewry’s physical safety. The soul torture
would remain with her all through the
years—time might mercifully dull the pain,
but never banish it.

She was roused from her bitter revery
by realization that the eyes of the priest
were fixed upon her in a look of infinite
compassion. His lips moved.

“What is it, my daughter?” the low mel-
low voice asked. ‘“What thing is troubling
your very soul?”” The girl flushed. Her chin
went up, and her eyes flashed proudly.
The old priest raised a hand. ‘“Be not
angry. I, too, have suffered.”

There was that in the tone of the voice,
in the expression of humility and pain in
the keen old eyes, that caused the girl to
instantly regret her sudden flash of anger.
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“Forgive me, Father,” she said, in a
voice of contrition. “I—I did not under-
stand.”

“Think no more of it. Your sorrow is
your own, my daughter. For fifty-two
years I have lived and labored among the
little peoples—the unknown and the for-
gotten peoples of this great white wilder-
ness. In fifty-two years one learns much.
One’s experience runs the full gamut of
human misery—and also now and then one
is permitted a glimpse of human happiness.
But the North is a stern land, and dour.
Happiness is for the more favored peoples.
And yet—who can say that in fifty-two
years of ministering, at first to the bodies,
and later to both the souls and the bodies
of my people, I have not tasted of life in
its fullness? I am not a reader of minds.
I know only that some deep trouble is tor-
turing your very soul. I know nothing of
the cause for this torture. But I do know,
my daughter, that often the telling of ones
trouble to another whose understanding is
great—who, also, has suffered, brings, not
surcease, maybe—but at least, a vast re-
lief.” ,

Suddenly it seemed to Helene that the
old priest seated there beyond the little fire
had somehow become closer to her in the
short hour of their acquaintance than her
her own father in all the years of their
companionship. Before she realized it, she
was pouring out her story —and as the
Blizzard roared without, the old priest sat
and listened.

“And so,” she concluded, “through no
fault of my own, the way to happiness is
forever barred. Not only am I a half-
breed, but knowing the way of the North,
I am not sure that my father and mother
were ever married.” As she finished she
glanced into the face of the priest, and
once again the dark eyes flashed and her
cheeks flushed with swift anger. For the
priest was smiling, and in the pale blue
eyes was the twinkle of laughter. “Am I
a child whose tiny troubles can be laughed
away and forgotten ?” she asked hotly. “My
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story seems to afford only amusement to
you—to me it is tragedy !”

“We are all children, my daughter.” As
before, at the first sound of the soothing
voice Helene’s anger subsided. “To the lit-
tle child the breaking of a doll is stark
tragedy. But when the doll is mended, or
is replaced by a new one, the world seems
once more a beautiful place in which to
live. The loss of property assumes tragic
proportion at times in the lives of grown-
ups. But in the acquisition of other prop-
erty, the loss is soon forgotten. The death
of a loved one is tragedy, also. But time
heals the pain and the heartache.”

“There is nothing of tragedy in the
breaking of a doll or in the loss of the
property !” exclaimed the girl. “Those are
mere trifles. The loss of a loved one by
death is no tragedy, either. Itis merely an
incident in the natural course of events.
TFor it is inevitable that death must follow
life. It is therefore, to be accepted. But
to have the happiness of a life shattered;
to be condemned to go on living in misery
of heart and soul, knowing that the one
who loves you and whom you love is also
living in misery, each through no fault of
their own, and all through the biological
accident of birth—that is grim tragedy!”

The old priest nodded slowly. “I, too,
have lived in the shadow of tragedy. Yet
who can say that in my labors I have not
found a measure of happiness? For twenty-
two years I have carried the burden of a
great sorrow—a sorrow that has prema-
turely silvered the hairs of my head so that
for many years I have been counted an old
man, though I am but sixty. But I thank
the good God that he has permitted me to
be here, this day, among the tepces of the
Loucheux.”

“Yes, I'ather,” said the girl in a low
dull tone. “I see what you mean. It is
one of your days of happiness that you
have been permitted to bring life and hope
to the starving Indians. I, too, am glad I
came. But my hurt is too fresh, my wound
too raw for me to derive happiness from
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the fact. Satisfaction, yes. But not happi-
ness. Perhaps I, too, shall lcarn—even as
you have learned. Perhaps therc will come
a time when the carrying of food to starv-
ing Indians will afford happiness to me—
when I am sixty. I am twenty, now.”

Again the priest nodded slowly. “Yes,
my daughter—you would be twenty.”

“What ?” asked the girl in surprise.

“I was only thinking of the traverse of
the years. I would that all this world’s
tragedy were as groundless as your own.”

“What! What are you saying?” cried
the girl, her eyes widening.

“Only that 1 am conscious of a vast hap-
piness, a greater happiness, I think, than I
have known before. And this happiness
comes not from the fact that I have brought
food and hope to these Indians. As you
say, my daughter, that is deep satisfaction
—but not happiness. My happiness comes
from the fact that I can mend your broken
doll.”

“You can—mend—my—broken doll?”
The words fell slowly from the lips of the
girl, as her dark eyes searched the facc of
the priest as though to read there their
meaning,

“You have stood the test. In subserving
vour desire to remain at home to welcome
the return of your lover, and to relieve the
anxiety of your heart for his welfare, you
have earned the right to the great happiness
that is to be yours.”

“The happiness—that is to be—mine,”
repeated the girl. “I"ather, I do not under-
stand.”

HE priest was gazing sombrely into
the fire upon which he had laid fagots
from the pile. “Concerning the Indian
woman with whom Jules Beloit lived, I
know nothing—nor do I care. It is imn-
material to me—or to you—whether they
were married; or were not married. Tor
in your veins flows not one drop of Indian
blood.”
“Father!” The word exploded from the
girl’s lips, as she leaned forward staring
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old Adam has come forth.” He paused and
stared at his hands, working the long fin-
gers slowly. “Is there no true forgiveness?”
he muttered, more to himself than to the
girl. “Is it true that these hands that for
twenty-two years have been devoted to
service could kill? Is it true that the cen-
turies of culture and of civilization have
gone for naught? That even as in the be-
ginning—as Cain killed Abel, I, too, could
kill my brother?” He paused, nodding
slowly, his eyes fixed upon the fire. “That
is tragedy—for it is true. I dare not go
to Jules and speak forgiveness, lest I kill
him.”

“He did you a great wrong?” asked the
girl slowly.

“Aye, he wronged me—he wronged his
Church, his very God! Ilelene McDonald
was my promised wife. I was clerk to her
father. Jules was destined for the priest-
hood. I was sent upon a journey to transact
certain business for the Company upon the
lower river. I was gone for three months,
When I returned it was to find that Jules
had renounced his vows, had wronged me
by winning the love of Helene, and fleeing
with her upriver where they were married.
I quit my post, went to Montreal and
studied for the priesthood. In the mean-
time, you werc born and I#'cne died. Jules
then left the river, taking you with him.
Word came, later, that he had married an
Indian woman—a Dog Rib. Other rumors
were rife on the river that he had gone
far to the northwestward. From time to
time I heard that he traded, now and then
at Fort Norman, and at Fort Wrigley. I
paid no heed to the rumors. I had put him
out of my life forever. I prayed only for
humility—and for the strength to forgive
him. And—I prayed that we should never
meet. In His infinite wisdom, God has
granted that prayer.”

“One thing more,” said the girl. “Please
tell me something of—my mother, What
did she look like?”

“She looked so much like you that when
I looked for the first time into your face
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across the fire, I received a shock, the like
of which I have never before experienced.
I thought I was seeing an apparition,
thought I was looking once again into the
face, the eyes of Helene McDonald.”
Abruptly the priest rose, drew his parka
hood forward and turned toward the door
of the tepee. ‘I must go now. The people
are feasting. Will you join us?”

“In a short tiine, Father. I—I want to
be alone.”

HE next moment he was gone—swal-

lowed up in the white smother. The girl
stood for long moments staring down at
the little red flanies that licked at the fagots
while the tepee rocked in the wind, and the
dull roar of the storm surged in her ears
like the beating of a mighty surf. Happi-
ness was to be hers—life—and love—and
happiness! The realization seemed at first
to stun her, then she laughed and cried
aloud in the delirium of her new-found
happiness. She calmed down, dried her
eyes, drew on her parka, and stepping out
into the storm, groped her way to the tepee
of the chief. Suddenly she realized that
she was very hungry, and that the odor of
the stew was good.

During the three succeeding days of the
storm, the girl could scarce restrain her
impatience to hit the trail for Beloit House.
One moment her spirits would soar to the
heights of rapture in anticipation of rush-
ing into Jack Drewry’s arms to pour into
his ears the news that there was no barrier
to their marriage, nor ever had been one—
that the fancied larrier was merely a fig-
ment of her own imagination. The next
moment blank despair would blot all rap-
turc from her soul at thought that maybe
Drewry had not succeeded in reaching Be-
loit House, and was even now lying frozen
stiff, his body covered by the drifting snow.
A dozen times a day she would throw back
the flap of the tepee, and stare out into the
seething white smother—only to return to
the skins beside the little fire and listen to
the incessant roar of the wind.
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CrarTeEr XXXII
BACK AT BELOIT HOUSE

N THE morning of the fifth day He-

lene awoke to the consciousness that
the tepee no longer swayed and rocked,
and that the roar of the wind had given
place to utter silence. Shadows flickered
on the wall of the tepee and she threw back
the robes and blankets to see the old Indian
woman busy about the little fire.

Drawing on her mukluks, the girl
stepped to the doorway and threw back the
flap to gaze out upon a star-lit, snow-buried
world. It would not be long, now—two
days and she would know. .

Turning abruptly to the fire, she seated
herself and accepted the plate of fried cari-
bou steak the old woman handed her. She
ate hurriedly, and made up- her bed-roll.
She had fed her dogs well the night before.
She would harness them and malke all speed
for Beloit House. Slipping into her parka
she stepped outside to be greeted by Father
Giroux, who with the Indian who had been
her guide to Carcajo Lake appeared with
the dogs already in harness and a pack of
provisions lashed to the sled:

“I realize the anxiety of these days of
waiting, my daughter,” the old man said,
“so I had the boy harness your dogs and
make ready the sled for your journey. I
knew you would be impatient to start.”

“Oh—thank you, IFather!” cried the girl.
“I—I wish you were going with me. But
—you know best.”

“Aye—I know best.”

“I can never thank you for—for all you
have done for me,” continued the girl, tears
welling into the dark eyes until the white
world blurred. “For—for—why, to you I
shall owe all the happiness I shall ever
have!”

“Do not thank me. It is I who have cause
to be thankful—and from the bottom of my
heart I thank the good God that he has al-
lowed me, of all men, to be the instrument
of bringing into your life the happiness
that has been denied me. And now fare-
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well—Helene. Our ways must part here.

- We shall not meet again. But is it too much

to ask that in the joy that will be yours in
the passing of the years, you will find time,
now and then, to think kindly of old Father
Giroux—a priest of the land of snows?”

Impulsively the girl stepped close, threw
her arms about his neck and kissed his lips.
Then, releasing him, she snatched the whip
from the hands of the Indian and cracked
it above the backs of the waiting dogs. “Al-
ways I shall remember you—my uncle!”
she cried. And the next moment she was
gone, ‘Once, from far out upon the lake,
she looked back to see the old priest still
standing as she had left him—a lonely, a
pathetic figure standing there among the
tepees.

Even with her lightly loaded sled, Helene
found hard going among the hills. Later,
in the open country, the new snow was
wind-packed and she made better time. On
the evening of the third day she burst into
the great living-room at Beloit House to
find her father seated before the fireplace
reading a book. One glance told her that
Drewry was not in the room—a glance that
served to confirm the horribie suspicion
that had leaped into her brain when she
saw no dogs in the corral.

“Where is he?” she cried wildly. “Did
he not come back? Is he somewhere out on
the trail ?”

N THAT moment Jules Beloit knew

that Drewry had spoken the truth. Only
love could wring words from the very
heart. He answered calmly:

“Monsieur Drewry returned from The
Edge with the supplies. He is somewhere
out on the trail—the trail to Carcajo Lake.”

“Carcajo Lake!” cried the girl. “I just
came from Carcajo Lake!”

“And the Indians? Did you reach them
in time with the supplies?”

“Damn the Indians!” Hclene cried, her
eyes blazing. “Jack is somewhere out on
the trail—and you sit and talk of Indians!”

The old man shrugged. “Impetuosity is.
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room—a room he rarely occupied, prefer-
ring to sleep on his bearskin in the corner
of the living-room.

LL during the following day Helene

pictured Dryden hiding—waiting for
the chance to shoot Jack Drewry from am-
bush, and Drewry rushing blindly into that
ambush. Again she would wonder whether
her father’s conjecture were right—
whether Dryden had followed Drewry back
into the country beyond. Drewry had told
Beloit that he had met Dryden, was it pos-
sible that Dryden had told him of her
Indian blood? She knew that he knew of
it—he had taunted her with it himself,
while he tried to bully the secret of the
black gold from her. Was it not possible
then, that Drewry had not gone on the trail
of Dryden at all, that he was leaving her
forever because he would marry no Indian
—not even a half-breed, as he himself had
told her? But no! There had been noth-
ing of renunciation in the fierce pressure of
his strong arms as they had clasped her to
him, nor in the tone of his voice when he
said, “Thank God you’re safe!” And even
though he had known, he would never have
left her without a word of farewell—of
that she was certain.

And that evening came Constable
Peters. Hearing a loud shouted word of
command, Helene flew to the door and
threw it open to be confronted by a man
in the uniform of the Northwest Mounted
Police standing beside a team of dogs.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, “a policeman! I
—1I thought it was—someone else !”

“Jack Drewry, mebby?” hazarded Con-
stable Peters.

“Yes! Do you know where he is?” she
asked eagerly.

“Was you expectin’ him here tonight?”

“Why—yes. That is—no. I do not
know.”
The officer’s eyes hardened. “‘Yes-—

‘no’? It’s got to be one of the two. It
can’t be both. Which is it? An’ where's
Drewry at?”
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Quick to note the disapproval in the
man’s eyes, and quick to resent the peremp-
tory tone of his voice, the girl’s chin went
up and her dark eyes narrowed. “I do
not know,” she replied.

“This is Beloit’s, ain’t it ? Who are you?”

“I am Helene Beloit. If you wish to
speak to my father, you may come in when
you have looked after your dogs,” the girl
said, and abruptly closed the dcor and re-
sumed her chair. She glanced across the
table at Beloit, who had not raised his eyes
from his book. “There is a man of the
police outside attending to his dogs,” she
stated with a show of indifference. “I told
him he could come in when he finished.”

“A man of the police! Why, daughter
—could you not offer to help him with his
dogs?”

“I could have—but I didn’t.”

“But surely you remember Corporal
Downey! He is the only man of the police
who has ever ventured beyond the divide.”

“Yes, I remember Corporal Downey. 1}
like him. He is nice. This one is not nice.
I do not like him at all.”

THE old man smiled, dropped his glance
to his book, and presently the- door
opened, and Peters stepped into the room.
Helene’s attention was apparently riveted
upon the book she had opened in her lap.
But her eyes saw no word of the printed
page as question after question raced
through her brain. What was a policeman
doing at Beloit House? Why was he in-
quiring about Jack Drewry? What had he
done? Why had he come and gone with
scarcely a word? Where was he? It seemed
to the girl that she must leap to her feet
and hurl these questions one after the other
into the face of the policeman. But she re-
mained seated, her face expressionless 25 a
mask, her eyes fixed intently upon her
book.

Beloit rose from his chair, as the cfficer
advanced into the room. ‘‘Ah, a constable
of the Mounted. You are welcome to Be-
loit House, Monsieur. I remiember to have






.EDGE OF BEYOND

northeast. He killed Grubstake Walters
northwest of here—an’ prob'ly Dryden,
too. I want him for murder.”

“Murder!” cried the girl, leaping to her
feet so quickly that the book tumbled from
her lap to the floor, and facing the officer
with blazing eyes. “Jack Drewry never
murdered anyone! I know nothing about
this Grubstake Walters, but I do know that
if he has killed that unspeakable Dryden he
had a right to kill him!”

“The law don’t give no one the right to
kill no one—except it's self-defense.”

“It was self-defense, then! He had to
kill these men, or they would have killed
him!”

“That ain’t what the sign says. The
tracks in the snow says Drewry hid in the
willers an’ waited fer Walters to come
along an’ when he got right to where he
could almost reach him he shoves a re-
volver in his face an’ let him have it.”

“It’s a lie—I don’t care what the tracks
say. Jack never ambushed any man! And
Dryden? Do the tracks say he ambushed
him, too?”’

“Downey’ll be able to tell you about that.
He’s workin’ the back-trail. He'll prob’ly
find Dryden’s body at yer mine, er claim,
er wherever it is you git yer black gold.”

“The mine!” exclaimed Beloit. “Has
Dryden been to the mine?”

“Like I said, I don’t know nothin’ about
Dryden. We know Walters had. He had

some black gold in his mitten, an’ when he

dropped, some of it spilt out onto the snow.
The way I got it doped out—Dryden an’
Walters follered Drewry back from The
Edge, an’ trailed him to the mine, an’ then
Drewry knocked ‘em off to keep 'em from
recordin’ the location.”

“But Jack did not know the location of
the mine!” cried the girl. “They could not
have trailed him there!”

“Hold!” roared. Beloit, his fine face
flushed with sudden anger. “I see it all,
now! He has acted his part well! To
think that he could deceive me with his ap-
parent honesty of purpose! I'wasa fool!”
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“Father!” cried the girl. “What are you
saying? What do you mean?”

“I mean,” thundered the old man, “that
Drewry is not one whit better than Dryden!
Only more plausible—smarter—a betier
actor! He has deceived us both—you ith
his word of love—and me with his honest
eyes, and his straightforward manner! I
mean that he is right now hitting the trail
to The Edge—with my own dogs—to re-
cord my location for himself! I mean that
his apparent anxiety for your welfare was
all a sham, an excuse to follow Gauche to
the mine and then to strike out for The
Edge and record the location!”

“I‘ather—stop! You do not know what
you are saying. It is nottrue. Jack would
scorn to record your location. If he has
gone to record a location, it is a location
of his own. He does love me, he is honest.
In his eyes I have seen it!”

“In his eyes!” scotfed Beloit. “My God
—the credibility—the gullibility of a
woman in love! But wait! He cannot get
away with it! He shall not rob me of that
which is mine! It is not for myself I want
the gold, it is for you! Tl hit the trail
myself! Even with his one day’s start I
can beat him to The Edge! He does not
know the short cut! Go you and throw
my stampeding pack upon the sled and har-
ness the dogs! First I shall see if Gauche
can tell me aught of what has happened.
He was conscious this morning.”

GNORING the girl’s protest, the man
strode across the room and threw open

~adoor. “Where is he?” he shouted. “Where

is Gauche? The room is empty!” Roaring
for old Ishka, he strode toward the kitchen,
bawling words in the Indian tongue. The
old woman faced him in the doorway and
replied in deep guttural. “She says Gauche
was gone—she knows not where, or when:
He was in his bed this morning. When
she carried food to him at noon, Le was
not there. He must have slipped out while
I dozed here by the fire. No matter! He
could have told little—probably nothing. It
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his full day’s start, and his knowledge of
the short cut trail. Yet things can happen
to a man on the trail—even to a sourdough
like Walters. “If he has beaten me,” he
muttered, through clenched teeth, “I’ll
pound him to within an inch of his life
with my two fists. I'll get that much sat-
isfaction, anyway—but it won’t get back
Beloit’s gold—and Helene’s. Not that I
care about the gold—for her. I'll find gold
—and my gold will be hers. I'm going back
there and make her marry me—Indian or
no Indian! If only I hadn't had to take
Gauche back to Beloit’s I could have beaten
Waliers easily. But I couldn’t leave the
poor devil lying there in the snow to die.”

His attention suddenly riveted upon a
moving black object far down the glacier—
an object that, in the light of the low-hung
sun, soon resolved into a dog team heading
upward toward him—toward the pass. As
he stared he saw that there were two people
with the outfit—one walking ahead of the
dogs, and one behind. The outfit had evi-
dently just reached the nave of the glacier
by means of a long lateral moraine. ‘“Wal-
ters!” he cried, his heart bounding with
excitement, “And the other must be Dry-
den! Walters probably had trouble of some
kind—and Dryden anticipating he would,
went out there to meet him! Hooray!” he
shouted, leaping to his feet, and shaking his
mittened fist at the approaching outfit.
“Come on, you damned crooks! Beat me
to the recorder’s if you can!” Forcing the

tired dogs to their feet with voice and whip,
he headed them upward toward the divide.
He glanced behind. The other outfit had
halted at a distance of half a mile. A fig-
ure stooped, then stood upright. The thin
whine of a bullet cut the air, and a few
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moments later he heard the sharp crack of
a rifle.

The dogs were plodding loggily, heads
lowered, tails almost dragging the snow.
Snatching his knife from his belt, Drewry
cut the lashings of the load and rolled it
from the sled. Heads and tails came up,
and the dogs increased their pace. Another
bullet whined above him, and Jack Drewry
laughed. “Try again!” he called derisively:
“You haven’t got a chance in a thousand
to get me from there!”

HE dogs were making better time with

the empty sled, but an hour later, as he
reached the summit, he noted that the pur-
suing outfit had gained measurably. Once
again, the figure raised the rifle, and splin-
ters flew from an upstanding ice fragment
not ten feet from where he stood.

“Close enough!” yelled Drewry, and
throwing himself upon the empty sled,
headed the dogs down the long slope to-
ward the cluster of log buildings that
straggled along the banks of Catterson
Creek.

Hours later he stepped out from the door
of the recorder's office and made his way
along I'ront Street toward Igloo Saloon. A
dog outfit swung suddenly into the street,
and the next instant he was standing face
to face with Jules Beloit, who had halted
abruptly and was regarding him with blaz-
ing eyes, and white beard fairly quivering
with anger. Beyond the sled, at the tail-
rope, he saw Helene. Ignoring the man,
Drewry called to the gir!:

“Helene! You here! Why did you—?”

“But first,” cried the girl, “you must
cell us why you rushed away from—"

“I had to. I had to beat Walters to The
Edge. There was not a moment to spare.
I had to file that claim!”

“There!” cried Beloit, whirling to face
the girl. “Now do you believe it? Now
that you have heard it from his own lips,
do you know him for the murdering traitor
he is?”

Drewry stared in open mouthed asten-



























SHORT STORIES

E DID not add “for the last time.”

But that was the way it was. Red
Nelson had already been up before the
Board, been passed over, twice. Two
strikes on him. The next time would be
out.

Red Nelson tried to think disinterestedly
back at that record of his. Impersonally,
as the Board would look at it.

A decent enough record, as far as that
went.

“Painstaking — practical — attentive to
duty—handles men well.” Things like that.
Not a bad mark on it.

But nothing outstanding, either. No flag
duty, no rescues, no Letters of Commenda-
tion. Somehow the ships and jobs he had
been assigned to, had never brought a
chance for anything like that.

Then, also, he had been almost anchor
man in his class—close to the foot in
scholastic standing for the Academy course.
And the savvy men at the top of his class
had already been going up to Commander
rank for two years.

Whereas Charlie King had been “num-
ber two” man at the Academy, in the
class just under Nelson’s.
he would be going up for selection at the
same time. A whole year’s difference in
classes, but less than a dozen numbers in
the Navy register.

But Charlie King had been passed over
once already, too. Vagucly Nelson won-
dered why.

Some little thing away back in his ensign
days even, maybe. Late relieving watch—
two hours overtime eoming back from
leave. Things as small as that.

But little things count a lot, before a
Selection Board in the upper grades.
Ashore a civilian can dent a fender, run a
red light, or even wipe his car out in a
head-on crash, and get away with it. But
in the Navy, if a man even scrapes a rock—
just scrapes it, mind you, not loses the
whole ship——

“You'll make it this time, Charlie,” said
Nelson reassuringly. “You'll be skipper-

That was why

ing this boat in a few months, a full com-
mander, while I'm out on a farm some-
where, raising potatoes.”

“I hope not, sir,” said Charlie King,
he meant it. “I hope not, sir.”

That he would be commanding the
Suluan, whether he made his three stripes
or not, was certain. IFor Charlie King had
come upriver solely to relieve Nelson as
commander of the Su/izan. Ordinarily that
would have been a two-hour job. But these
were not ordinary times. The Chinese had
strung a boom across the river, lower
down. There was no getting up or down
past it. When Nelson found a way to get
down, Charlie King would be the Suluan’s
new captain. Until then he was in an
anomalous position—on the ship, yet not
of it. Not the executive officer, yet still
second man in rank abroad.

Red Nelson finished his coffee, stood up.
“You’ll make it this time, Charlie, They
won’t pass you up twice with a record like
yours.” He tapped out his pipe. ‘“Think
T'll see if there is a cat’s-paw up on deck.
Lvening breeze ought to come soon—if it’s
coming.”

and

E STROLLED out of the wardroom,

out onto the little main deck, not
three feet above the water.

Not a swanky craft, by any means, the
U. S. S. Swluan. A dinky, flat-bottomed
river gunboat that probably hadn’t had a
“dress ship” since she was commissioned.
But she hadn’t been built for show. She
had been built for the one thing she was
doing—patrolling the Great River far up
in these empty stretches hundreds of miles
from the salt water. A flat-bottomed thing,
with superstructure like a houseboat. No
turrets, no armored conning tower, no lofty
tops. Just a bit of tin plate on her sides to
keep out rifle or machine gun bullets, and
a couple of double purpose three-inch guns
and a few machine guns to shoo the roving
Chinese bandits away if they got too ambi-
tious on the banks.

But there were no bandits out there now,
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them. Some of the Senussi he fired at
fell, and he yelled again, lunging with the
bayonet. He did not distinctly hear Bal-
sain, or know the lieutenant gripped him
by the arm.

“Down!” Balsain said.
get out of here!”

They crawled back side by side, the
wounded man between them. The men
below were in disorder. Senussi had cut
in across the dune to flank the Legion
line. Dorkel was jerking the canvas
jacket off an automatic rifle. He gave it
to Megya. “Here,” he said, “get out on
the right wing and hold those chaps off.”
Then he glanced up at Balsain. “That
man any good, Lieutenant?”

“He did all right in the charge. Send
him with Megya as ammunition carrier.”

“Bon,” Dorkel said, and shoved two
ammunition cases into Hans Tims’ hands.
“When you need more, come back here.”

The heavy wooden ammunition cases
banged his knees as Hans Tims sprinted
out behind Megya. He stumbled and
Megya cursed him. But then suddenly
they were at the place Dorkel had indi-
cated. A couple of big bowlders were
there at the end of the dune slope. IFrom
:2hind them, a man with an automatic rifle
could cover the whole right wing of the
Tegion line.

“We've got to

IGHT now, Senussi were in behind

the bowlders. They showed them-
sclves slightly as they fired at him and
Megya. A grunting curse came from the
Yugoslav; he opened the automatic in a
cuick and violent burst. The Senussi
tumbled one upon the other. flopping in
death, “Haul them out,” Megya told Hans
Tims. ‘““Make room for us!”

It seemed to Hans Tims that he and
ifegya lay among those bowlders for
tours. The barrel of the automatic be-
came glowing hot. Sun scorched them
from overhead, and even the bowlders had
tle feel of fire. But to straighten up in a
more comfortable position meant sure

‘the sun.
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death. The Senussi out beyond were mak-
ing charge after charge.

“They think they got us,” Megya
croaked once. “I’'m running short on am-
munition. Skip out of here and bring me
more. Don’t forget to come back, hey?
This is a Legion scrap now, and no per-
sonal stuff goes.”

“Understood,” Hans Tims muttered.
He slid up to peer over the top of the rear
bowlder. Dead and dying Sensussi lay
there under the awful white shimmer of
If he reached their piled bodies
he’d be safe, he thought. Then he could
crawl on to the Legion line.

He scrambled across the bowlder,
ducked low and ran. Panting, reeling, he
flung himself down among the Senussi
dead. A Mauser bullet had clipped his el-
bow and another knocked away his kepi.
But he did not look around. That was
death behind.

He hunched motionless, his hands raised
to keep the sun from his head. But the
sun beat at him with strokes like those of
an immense hammer. Every blow seemed
worse than the one before. ‘Across from
him, on the other side of the heap of dead,
a young Senussi warrior was dying.

The man kept screaming in a terrible
voice, and Hans Tims screamed back at
him. Then he laughed at himself and the
Senussi. He was going out of his head,
he knew, going crazy. The sun had him.
His brain had been beaten in by the sun.

E TRIED to get up and go on three
times. But he could not move. His
body was held down by enormous weights.
The whole world swirled and blackened
about him. The roar of gun fire no longer
had any meaning. With his last conscious
movements he dug down into the sand to
get away from the sun.

The muzzle of the pistol was cool. Tt
brought Hans Tims back to consciousness.
Dorkel held the pistol, Tims saw, and
crouched right in front of him. “I'd have
slugged you,” Dorkel said, “while you
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square with this doggoned town for in-
sultin’ us thisaway.”

HEY trudged onward. Presently the

path becarze a busy sidewalk and the
twins moved with all the alertness of wild
animals on unfamiliar ground. From the
manner in which Catclaw had welcomed
them they expected trouble and, if the
. truth were known, would be mildly dis-
appointed should it fail to materialize, It
was, however, slow to make its appearance.
As they ambled leisurely along, the men
whom they met and passed took no notice
of them; but each of the boys felt eyes
boring into his back and neither of them
would have been greatly surprised by the
sudden shock of a bullet.

They went straight to Brewster’s store
and walked in. The brown-haired girl
and a boy of fourteen or fifteen, evidently
her brother, were alone in the place. The
lad stared popeyed at the twins, but she
came hurriedly from behind the counter
to meet them.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” said the girl
softly and with the merest suggestion of a
smile on her somewhat troubled face. “I
saw you riding in and I'm so glad you
finally got here.”

Training and experience had improved
upon the poker faces with which nature
equipped the twins. Neither of them
showed a vestige of surprise.

Pinto rotated his old Stetson in his
hands a bit awkwardly, perhaps, and de-
clared, “You can jest betcha that we're
powerful glad to git here, Miss.”

“Yes’'m,” added Paint in some haste.
“Fact of the matter is, if we’d had any
idee you was a-waitin’ for us we’d been
here a heap sooner.”

She smiled in earnest, impartially giv-
ing each of the boys a slaunchwise look
that packed a wallop. Pinto swore to him-
self that she was as cute as a finch—all
brown and little and quick, and sharp as
a tack. Paint watched the dimples come
and go in her smooth cheeks and wished
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that his brother was in a good, stout jail
some place a long ways off.

The girl glanced at the open front door
and a side window, then said, “When
papa wrote to Captain Stewart for help,
we never once thought that he’d send the
famous ‘twin Rangers’.”

Paint looked at Pinto and vice versa.

“F-famous?” stuttered Paint.

“Fa—er—famous?” stammered Pinto.

“Of course,” declared the girl. “We'd
heard about you in Catclaw even before a
man came through here and told what you
did over in Sinkhole last month. Since
then you've been famous in this town.”

Each of the twins wondered what in
hell happened over in Sinkhole. However,
their long freckled faces showed only a
becoming modesty.

Said Paint, “That wa’n’t nothin’ wuth
mentionin’, Miss.”

Asserted Pinto, “Me—I mighty nigh
clean forgot it already.”

She glanced quickly from one to the
other—at first skeptically, then admiringly.
“Naturally you'd say such things, being
the kind of men you are.”

HE girl went on to introduce herself
as Laura Brewster and the boy as her
brother Billy. She added that her father,
who did his own freighting, was absent on
a trip to San Antonio accompanied by her
mother and they would probably be gone
another ten days or so. The twins re-
sponded by stating that most folks called
them Paint and Pinto, and let it go at that.
As if by an unspoken agreement made at
the spur of the moment, these young scala-
wags elected to pose as the “twin Rangers”
just for the fun of the thing and to see
what happened. The fact that this decep-
tion might result in dangerous complica-
tions merely served to make it all the more
alluring as far as they were concerned,
Leaving Billy to take care of the store,
Laura took the freckled cowhands to a
little office in the rear where they could talk
without running the risk of being over-
25
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Simultaneously they shook their heads.

Pinto gazed down at Soapy Joe as sol-
emnly as a judge about to pronounce sen-
tence. “It wouldn’t be noways fair to a
honest pony to make it come so far after
the likes of you. You go to the pony or
hel—hallelujah, one or t'other. Move out!”

What one of the twins didn’t think of,
the other usually did. Pain quickly added,
“And jest foller yo’ red nose until you git
to the middle of the street and if you make
ary break to leave the trail befo’ you hit
the corral, I'll head you off with a fo'ty-
five. Now git!”

HE little coward actually turned pale.

He sent a pleading glance at the girl.
She looked the other way, biting her lips.
Pinto gestured curtly with his head and
Soapy Joe started for the door, hobbling
along on his heels and whining at every
step. The twins followed. Paint halted at
the threshold where he could keep an eye
on Tom and Luke and at the same time
see what happened outside, but Pinto
trailed Soapy into the street. It seemed to
him that the whole town of Catclaw was
watching the performance. Every door
and window framed one or more specta-
tors, the sidewalks and hitchracks were
lined with men and a few women, but no
one had anything to say or made a move to
interfere. Evidently some of the onlook-
ers guessed what had happened to the little
outlaw when they saw his new boots and
the way he was hobbling and the news
quickly spread, leaving grins, chuckles and
some outright laughter in its wake.

When Soapy Joe and his grim guardian
reached a point well out in the street he
refused to take another step. He sat down
in the dust like an unruly boy. Without
a word Pinto lifted him clear of the ground,
intending to stand him on his feet again,
but Soapy drew his knees up to his chest,
so the lanky cowhand simply dropped him
and he landed pretty hard on the end of
his backbone. He got up at once, fearfully
watching Pinto’s big hands.
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“Hit for the corral!” commanded the
tall cowman. “Better strike a high lope
so’s to take long steps and save yo’ feet.”

And the little outlaw did just that, to the
vast amusement of the spectators.

As Uncle Jeb Timmons afterwards con-
fided to a crony who missed the fun, “I
was cold sober and I had a grandstand seat,
and I'm here to tell you that Soapy Joe’s
boots hit the ground jest five times in a
hundred yards.” , s

Approaching the Capitol Saloon the
panic-stricken outlaw quartered off toward
it, whereupon Pinto pulled a gun and
showed an admiring audience how near to
a moving target he could drop lead with-
out hitting it. Soapy Joe changed his course
so abruptly as to kick up the dust like a
cutting horse turning a frisky yearling.
Thereafter he held to a beeline for the
corral.

Laura had said that Bruce Weston was
in town and Pinto was on the lookout for
him, at first expecting the gambler to in-
terfere in defense of his man. However,
upon noting the attitude of the town to-
ward Soapy’s punishment he knew that
the little coward was generally disliked and
accordingly figured that Weston was too
smart to back the fellow publicly.

The lanky cowhand holstered his six-
shooter and stood where he was in the
middle of the street until Soapy Joe
reached the corral, in the meantime keep-
ing his freckled face as stern and solemn
as if this were deadly serious business;
then he ambled back to Brewster’s.

Lounging in the doorway with his
gangling frame propped diagonally across
it, Paint greeted his brother with a disap-
proving look. ‘“Pore shootin’.”

“Good shootin’.”

“You missed him two feet or better
every time.”

“Wa'n’t a-tryin’ to hit the cuss.”

“Sartinly, but you hadn’t oughta missed
him more’n six inches—mebbe three at that
range.”

“I might've shot closer—cain’t tell,”
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thing of a quandry, having expected the
boss of Catclaw to show up before things
had gone even this far. Neither of these
happy-go-lucky scamps had any use for
bloodshed and since experience had taught
them that ridicule was one of the severest
punishments that could be inflicted upon a
badman, they wanted Weston to show him-
self so that they might at least try to give
him a big dose of it with the whole town
there to see him take it. Of course they
could and would go find him if they had
to, but they figured it would be a heap bet-
ter if he came prancing out to rescue his
men and got a licking himself. Pretty soon
it dawned upon them that they’d have to go
a step farther in this little game of baiting
the boss.

AINT looked at Pinto and vice versa.

Each glanced at the empty hitchrack
in front of the store and back at his
brother again. They swapped curt nods.

Said Pinto, “Spoilt meat draws flies.”

Observed Paint, “You’re mighty nigh
smart enough to be my twin.”

“Come on!” growled Pinto at his pris-
oner. “I'm in a swedt to git shed of you
so’s I can go to work on this here spotted
hyeenie brother of mine.”

At the hitchrack the twins had another
argument, but it didn’t prevent either of
them from keeping his eyes peeled for
bushwhackers. The town wasn't taking
this performance as it did the Soapy Joe
episode. Evidently Tom and Luke had
plenty of friends, some of whom were
commencing to make themselves known by
yelling insults at the freckled cowhands
and prophesying future trouble for them.
However, these solemn-faced boys paid no
attention to the yells and went about their
business with hats pulled low over their
eyes to hide the fact that they were watch-
ful.

Suggested Paint, “Give ’em plenty rope
so’s they can tangle their hined feet and
strangle theirselves if they go to actin’ up.”

Objected Pinto, “Nope—snub ’em up
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short so’s to make ’em bend their blasted
necks in shame.”

Paint growled, “A ignoramus like you
don’t know nothin’ ’bout how to—"

His voice was lost in the roar of Pinto’s
six-shooter !

The boys had made it a point to stand
so that each could watch opposite sides of
the street. While arguing with his brother,
Pinto saw sunlight glance from a rifle bar-
rel at a second-story window of a honka-
tonk diagonally across the street. Since
the man behind the gun no doubt thought
he was shooting at a Ranger and accord-
ingly took pains to avoid recognition, he
had opened the window a few inches but
left the curtain drawn and merely pushed
it aside enough to accommodate the barrel
of his weapon. The big cowhand couldn’t
see the man, but a glimpse of the rifle was
enough for him. Still holding Tom’s neck-
rope in his left hand, he jerked a Colt with
his right and sent five bullets into that win-
dow with a fine speed acquired by much
practice while in keen brotherly competi-
tion. Glass broke and fell and shattered
on the wooden awning below. A section
of sash splintered. The green curtain
danced and flapped as if someone inside
were shaking it. The rifle disappeared.

At the first shot Paint spun about, seized
Luke and roughly whirled the burly outlaw
in front of him.

Pinto now calmly blew across the muz-
zle of his gun to whip out the smoke, then
went to reloading it. “Gittin’ a mite
skeerd ?”’ he drawled at his brother. “Don’t
you dast to spook and leave me with a
tough town on my hands.”

Paint’s bony face went red wherever his
freckles gave the color a chance to show
through. At first he bristled up—after-
wards he grinned.

“Jest for that,” he said, “we’ll snub these
here polecats up short like you was a-mind
to do.”

Which was his way of thanking his
brother for perhaps saving his life.

The twins tied their men at the rack and
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a particle of difference to me, but I aim to
do one or ’tother.”

The proprietor jerked his feet down and
bounced from his chair with an oath.
Bulky, evidently as strong as a bull and a
lot meaner, he had the bearing of a bruiser
whose favorite diversion was a fight in
which anything went. He came on ag-
gressively, his head drawn down between
his lumpy shoulders, his big fists clenched.

Paint backed off a few steps, speaking
to the porter without turning his head,
“Boy! Squat over yander on the desk
where I can see you without strainin’ my
eyes none.”

The big fellow dropped his broom and
moved. ‘Yes sah, Mistah Ranger, yes
sah-ree! I's done squatted!”

A long time back when the twins’ legs
were still wobbly, a broken down pugilist
rode the grubline into the Hawkins ranch
and Old Buckskin put him to work at odd
jobs. A little later, while settling a differ-
ence of opinion on some subject, the pug
ducked a wild swing then knocked Old
Buckskin halfway across the horse corral
and into a watering trough. Thereafter the
pug had a steady job, his first duty being
‘to teach the twins how to mix a little
science into their everyday fighting. They
grew up under the old pugilist’s watchful
eye, learned all he had to teach them and
enlarged upon it by the addition of man-
killing fist-and-skull technique forbidden
in the early day prize ring, however lenient
the rules of that institution may have been.

Obviously a crafty fighter, the burly
hotel man moved steadily but cautiously
toward his lighter antagonist, maneuvering

him into a corner. Paint retreated, well
aware of what to expect, hoping to bait the

bully into a rush and gambling that it
would come while he still had room for
footwork.

From the doorway a lazy voice drawled,
“Lick him, brother, or I'll stomp hell outa
you.”

Paint shot back at Pinto, “Jest you come
cn in here and I'll stomp the pair of you!”
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This little diversion served its purpose.
The big man’s attention wavered for an in-
stant. Paint’s bony left whipped across
and caught him squarely on the nose. He
staggered, shook his head, dazed, half
blinded. Quick as thought the loose-jointed
cowhand’s long right arm drove a finely
timed uppercut that missed the point of
his jaw and landed under his chin. His
bullet head snapped back. He went down,
his heavy fall jarring the flimsy building.

Again that lazy voice from the door-
way, “Never knowed you to hit the bull’s-
eye fust shot.”

Paint rubbed his peeled knuckles. With-
out taking his eyes from the man on the
floor, he answered Pinto, “Don’t you run
off. Tl be over there d’rectly.”

THE hotel man rolled over slowly and
came up fighting. Those two blows had
upset his strategy and knocked the caution
out of him. He rushed, head down and
huge fists swinging wildly, an easy victim
for a trained fighter with the strength to
hurt a tough customer like him. - Having
plenty of room, Paint shifted in and out
and around him, doing a thorough and al-
together merciless job of beating him up in
a fashion strange to frontier bullies of his
breed. Time and again the big man went
down, always to come up bleeding, gasping
for breath, growling like a wounded bear,
staggering about with legs spread wide,
boring in, fighting.

At length Paint suddenly realized that
he’d better finish this thing before he wore
himself out and took a licking. Although
conscious of his guns, for their weight
hampered him, it never occurred to him to
use any weapon other than those that na-
ture gave him. Thus far he had escaped
breaking his hands on the bruiser’s hard
head or iron jaw and he didn’t want to do
it now if there was any other way to end
the fight; so he got set, straightened his
man with a left uppercut, then drove a
murderous right into the big fellow’s solar
plexus with every last ounce of his weight
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got a big family of men folks and a whole
slew of shootin’ irons scattered 'round the
place.”

Paint placed his big hand on Billy’s
shoulder and grinned down at the lad.
“From now on you’re our deppity. It’s yo'
" pussonal job to make shore that yo' sis
don’t set foot out'n the house between sun-
down and sunup.”
~ The boy nodded vigorously, shooting an
authoritative glance at Laura.

Then Pinto told the girl, “And I reckon
that goes double for you, Miss.”

She slipped her arm through Billy’s. Her
large eyes were troubled, but her lips and
chin were firm. “I understand. We'll go
to Stuckleys. Anybody can tell you where
to find their place.”

Without another word, the twins slung
their rifles under their arms and started to
leave.
© “Wait a minute!” exclaimed Laura in a
low anxious voice. “Don’t think that be-
cause you're Rangers they won'’t shoot you
down or mob you. Weston and his crowd
have got the big-head so bad they wouldn’t
be afraid of what other Rangers might
come and do to them. Law officers look
just like anyone else who happens to get in
their way. Be awful careful, won’t you
boys?”

Answered Paint, “Jest as keerful as we
know how, Miss.”

Added Pinto, “And mebbe a mite more
keerful than that.”

They halted on the porch to take stock of
their surroundings before going further.
The scene wrenched a growl from one and
an oath from the other. It seemed as if
the town had suddenly fallen dead and was
lying motionless, sprawled there while the
sun’s rays clothed it in a pink shroud and
the everlasting wind powdered its remains
with dust. Open doors and windows gaped
empty and forlorn. Sidewalks lay like
abandoned trails soon to be overgrown.
Scudder and Wilkins stood leaning their
bodies against the rack with hunched backs
to the street, bare heads drooping and hair
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streaming down over their faces, buried so
deeply in shame as apparently to have lost
interest in everything. The only moving
things in sight were horses at the hitch-
racks—some dozing with a lip and a hip
sagging, lazily switching at flies in their
sleep, and others—creatures of habit, roll-
ing inquiring eyes about for masters who
should be coming to take them home.
The twins read the sign. They read into
it what the trail boss saw in the stillness
that ushered in the fury of an electrical
storm on the plains. They knew that hon-
est men had taken cover while badmen
brewed a dose of hell between walls,

OOSE-JOINTED and inclined to
shamble along, Paint and Pinto moved
swiftly without appearing to do so. They
went and untied their prisoners and led
them down the sidewalk to a point oppo-
site the jail. From there they strode rap-
idly across the street, Paint holding Scud-
der by the arm and walking so close as to
make it difficult to shoot one without en-
dangering the other. Pinto did likewise
with Wilkins. The jail door stood open,
also a small recessed window on the right
of it. The twins went under the hitchrack
and halted at the edge of the shallow
porch. Through the door they saw that
the front part of the building was an office
with table and chairs and they caught a
glimpse of a bunk against the wall. A man
was lying upon it. Three long steps carried
Pinto across the porch while his brother
guarded the prisoners. When the tall cow-
hand strode into the room, a wiry man with
a bandaged head rolled over and sat up
with a jerk on the edge of the bunk. A
cartridge belt and gun hung over a chair
nearby. He reached for the weapon.
Pinto gestured significantly with the bar-
rel of his rifle. “Hold ’er!” he growled.
“I can blow you plumb all to pieces befo’
you grab steel.”
A look of surprise bordering upon con-
sternation filled the wounded man’s treach-
erous face, but he sat back on the bunk
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as if relieved to learn that it would be fool-
ish to make a fight. ‘“Wa’n’t a-grabbin’
for no steel,” he said sullenly. “I was
reachin’ for my hat.”

“You won'’t need it none.”

Paint herded Scudder and Wilkins
through the door hard upon the heels of
his brother.

“Ain’t you Bud Phelps,” demanded
Pinto, “Greener’s deppity ?”

“Yes! What in hell are you tryin’ to—?"

“Be still!” commanded Pinto. ‘Make
"aste and open me up a cell.”

Phelps evidently undertook to stall for
time. He fumbled in first one pocket as if
in search of something and then in another
as if in doubt whether he ever had such a
thing, in the meantime stealing a glance
through the door and down the street.
There was a crafty look in his narrow-
lidded eyes and even when speaking, he
somehow gave the impression that he was
listening for something.

“We ain’t got but one cell and it takes
up more’'n half of the jail,” he said, care-
lessly motioning toward a door in the rear
wall of the office. “Go in yander. Cell
door’s open. Jest he’p yo’selves.”

“Git up!” barked Pinto sharply, “befo’
I wrap a rifle bar’l 'round yo’ head where
that there fo'ty-five creased you.”

Moved by either the implied accusation
or the threat, Bud Phelps almost sprang
to his feet. He sidled away from the
freckled cowhand who towered over him
looking mighty mean, and thercafter was
quick to obey orders. Producing an extra
key, he gave it to Pinto and readily led
the way from the office to a narrow root
at its rear into which the cell door opened.
The twins locked him up with their other
prisoners, having first searched his cloth-
ing and released the outlaws’ hands.

AINT and Pinto hurried back to the
office. The town was coming to life.
Doors that so recently had stared silent and
vacant into the street, now erupted men and
the noise of men. Soon the sidewalks were

SHORT STORIES

teeming with men. Horses awoke, lifted
their heads, flirted their ears, stamped,
fidgeted. Up and down the street men
gathered into close bunches, talked quietly,
stood facing toward the jail or from time
to time turned to look at it. There was no
shouting or laughter, no calling back and
forth, no running hither and yon, no audi-
ble excitemment of any nature, but the very
air tingled with it. A few high-strung
horses sensed it, snorted, reared, kicked,
squealed. A terrified cat slithered across
the street, running low in the dust. Two
men went to their saddles and took down
their ropes.

The jail office had no side windows.
Paint and Pinto stood at the door and front
window, well back—watching, listening,
having little to say. At the moment they
were no longer rollicking young scamps
with an eye for girls and an appctite for
fun. As often befell the youth of the fron-
tier, age had suddenly placed its sobering
hand upon them— tempered their judg-
ment, hardened their souls; and it traced
lines in their thin faces, set their jaws,
locked their lips. I‘or they were spectators
at the birth of a mob and no man, however
courageous he might be, could view that
awakening of savage instincts in men with-
out experiencing the grip of cold fear—
fear of what he might do wcre he a part of
the mob, fear for his life if he were its
prey.

The boys had a clear view for some dis-
tance up and down the street, but they
couldn’t see the Capitol Saloon. However,
they soon became aware that something
was taking place down there. On the op-
posite sidewalk men suddenly quit talking
and looked in that dircction. The town
dropped its voice to a murmur. It seemed
to sigh as a man may do at the end of a
long wait. Then figuratively it got stiffly
to its feet and walked slowly toward the
jail!

Paint turned from the door where he had
been standing with his back to Pinto. Dur-
ing the space of five seconds they stood
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a dry grin on his densely freckled face.

“Here I am, Mistah Weston,” he
drawled lazily, “jest a-honin’ to split yo’
spines with lead and he’s over yander all
set to blow yo’ guts out.”

The amazed outlaws jerked their eyes
from Paint to the rear. Pinto’s rawboned
frame filled the doorway. In his left hand
he held one of the marshal’s own weapons
—a sawed-off double-barreled shotgun
fitted to a pistol handle, and in his right
dangled a six-shooter.

“And here I am, gents,” he, too, drawled
lazily. “’Tain’t noways hard to tell which
is t'other if you know how, ’cause I'm
freckled but he’s spotted.”

FOR once in his life, smooth-talking
Bruce Weston was at a loss for words;
and, with the exception of Greener, his
companions were utterly flabbergasted.
Pinto afterward declared that he read their
minds and knew they were counting the
slugs they might have to dodge if they
started anything—fifteen bullets from
three six-shooters and eighteen buckshot
from one double-barreled scatter-gun. But
the marshal belonged to a different breed.
Laura had said that he was a professional
killer, and he now looked and acted the
part. When the door slammed, his hands
darted to his guns as he whirled and the
weapons were leaving their holsters at the
time he first looked down the throat of
Paint’s Colt. He may have read certain
death in the cowhand’s bony face, for the
bby had already singled him out as the
most dangerous one of the bunch and fully
intended to let him have it. At any rate—
Greener didn’t finish his draw and when
Pinto showed up a moment later, he fol-
lowed the example set by the others and
folded his arms. There remained in his
face, however, all the craft and vicious-
ness of a trapped weasel. The twins never
for an instant relaxed their vigilant watch
over him, aware that should either make a
false step he might kill them both before
they could stop him.

SHORT STORIES

Weston was quick to recover his voice
and his poise. “Damn your dirty souls!”
he snarled. “What is this? An ambush
of law-abiding citizens by a couple of
bandits ?”

Answered Pinto, “Call it whatever
you're a-mind to, but be damned keerful
what you try to do ’bout it.”

Added Paint, “You betcha, and unless
you want folks to be callin’ it a mighty fine

killin’ long after you’re gone, jest h'ist yo’
paws while I strip you down to yo’ cussed
hides. H'ist ’em!”

The four councilmen obeyed without a
moment’s delay, but neither Greener nor
Weston made a move. From a point
slightly behind the marshal, Paint stepped
closer to him and Pinto sidled over to
within arm’s reach of the gambler. He
was careful to keep Weston approximately
between him and the front window as a
precaution against a shot from the outside.
Through that opening Pinto saw that the
mob had now converged upon the jail, that
the street was packed with men from one
sidewalk to the other and that they were
standing quietly, just waiting. He grimly
wondered how that mob would behave if
it knew what was going on inside, and a
chill crawled up his back when he thought
of what might happen should Weston yell
for help. That was the thing he feared.
While Paint was making the councilmen
walk backward to where he could disarm
them with his left hand, keeping Greener
covered with his right, Pinto watched
every move the gambler made—even to

every breath he drew. He figured that the
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THEM DAMNED TWINS AGAIN

would marry Laura Brewster and settle
down in Catclaw as marshal of the town,
an office which they were at liberty to hold
jointly. In fact, they had been urged to
accept it by the law-abiding citizens who,
under the leadership of Doctor Bowen, had
started in where the twins left off and were
now safely in control of the town.

And running a close second was the
problem of who would escort Laura to
the big dance that was to be given in their
honor that very night. The fact that the
dance would take place in a vacant build-
ing just twenty feet east of Brewster’s
store over which Laura lived, didn’t make
a particle of difference to the twins. Asa
matter of principle, the situation called for
an argument,

After almost coming to blows, they had
already settled the question of who would
ride at the head of the parade slated to
precede the dance. It was decided that
they’d ride abreast on Bacon and Beans
with Laura between them.

The discussion had reached the point
where it began to look as if they’d have
to settle their differences with their fists,
when the stage rolled in and its six wild
mules slid to a halt in front of the hotel.
The twins were a bit slow in getting to the
door, but they nevertheless got there in
time to see a fine looking young man alight
and do a first-rate job of kissing Laura
Brewster who had come running from the
store to meet him!

And the boys heard two old codgers
talking.

Said the first olc¢-timer, “Wouldn’t be
at all surprised if Laura and Sammy git
theyselves hitched in double harness, now
that he’s come home to stay.”

“’Spect so. They done had a onder-
standin’ long enough.”

The twins tottered back to their room
and again sat cross-legged on the floor.

Declared Pinto, ‘“Never seen the beat of
the way you make a fool outa yo’self over
a gal” ,

Retorted Paint, “Huh! Jest gimme a
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piece of calico for bait and I can lead you
clean to the bottom of the bottomless pit.”

It didn’t take the boys more than ten
minutes to decide that they were too young
to get married anyhow ; and besides, since
they firmly intended to become famous
Texas peace officers it wouldn’t be right
for them to leave wives at home to worry
about them while they were away off some-
where taming a tough town like Catclaw.
So they got up and ambled over to the
window and looked out into the street,
trying to imagine how they’d feel while
leading the parade and making Bacon and
Beans misbehave just enough to show folks
how they sat deep and rode ’em straight
up, with pretty girls waving handkerchiefs
and throwing kisses from the sidewalks,
and the fellows all yelling like Indians
and shooting holes in the sky like white
men. This wasn’t going to be half bad
and they sure wished the old sun would
get a move on him.

Having been mighty attentive to the
doings of Laura and her young man, Pinto
hadn’t any more than noticed the two men
who escorted the stage into town; but he
now gave them an extremely close exami-
nation as they walked across the street
toward the jail. Short and stocky, with
red hair and two guns apiece, they looked
exactly alike and they had “Ranger” writ-
ten all over them!

Pinto nudged his brother violently in the
ribs with a sharp elbow. ‘“See that?"

“I see 'em.”

“Betcha it’s them damned twins.”

“Ain’t no doubt about it.”

Paint looked hard at Pinto and vice
versa. They swapped pale and sheepish
grins. Then they glanced at their rifles
and saddlebags over in a far corner, meas-
uring the distance from there to the side
window.

Said Paint, “Reckon we might as well
take the winder.”

Agreed Pinto, “Yep, it’s handier'n the
door and a damned sight closer to the
corral!”’
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struck us very forcibly, as so often hap-
pens with a passage from a Caddo Cam-
eron story, so we picked it out to reproduce
here in the Story Tellers’ Circle.

Our youngest editor, whose comments
get into the Circle every now and then,
says that youth in the cities comes up
against problems toe, “How about that
row you left me to straighten out last
week?” he asked. ‘Printers and en-
gravers—there’s mob violence for you!”
We pointed out that it wasn’t a case of
leaving him anything, it was good for
him professionally to learn that an editor’s
job wasn’t all going to lunch with authors.
“You've got to be some use around here,
you know,” we said and grabbed the ele-
vator before he could reply.

SEZ Y0

The Editor,

SHORT STORIES,

9 Rockefeller Plaza,
New York, N. Y.

Perhaps this will sound like fiction, but,
since I've been reading fiction for over
sixty years, it is possible that some of it
may have been absorbed.

On my desk, table and shelves, are fifty-
four periodicals, forty-nine of them less
than two years old. So I think I should
qualify as a judge of good fiction, and as
such, my vote goes to SHORT STORIES, first
of all. T read all kinds of Detectives and
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Westerns, but I always read SHORT
STORIES first.

As to your writers, I've failed so far to
find a dud and if that young editor can
continue to pick ’em, you better hobble him
or picket him, or some other publisher will
steal him or entice him away from you.

But back to your writers. One hesitates
about making a choice, but I must admit
that Hendryx and Greene are my favor-
ites, and stories in series with the same
chief characters suit me best.

Another thing, either your writers are
very careful or your proofreaders earn
their salaries, for I have yet to catch them
in an error, local or otherwise, and I surely
dislike to have a writer display ignorance
of common geography or age-old customs.

As to your illustrations, they are good
and sufficient. Ifiction readers don’t read
pictures. They read good English, if they
want pictures there are always the funnies.
Your writers’ plots suit me. I don’t care
for a plot full of treachery that a six-year-
old would recognize, but which the hero
remains in blind ignorance to the end.

You have a good thing—push it along
and may you all live long and prosper.

Dr. P. S. Swmith,
Shawnee, Oklahoma.

(Always glad to hear when we make no
errors; even when we do.—EDITOR)

The Lditor,

SHORT STORIES,

9 Rockefeller Plaza,
New York, N. Y.

Sure been reading and enjoying SHORT
StoriEs for a long time and have yet to
have a copy that was a disappointment;
I thought that as long as the rest were
writing you I might as well have my say to
add to the rest.

Have a leaning to the stories pertaining
to the West, which is natural as I have
been a range rider, peace officer, including
a deputy U. S. marshal, but I enjoy all the
stories as they are always well written and
good clean stuff. 25
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