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A Western Trio
Max Brand

This trio of short novels includes the con-
tinuing adventures of Reata, one of Max
Brand’s most popular characters. Free at
last, Reata sets up a household with
Miriam, the gypsy girl who has fallen in
love with him. But Pop Dickerman and
his henchmen use Miriam to enlist Reata
one more time, to retrieve a hidden trea-
sure in gold without knowing that it’s
stolen goods. In the course of his quest
Reata meets Agnes Lester, the woman
whose picture he fell in love with when he
saw it in the locket that he picked from a
man’s pocket, sending him to jail for the
first time.

In “Sheriff Larrabee’s Prisoner”, a law-
man must capture the suspect in the mur-
der of an old miser. His understanding of
the subtleties of human nature astounds
the members of his posse, including his
sons, but it’s his daughter who is most like
the sheriff, and she becomes convinced
that the suspect is innocent.

“A Shower of Silver” finds Bob Lake
aboard a train, sitting behind a honey-
moon couple. Feeling strongly attracted to
the bride, Lake is determined to fight the
feeling. So, when the groom is arrested
and removed from the train, he decides to
do all in his power to restore the man’s
freedom. His thanks for accomplishing
that task is to be framed by the groom for
murder.
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Sheriff Larrabee’s Prisoner

When this short novel first appeared in Street & Smith’s Western
Story Magazine in the issue for December 3, 1921, the editor as-
signed Frederick Faust a new pseudonym for the story, Martin
Dexter, but this would be the only time that this name would be
used as a Faust byline. Currently, Faust’s serial, “Ronicky
Doone, Champion of Lost Causes” under the byline David
Manning, was being serialized in the magazine. In the very next
issue there would be a short novel by Faust under the byline
George Owen Baxter and a new serial beginning under the
name Max Brand. These multiple identities were intended to
make readers think that each one was a different and distinct
author. In this short novel Sheriff Henry Larrabee must pursue
and capture the logical suspect in the murder of an old miser.
However much Larrabee’s ability to understand human nature
astounds members of the posse that include his sons, it is his
daughter who proves to be most like him once she becomes con-
vinced that the suspect, Jack Montagne, is innocent.

“NO HANG-OUT”

The rain had been falling steadily, with a northwester to drive it
aslant. Now the wind leaped suddenly at Jack Montagne, and,
as if its former pace had been maintained only to lure him into a
false security, it now drove the rain in level volleys that
crashed against his slicker and stung his face. Even his weather-
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hardened hands resented the fury of the storm. The blast
stopped the trot of his pony that remained for the moment
leaning into the storm. Presently it again gathered headway,
urged on by the tickling spur of the rider. When the anger of the
wind and rain had spent itself, Montagne screened his eyes and
peered anxiously up the valley.

It was then he made out the two lights — one a mere
yellow ray which, passing through the mist of rain, was split
into a thousand shivering portions as Montagne squinted at
it, and the other merely a dim red blur. They were welcome
sights to the rider on this black night, and yet he hesitated
before going straight toward them.

Eventually he decided that the news about him could not
have preceded him to this desolate valley, and he touched the
pony with the spurs again. This time the weary beast broke
into a lope, cupping the muddy water on the trail in the hol-
lows of his forehoofs, and sending it up in spurts and showers
to drench the rider. But against such physical discomforts
Jack Montagne was proof. When the possessions of a man
have shrunk to his bridle and saddle and horse and the old
gun, sagging at his hip, when, moreover, fear and dread ride
at his side, the elements are negligible factors. In truth, the
storm fitted in with the mood of Montagne, and his temper
rose in fierce bursts of revolt against the world, just as the
wind occasionally struck at him with redoubled force, and
like the night his mind was filled with a steady, black
gloom.

The red light on his right now grew rapidly. The rain
streaked down against it, and above the light he made out the
outlines of a tree. Someone was sitting by a campfire to the
lee of a tree, and that was his only shelter against this furious
storm. There was no other conclusion to come to, and
Montagne shook his head in wonder. Perhaps the fellow had
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not seen that light down the road, that light which evidently
came from a house. It was partly with a kindly determination
to tell the camper that there was a better shelter in sight, and
partly with the hope of learning a little about this valley in
which he found himself, that Montagne turned to the right
and came squarely upon the fire.

It was a miserable and uncertain blaze, fizzing and hissing
constantly, as drops of water filtered down from the boughs
of the tree above. And yet the broad trunk made a rather good
shelter, for the steady wind kept driving the rain at an angle,
and the man, whose back was against the tree, was in no
danger of getting wet by the direct fall of water. Only the
drops, that trickled through the foliage above, came splashing
about him. He had been stirring weakly at the fire, and it was
not until the pony came within a yard of the blaze, snorting in
disgust as the smoke filled its nostrils, that the camper lifted
to the view of Montagne a white, rat-like face, out of which
little bright black eyes glittered.

“Get your own fire, bo,” said the camper, without waiting
to learn definitely the purpose of the new arrival. “I ain’t got
any more’n enough room for myself, and I ain’t going to let
you in. Get on your way and hustle your own fire!”

He enforced this suggestion with an ugly lifting of his
upper lip, very much after the manner of a terrier guarding a
bone. But Jack Montagne did not immediately answer. He
waited until his observations had taken in all the details of the
battered hat, the coat of nameless age and patches, the shoes
through the ends of which the toes were thrusting, and the
whole atmosphere of unclean suspicion that dwelt about the
tramp like a garment.

“You dirty rat,” said Jack Montagne, when he broke si-
lence. “I ought to twist your neck into two pieces!”

“What?” demanded the tramp, starting, as he shaded his
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eyes with his hands and peered half viciously and half curi-
ously up through the darkness, as if he wished with all his
heart to attack the man who had insulted him, but must first
make sure that such an attack would be an expedient pro-
ceeding.

That which he saw was apparently extremely discour-
aging, for he settled back against the tree and changed his
open defiance to a sullen scowl.

“But,” went on Jack Montagne, smiling in spite of himself
at this change of front, “I’m going to do you a good turn, in-
stead of kicking you away from that fire and out into the mud.
I’m going to tell you that there is a house down the road about
a mile. You don’t have to stay here. You can go down there
and sleep in the barn, anyway.”

“Can I?” asked the tramp. “All right, you go and try it.
That’s all I got to say . . . you go and try it!” He wrapped his
arms about him, shivering, as the wind grew fresher out of the
north, and he grinned in mockery at the rider.

“Did you try it?” asked the rider, with a sudden sternness
that was not, however, directed at the tramp. “Did you try it
and get turned out into a night like this?”

“Maybe,” replied the tramp.

The rider set his teeth in one of those convulsions of anger
which seemed to be characteristic; and the tramp, peering at
him by the dim firelight, shrank from what he saw.

“But are there no other houses around here?” asked
Montagne.

“Find out for yourself,” said the tramp. He had been em-
boldened by the generous indignation of the night rider, as if
this were proof that the larger man would not take advantage
of his superior size, or the revolver that was faintly outlined
under the skirt of his slicker. “Find out for yourself . . . that’s
what I had to do.”
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Jack Montagne considered that lean, pointed face with a
thoughtful contempt.

“No,” he decided at length, “I won’t look any farther. I’ll
go to that house yonder, and I’ll get supper and a bed there,
whether they want to give it to me or not. If they’d turn even a
dog out into this sort of weather, they don’t deserve no con-
sideration, and I ain’t going to give it to ’em. If you want to
come along with me, I’ll see that they put you up, too.”

But the tramp merely laughed. “I ain’t a fool,” he de-
clared. “I ain’t going to walk that far for nothing. Besides, I’'m
doing fine right here.”

“S’long, then,” said Montagne.

The tramp returned no answer, but he followed the
stranger with a bright glance of his little eyes, as Montagne
swerved out into the storm again.

Through the crashing of the rain Jack kept steadily for the
house. Presently he saw the light in the window grow
brighter, and he made out the shadowy form of a big ranch
house, one of those long and ragged roof lines that attest
many additions built onto the original and central structure.
Turn a stranger away from such a place, where there must be
room to put up twenty extra men? His anger grew with every
stride of his pony; when at length he drew rein, his jaw was
set.

It was the rear of the house he had approached, and the
light came from a projecting wing that was evidently the
kitchen. As Montagne swung out of the saddle, he stepped
from the blast of the storm into the quiet shelter of the
building. Pausing at the door, he heard two voices, both
raised — one the harsh voice of a woman, and one a man’s
voice.

“If he don’t get the money out of that chest,” said the man,
“where does he get it? Anyway, I’m going to find outif. .. .”
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“Shut up!” exclaimed the woman. “Let me tell you. . . .
Here she lowered her voice until it became unintelligible to
Montagne, and he rapped heavily on the door.

The voices ceased, then there was a shuffling of feet, the
turning of the doorknob, as someone called out to him:
“Who’s there?”

It was the same growling voice of the man whom he had
heard speaking inside the kitchen.

“A stranger, partner,” said Montagne pleasantly, “held up
in this rain, and I’d like to get a place to sleep and a bite to

»

eat

b

“This ain’t no hang-out for bums,” answered the other
fiercely. “Get out and stay out!”

And the door was slammed in the face of Montagne. But
in that moment he flung himself forward, leaning low, his
shoulder and its cushion of hardened muscle presented for
the shock, after the fashion of a football player. The door had
been slammed, but the latch had not yet clicked home, and
the lunging body of Montagne knocked the door wide. The
burly fellow was sent spinning across the floor of the kitchen
and crashed into the wall, and Montagne, crouched low and
staggering, entered.

When he straightened himself, he saw the man of the
house scrambling to his feet, uttering a profusion of terrific
curses. Then the big-shouldered, loose-jointed fellow sprang
to the wall and caught a shotgun off the nails where it was
supported. He did not, however, level the gun at Montagne.
Something in the face of the stranger arrested the motion. His
close-set, bulging eyes dwelt in a sort of daze on the new-
comer, and Montagne thought he had never seen features so
animal-like, save in the woman. She also had reached for the
nearest weapon, sweeping up a great butcher knife in her
work-reddened hand, but, like her son — the relationship was
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proclaimed in their faces — her motion to strike was arrested.

For they saw in the newcomer a man well over middle
height, so strong and sinewy that even the loose-flapping
folds of the slicker could not entirely disguise his power.
More than this, he was in a tremendous passion which his si-
lence made more terrible than a profusion of curses. In relax-
ation he must have been a handsome man, but now his
features expressed nothing but consuming rage. His brows
were black above his glaring eyes, his nostrils quivered, his
mouth was a straight, white-edged line, and the tendons of
his neck stood forth. Moreover, point was given to his anger
by the fact that his right hand was under his slicker. Beyond a
doubt it was grasping the butt of a revolver.

II

“THE HOSTS OF THE HOUSE”

The son had no cunning with which to adapt himself to this ter-
rible stranger; the woman possessed more adroitness. She cast
at her son one flaming glance and shook her head; clearly she
admonished him to give over the thought of violent resistance to
violence. Then she slipped the knife back onto the table and
turned to Montagne, with complaints instead of fury.

“What sort of a business is this?” she demanded. “Busting
down doors and breaking in on honest folk? Is that a way to
act, I say? Is that a way?” She put a whine into her voice, to be
sure, but her eyes were still sparkling with rage, although she
told her son, with a curse at his stupidity, to put down the
shotgun. “I ain’t going to have no murder on your head,” she
declared, “not even if the law wouldn’t lay no hand on you for
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defending your own house and home! Now, you, what d’you
want?”

The anger had been gradually departing from Jack
Montagne. Like most men liable to fits of murderous temper,
his rage passed away almost as swiftly as it had come over
him, but his face was still ominous as he replied to the
woman’s demands.

“I’ve heard about you folks,” he said, “turning people out
into this sort of a storm, but I didn’t believe it. Now I’m going
to talk straight . . . I ain’t got a cent, but I’m going to get a dry
place to sleep, and I’m going to get a place for my hoss and
feed for it in the barn . . . I’m going to get supper for myself.
You lay to that. I say I ain’t got a cent on me now, but, when I
come back, I'll pay you every cent it’s worth, and then
double. You can trust that. I never been known to break a
promise . . . but, whether you trust me or not, I’m going to get
what I said I’d get. Now, listen, I’m going to take my hoss
out to the barn, yonder, and find feed for him. Then I’m
coming back here, and I expect to find supper started for
me. Understand? I’ve fed a hundred gents in my day and
never took nothing for it. Now I’m going to get a little part of
it back.”

So saying, he stepped backward into the night and
slammed the door behind him. No sooner had it closed than
the son slipped to it and laid the great bolt softly in place.
Then he turned with a grin of triumph to his mother. “We’ll
lock him out, confound him,” he said.

“Think you can hold out one like him?” asked the woman.
“Not if you were ten times the man you are, Gus. It would
have taken your father, aye, or a better one than your father,
to handle this one.”

“I dunno,” replied Gus. “I can do my share, if I got a
chance and ain’t took by surprise.”
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“I know. If you got a chance to sneak up on somebody,
and get a gun trained on ’em, you’re brave enough. But don’t
try to sneak up on the gent that just come in here. Know
why?”

“Why?” asked her son, blinking.

She slipped a little closer to him and glanced aside at the
door through which Montagne had just disappeared, as if
fearful that he might return at that instant and overhear.

“Because he’s a killer,” she whispered. “I know that kind.
You see the way he rocked a little from side to side, he was so
mad? You seen the way he went white, and the veins sprang
out purple on his forehead? You seen the way his eyes went
jumping everywhere? That’s because he was a killer. He had
his hand on his gun, and he wouldn’t have thought nothing of
blowing off both our heads. Oh, I know the likes of him, and I
know ’em well! He’s a bad one, Gus, and you can lay to that!
Don’t try no fancy work on him.”

The pale, brutish eyes of Gus opened wide, as he drank in
this information. Then the woman went to the door, removed
the bolt again, and shook her fist in a consuming burst of
rage. “Why should he have come on this night of all nights?”
she snarlingly demanded.

“We’ll just have to put it off,” said the son.

“You fool!” replied his amiable mother. “Why was I
cursed by having a coward and an idiot for a son? But you’re
like your father before you . . . nosense. . . like a swine. . . just
made for eating and drinking and sleeping and grunting in
your sleep. Bah!”

The son replied to this outburst of affection with a wicked
glint of his eyes and a twitching of his loose upper lip, but, ap-
parently, he had had too much experience of the virago’s
tongue to invite a fresh outburst.

“How can we put it off? Ain’t we got to have the money by
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tomorrow?” she went on as savagely as before. “You think
you can put off Cusick? No, not that leech! He’d foreclose in
a minute. His mouth is watering at the idea of getting the
ranch, anyway. And now this killer comes and. . . .”

“Shut up,” muttered the son, as an idea flashed across his
brutish face. “Maybe this ain’t the worst that could have hap-
pened . . . this having the stranger with us tonight. Maybe we
could make him. . ..”

His mother checked him with a raised hand, and the next
moment the door opened, and Jack Montagne entered the
room again. This time he came rathef carelessly, even whis-
tling, as if he were now an old acquaintance. He settled him-
self in a chair, leaned back against the wall, and twitched the
holster at his right hip so that the butt of the gun fell into a
convenient position. He regarded the pair with quiet interest.
They gave him a glance in return and then busied themselves
in laying out a supper of cold ham and cold fried potatoes and
lukewarm coffee, left over from their own evening meal.

Without a word they served him; without a word he drew
up his chair and began to eat. As has been said before, he was
a good-looking fellow, except when his face was contorted by
rage. He had an ominously sudden way of glancing from side
to side, and the muscles of the jaw were strongly developed,
as in one who habitually kept his teeth set. In actual years
Montagne could not have been more than twenty-seven or
eight, but hard experience, of one kind or another, had
touched his hair with a streak of gray over the temples. He
was a man of many expressions. Looking down, he often
seemed middle-aged and weary; looking up, he seemed years
younger; when he smiled, he was suddenly a boy, filled with
geniality.

“And now,” he said, as he approached the conclusion of
that cheerless meal, “where do I sleep?”
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“In the barn,” said the woman savagely. “I guess hay is
good enough for you!”

“Sure,” agreed Jack Montagne. “Only you were so kind of
generous about making me accept things ever since I landed
here, that I thought maybe you’d want me to sleep in a nice
comfortable bed in the house.”

He grinned, as he spoke, but Gus said: “And so we do.
There’s a spare bed in the room right next to mine, and. ...”

“D’you think I’ll have him in the house?” asked the
woman.

But her son winked at her, and, regarding her steadily, he
said: “Shut up and let me talk. Ain’t I the man about this
house? I say he’s going to sleep inside!”

He had raised his voice to a shout, and his mother sub-
mitted to him with suspicious suddenness. At the same
moment a slow, feeble step was heard descending the stairs, a
step that hesitated like the movement of extreme old age.

“You’ve got the old devil up with your yelling,” said the
woman. “Now he’ll make us all dance for it.”

The next moment a bent old man came into the doorway.
If the woman and her boy were of bearish temper and bearish
conformation, the old fellow who now came before the view
of Jack Montagne was certainly of the wolf breed. His eagle
nose, his grimly compressed lips, his forward-jutting chin,
and, above all, the cold, keen eyes, under the bushy, white
brows, told of a predatory soul. Years had bowed him, but
there was something so significant about him that the
hawk-like figure seemed to tower above them all. It was
rather as if he had stooped to come through the doorway than
as if the weight of time had stooped him. He carried a long
cane, gathered up toward his breast, in a hand that was a blue
claw, entirely unfleshed.

He stamped this cane upon the floor. Age had stiffened his
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neck, but his eyes, for that reason, roved the more keenly. “I
told you before,” he said, “that I ain’t going to have noise in
the evening . . . evening is my time for reading . . . evening is
my time for quiet. I ain’t going to have noise. I heard a racket
once before tonight, and now you’re shouting. It’s got to
stop. D’you hear? It’s got to stop!” He whipped up his cane
suddenly and shook it in malevolent rage at Gus. “You lout!
You fool!” he exclaimed. “It’s you that makes life a torture
around here. Now, mind you, no more noise!”

To the surprise of Montagne this fierce reproof was re-
ceived in a mild silence. Both the woman and her son lowered
their eyes to the floor, and then Gus looked up in apology.

“I’m sure sorry,” he said. “I got to arguing and. . . .”

“That’s the trouble with fools,” said the terrible old man.
“They always talk too much. Who’s this?” He picked out Jack
Montagne with a gesture of his cane.

“A stranger,” said the woman, “that we never seen before.
But we can’t turn folks away on nights like this. We got to
show some sort of kindness, even if we ain’t rich folks, and
even if we don’t get paid.”

She said this with a sort of cringing humility, glancing
sadly toward the ceiling, as if bewailing the ingratitude of a
hard world.

But the old man merely grunted, and then grinned at her.
“You’ll get a reward in heaven for all your kindness,” he told
her. “You sure will get a reward there. Who are you?” This
last was directed at Montagne.

“I’m Jack,” said Montagne.

“Jack, eh?” said the old fellow. “Jack the Baker, Jack the
Butcher, Jack the Ropemaker, Jack the Killer . . . which one
are you?” And, as he concluded the list of fanciful appella-
tions, his narrow chin thrust out, and his keen eyes probed
and stabbed at the eyes of Jack Montagne.
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In spite of himself Montagne felt a chill running through
his veins. The old man knew too much about human nature,
and all his knowledge seemed to be of evil.

“Idon’t like him,” went on the old man. “Send him away.
I’d have nightmares all night, if I knew that man was sleeping

here, under the same roof with me. I don’t like him . . . he’s
too hungry. Them that have nothing want everything. And
him . . . you ain’t got a cent in your pocket!”

As he said this, he advanced a long step, a light and
stealthy step, and thrust his cane almost in the face of Jack.
The latter half rose from his chair, alarmed and filled with an
almost superstitious fear. The old man began to laugh mirth-
lessly, his eyes snapping. Then he stamped his cane on the
floor, as he stepped back.

“I know you,” he went on, nodding to himself, “I know
you all . . . starvelings, buzzards. Bah! You’ll find no meat on
my bones to fatten you . . . not you. Out with you, Jack the
Beggar, Jack the Knave, Jack the Killer. Out with you and
sleep in the barn! I’ll not have you under the same roof with
me, I say. I prophesy you won’t come to no good end!”

Jack Montagne slowly recovered his poise in the face of
this malignant attack. He settled back again in his chair and
smiled in the wicked face of the old man. “I’ll stay here,” he
said, “old bones . . . I’ll stay here and be comfortable. It ain’t
none too warm outside.”

“You won’t leave, won’t you?” demanded the hostile old
ogre. “You can’t throw him out, can you?” he asked of Gus.
Then he answered his own question: “Nope, it’d take ten like
you to handle one like him. But, if I was forty years younger,
I’d. .. well, no matter. Forty years are forty years and can’t be
changed.”

“Mister Benton,” broke in the woman, “I’m terribly sorry,
I sure am. I do what I can to make you comfortable, but,
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when gents come and force their way in on me. . . .

“I thought you took him in out of kindness?” The irritable
old man fairly snapped his question. “Don’t talk, Missus
Zellar . . . don’t talk. I see through you, and I don’t see no
good!” He turned on Gus. “By the way, seen young Walters
lately?”

“Seen him this mornin’, Mister Benton.”

“You did, eh? And what’s he say?”

“He’s doing fine. Says he’ll have his interest money ready
for you next week. He could pay it now.”

The old fellow nodded his head slowly back and forth, half
closing his eyes. “I knowed Walters would be made by the
money I loaned him . . . I knowed that. I always know.”

“And right here, Mister Benton,” said the woman, “I
could have used that money fine. Me and Gus could have im-
proved the ranch no end and give you a better rate of interest
than Walters does.”

“Don’t talk,” declared the octogenarian. “Don’t talk. I see
through you . . . like you had a window over where your heart
is.”

He turned and stalked toward the door. His back was vis-
ibly pinched and withered under his coat. From that rear view
he seemed suddenly weak, but, when he turned on them
again at the door, all thought of his feebleness left Jack
Montagne. The withered lips of Mr. Benton continued to
writhe, but he uttered no sound. Presently his halting step
went up the stairs again and disappeared through a doorway
beyond.

When he was gone, there was a sigh emitted by all three.
For a moment, exchanging glances, they seemed to be of one
mind. Truly they were all, in differing ways, grim people, but
compared with this terrible old man they were weaklings.

“That bed I told you about,” said Gus suddenly, “I’ll
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show you where the room is, if you like.”

Jack Montagne nodded, rose, and followed his guide up
the stairs, noting the empty bareness of the house. Dissolute
spending, which had impoverished the ranch, had gutted the
house, it seemed. The very hall seemed to beg for new voices
and cheerier footfalls — certainly less stealthy ones.

When they came to the room, Gus deposited the lamp on
the table beside the bed and left without a word. Jack
Montagne sat down and buried his face in his hands. He had
come to another halting place in his downward progress
through life. Had the old man been right? Was he, indeed,
bound for damnation?

He shrugged away that fierce prophecy. In the meantime,
the fact was that he needed money, needed it terribly, must
have it, and the old fellow, beyond doubt, possessed what he
wanted. Had he not heard the two in the kitchen speak of
money and a chest? All was as clear as day. The old usurer
kept a store of coin in his room and loaned it out about the
countryside.

111

“LARRABEE LISTENS”

The sheriff, Henry Larrabee, jerked up his head and listened.
“That phone call is for me,” he said instantly, as the first
ring ended. Two long and three short was the sheriff’s ring on
that country line, and the ring was ground out on a little
crank, without summoning the assistance of a central. This
first long ring was made in what might have been called a
breathless fashion, the crank turning so swiftly in the middle
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of the motion that it produced only a rattle, not a true ring.

“Not for you! Not on a night like this!” exclaimed his wife,
as the good woman lifted her head and listened to the
crashing of the rain against the roof.

A second long ring had begun. “It’s for me, right, enough,”
said the sheriff, and rose to his feet.

His daughter, Mary, rose, also, staring with excitement.
“Oh, Dad, what could be happening?”

“On a night like this . . . anything. There it goes.”

The second long ring had ended, and there followed three
short rings in swift succession. The sheriff ran to the phone
with great strides. “Hello!” he called.

“Sheriff Larrabee,” said a woman’s voice, “come quick,
for there’s been a murder here.”

“Who are you?”

“Missus Zellar . . . murder . . . ah!”

The last word was a half scream, and there was the sound
of the telephone receiver dropping with a jerk.

“You devil!” the sheriff heard a man’s voice shouting.

Larrabee smashed up his own receiver. “Jud!” he thun-
dered. “Chris!”

His two sons answered with shouts from the upper part of
the house.

“Come down to me, quick! We got riding to do!”

“Henry,” breathed his wife, stammering with fear, as she
ran to him. “What is it? Where?”

“Nothing,” he answered sternly. “Don’t hang onto me. I
gotwork . . . that’s all. When I’m gone, call the Gloster house
and get the Gloster boys to ride toward the Zellar place, as
fast as they can saddle and get under way. I’ll meet ’em on the
road. That’s all. Don’t ask questions. Just do what I say.”

Catching up his hat, he plunged from the house, the front
door banging heavily behind him at the same time that the
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thunder of his sons’ feet began on the stairs above. Within
five minutes they were in the saddle and racing out onto the
muddy road. For they kept their horses in a shed near the
house, ready for quick saddling at any hour of the day or
night. Going up the first steep hill, they could talk.

“I knew,” said Jud, “that they’d be trouble some day in the
Zellar house. What’s up?”

“I dunno,” answered the father. “Just heard a woman
talking, and woman talk don’t mean much usually. But it sure
sounded like trouble was busted loose. Come on, lads!”

They had reached the crest of the hill, and now they
lurched down into the valley at a reckless gallop, the horses
sliding and slipping over the mud. Turning down the valley
road, they presently came in view of a fire beneath a tree, and
the sheriff headed straight for it. He swung out of the saddle
in front of the tramp whom Jack Montagne had seen earlier in
the night. The tramp straightened up — he had been dozing,
with his head almost dropped into the flame of the fire — and
blinked at the new arrivals. The stern hand of the sheriff
helped him to his feet, and he stifled his yawn.

“Who’re you?” asked the sheriff.

“Slim,” said the tramp. “Some call me Mississippi Slim.”

“What else?”

“Disremember being called any other name.”

“You come with me, Mississippi Slim. Jud, take him along
and follow me to the Zellar place. This is the kind that know
things, this Slim. Chris, come on with me. We got to ride
hard.”

“What can you get out of Slim?” asked Chris, as the two
spurred on through the mud.

“Never can tell. But, if you ever step into my boots, boy,
and get my job, you want to pick up them that look like Slim.
If there’s trouble around, they’re ’most always down-wind
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from it, and they know all about what’s going on. They smell
it before they see it, and they see it before us ordinary folks
dream it.”

‘He concluded with a brief admonition. “If Gus Zellar is
mixed up in this killing, or whatever it is, that we’re moving
toward, and we come across him armed, don’t waste no time
arguing. If he shows fight, shoot . . . and shoot to kill. Handle
him the way you’d handle a dog. He ain’t no better, much.”

He had no chance to say more, for now they came to the
house, where lights were burning in half of the windows. The
sheriff’s son was for a careful approach. The sheriff, however,
scoffed at such an idea, and, advancing to the kitchen door,
he cast it open and stepped into the presence of Gus Zellar
and his mother.

There was no need to fear Gus Zellar. He was a
white-faced, trembling wreck of a man, shrinking against the
wall. His mother was ten times more formidable. Her eyes
were gleaming, her hands clenched, and her whole attitude
that of one ready to fight a great battle.

“You sure come slow,” she said to Larrabee. “Come up-
stairs, and you’ll find it.”

There was something so ominous in that last syllable that
even the sheriff, time-hardened by contact with crime and
criminals, was a trifle shocked. As she took up the lamp, he
swung in behind her, first ordering Gus Zellar to follow close
to his mother. The order threw Gus into a sudden panic.

“But what’ve I got to do with it?” he asked tremulously. “I
didn’t do it! I swear I didn’t do it, Sheriffl”

“I’'m not saying you did,” said the sheriff, disgusted by
such cringing. “But you step along. I want to keep you under
my eye.”

Gus skulked into line, glancing fearfully behind, as if an-
ticipating a kick. They hurried up the stairs, the woman ex-
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claiming eagerly: “You got to hurry, Sheriff! He left in a rush,
and he’ll be riding like a fiend all night. Every minute counts,
when you’re trailing a gent like him!”

“Like who?” asked the sheriff.

“I’1l tell you about him after you see what he’s done.”

They had hurried up to the floor of the second story of the
house, and now they went straight behind Mrs. Zellar into
the room, directly opposite the head of the stairs. They
passed through a broken door. It had been splintered exactly
in the center, and both halves were still attached — the one by
its hinges and the other by the lock. Mrs. Zellar placed the
lamp on the table near the center of the room.

“There!” she exclaimed dramartically, stepping back.
“Nothing ain’t been touched. There you are!”

They looked past her and saw, within the bright circle cast
by the lamp, the figure of old Mr. Benton, lying on his back.
Both hands were caught up to his breast, and he lay in a
crimson pool that had run from a great wound in his head.

The sheriff’s son gasped, turned sick, and caught at the
wall for support. But the sheriff himself showed not the
slightest emotion. He merely leaned over the body, saying:
“Never knowed he was that tall . . . never saw the old codger
straightened out before.”

“Now you’ve seen,” said Mrs. Zellar shrilly, “and now go
get him!”

“How long ago did he leave?”

“Only forty minutes by the clock. I been watching for you
to come and watching the clock and thinking you’d never
come. But he can’t get far through the mud.”

“Forty minutes?” asked the sheriff, and he suddenly lost
all eagerness. “Well, let’s hear about this. Get over here, will
you?”

The last words were a savage roar, and they jerked Gus
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away from the door, toward which he had been sneaking. He
stood back against the wall, shuddering, and his eyes
twitched nervously from face to face.

“They ain’t no call to talk to Gus like that,” said Mrs.
Zellar. “He didn’t do nothing.”

“Perhaps not,” said the sheriff, and, maintaining his ag-
gravating calm, he produced a cut of chewing tobacco and
worked off a comfortable bite between his front teeth.

“Say, Dad,” broke in his son, “you ain’t going to stand
around while he gets away?”

“You talk less and listen more,” said his father sagely.

“And you cotton onto this . . . before you start following a
trail, find out where it leads. Now, Missus Zellar, what hap-
pened?”

“He came here and made us . . . ,” began the woman.

“Who’s he?”

“Wouldn’t give no name . . . that kind never do. Just said

he was Jack. But Mister Benton knew right off, the minute he
laid eyes on him, that Jack was no good, and he said so right to
his face. Well, Jack come and knocked open our kitchen door
and asked for a meal and a bed. I didn’t like the looks of him,
but, when I told him there wasn’t nothing for him here, he
pulled a gun and started ordering us around. Ain’t that right,
Gus?”

“Every single word,” said the truthful Gus, rolling his
eyes.

“Leave Gus out and talk to me.”

“Afterward, Mister Benton come down, like he mostly
always does, to say a word or two to us before he goes to bed,
him knowing that we’re about the only friends he has in the
world.”

The sheriff was now walking around the room, carelessly
examining every corner of it. Mrs. Zellar followed him a pace
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or two in every direction he took, raising her voice, when he
was far away, lowering it slightly, when he was close.

“He seen Jack, as I was saying, and Jack seen him. And
while Benton was talking, Jack found out that the old man
kept a pile of money in his chest in his room.”

“You knew that, did you?” asked the sheriff, his back
turned.

“Does it mean anything . . . my knowing it?” asked Mrs.
Zellar.

“Go on.”

“Finally, after Mister Benton left, and Jack got through
eating . . . he ate like he hadn’t had food for a couple of days
. . . Jack went up to bed, and he wouldn’t be suited with
nothing but Gus’s own room, right next to Mister Benton’s
room.

“Gus come downstairs afterward. ‘I don’t like the looks of
him,’ says Gus. ‘Nor his ways,’ says I.

“ ‘I’m going to sit up a while,’ says Gus, ‘till Jack turns out
his light.’

“So we done it. We turned down the lamp in the kitchen,
so it didn’t make no light, just a glooming through the room.
Then we waited and waited. All at once we heard a scream.
Quick as a flash, Gus jumps to his feet.

“ ‘I been waiting for just that,” he said, and starts running
up the stairs, with me after him.”

“Are you sure he went first?” asked the sheriff.

“Sure he did. Ain’t he the man of the house?”

“Go on,” said Larrabee dryly.

“Gus tried the door, and it was locked. He took a run and
broke the door open . . . you see . . . and there he found
Mister Benton lying, poor soul, with the chest open and the
papers and everything all ruffled up, just the way you see.
Nothing ain’t been touched . . . not a thing is touched,

27



Sheriff, since we first seen it.”

The chest in the corner of the room, indeed, was open,
and a confusion of papers tumbled in it and on the floor
around it.

“And then the door of Jack’s room opens, and out he
comes, rubbing his eyes like he’d just waked up, as though he
could have slept through all that noise.

“ ‘What’s all the racket about?’ he says. Well he knew, the
murderer. Look here!”

She led the way to the window. Below it was the roof of the
verandah that wound around the side of the house. Opposite
was another window.

“That window yonder opens into Jack’s room, where he
was supposed to sleep . . . the liar. What he done was to slip
out of that window of his room and walk right across the roof
and open this window and come in. He had first throttled the
old man. You see?”

She advanced to the body and, leaning about it, pointed to
some discolorations on the throat. There was something hid-
eous in this eagerness, something unnatural for her sex. She
was giving the scent of Jack Montagne to the bloodhounds.

“But the old boy died hard,” went on Mrs. Zellar, step-
ping back again. “He wasn’t dead, when Jack finished the
throttling. He come to life, got his breath, and let out the
screech that I heard down below and near stopped my heart
beating.”

The sheriff, in the meantime, went to the window, leading
onto the roof, and tried it. It opened frictionlessly and
without sound under the lift of his hand. He turned, nodding,
and marked the last of Mrs. Zellar’s words with more ap-
parent interest.

“And, when he screeched, Jack, who was getting the
money out of the chest, turned around and hit him over the
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head with a chunk of wood from the fireplace. There it is.”

By the open hearth of the fireplace there was a pile of cut
wood, each piece well over two feet in length. But one of these
pieces lay in the middle of the floor, an ugly stain splotched
about its sharp edge.

“You sure he got the money?” asked the sheriff.

“There ain’t a cent in the chest!” she exclaimed. “Look for
yourself, the way I done.”

“I thought you didn’t touch anything?” he asked sharply.

“Are you going to lay the stealing on me?”

“What did Jack do then?” asked the sheriff.

“When he seen the body, he tried to act surprised, but me
and Gus drew back and looked at him. He tried to talk the
thing off, but we just kept on looking. Pretty soon he run out
of the room. Next thing we knew, he was jumping downstairs.
He didn’t hit more’n twice, all the way to the bottom. Out-
doors he went, and the next minute he was tearing down the
road on his hoss . . . riding west.”

“Thanks,” said the sheriff. “What did he look like?”

“Good looking, but mean. About five feet eleven . . . dark,
straight-looking eyes, dark hair . . . about thirty years old, or
less . . . gray around the temples. Rides a gray hoss. Gus went
out and seen it in the barn, after Jack went to bed . . . or after
he was in his room. That’s all I can think about, except that
he looked like a killer. Mister Benton said so, right to his
face.”

“Hmm,” said the sheriff, and raised his eyebrows. “Wait a
minute,” he added. “Here come the boys.”
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IV

“LARRABEE WINS HIS BET”

He went to the door and called down. There was a sound of
horses snorting in the rainfall outside, and presently a cluster of
five men climbed the stairs in answer to the call. The three
Gloster boys came first. They had answered with all speed the
summons from the house of the sheriff. Behind them came Mis-
sissippi Slim with his guard.

The sheriff greeted the Gloster boys with a word of
thanks for their promptness. “We got a bad ride ahead of
us,” he said. “This is the work the gent we’re after done.”
He pointed to the body of Benton. “And the man that done
it has taken the west road. We’ll start right away. Chris, you
stay here and keep everybody out of this room. Wait a
minute.”

He turned and eyed Mississippi Slim. The latter was
moving stealthily about the room, with his head thrust for-
ward and bent low. He was oddly like a sniffing dog.

“Slim,” called the sheriff.

Slim whirled, as if at the sound of a shot. He had been
leaning over the chest full of papers.

“You had your fire near the road. See anybody passing to-
night?”

Slim raised one finger.

“What was he like?”

“Bad looking . . . on a gray hoss.”
“Know anything about him?”
C‘Nope.”
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“Did he say anything?”

“Nothing much.”

“Talk out, Slim. What did he say?”

“Asked me why I didn’t come down here and get a hand-
out and a bed. I said it couldn’t be done, because the lady
didn’t waste no time on gents that was wandering on the road
looking for work.”

Here Mrs. Zellar snorted her contempt.

“But this gent on the gray hoss allowed that he’d get a
hand-out and a bunk. Said he’d see if he couldn’t get treated
right.”

“Did he come on to this house, then?”

“I dunno.”

“You didn’t follow him?”

“Follow him? Let my fire go out?” Slim shook his head in
wonder at such a thought.

The sheriff turned on Gus. “That door was locked when
you came up?”

“Yep, it sure was, and I busted it in,” he said defiantly.
“Ask Ma if I didn’t.”

“Where’s the key?”

“I dunno. I didn’t look for it.”

“Look on the floor,” said the sheriff, himself joining the
search. “Whether that door was locked from the inside or the
outside makes a pile of difference.”

The floor of the hall and the floor of the room revealed no
key. The sheriff desisted from the search and gave his final di-
rections. “You stay here, Chris, and you hold Slim.”

“Why?” asked Slim. “What I got to do with all this
killing?”

“You’re a material witness. You’ll get chuck and a free
bunk. Ain’t that good enough for you? We got good enough
bunks to suit anybody in the jail.”
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“Jail!” Slim exclaimed. His rat eyes jerked from face to
face and then became fixed on the floor, while a violent shiver
ran through his meager body, but he said no more.

“And get in touch with the coroner . . . tell him to get his
men down here, first thing,” went on the sheriff to Chris.
“We’ll hit the trail, boys!”

“Now that he’s clean gone,” put in Mrs. Zellar malevo-
lently.

The sheriff turned on her with a mild and curious glance,
but the effect of it was to make her wince and change color.
Then the men passed on out of the room.

The Gloster boys, Pete and Bob and Jerry, were first in the
saddle, with Jud Larrabee and his father following after, but,
as the former started down the road to the west, the sheriff
called him back.

“Where you going?” he asked.

“Why, follow the trail, I guess.”

“You think he went that way?”

“Why not?”

“If he’s got any sense at all, he knows that Missus Zellar

seen the way he started, and the first thing he’ll do’ll be to
switch off.”

“Which way, then?”

“What d’you see?” asked the sheriff. “Look around
through the rain. What d’you see?”

The storm had fallen away to a faint misting, but still it
blanketed the landscape. Indeed, nothing could have been
visible, had it not been for the high-riding moon that was
itself unseen, but served to outline the rain clouds in varying
shades of deep gray and black.

“Don’t see nothing,” said the sheriff’s son, “except the
mountains, yonder. I can just make them out.”

“Then,” said the sheriff complacently, “that’s where he’s
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gone, and we’ll go the same way. Chris!”

His other son came a pace closer.

“Start using that telephone,” said his father. “Get
Boonetown and tell the central there to spread the descrip-
tion of Jack around. Get old Miller in Boonetown, too, and
tell him to get to work, talking. That’s the best thing he does,
anyway! Good bye, boy!”

Once under way he made up for his seeming inactivity in
the house of the Zellars. He was a heavier weight than the
younger men, and his horse, an old buckskin campaigner,
was inferior in speed to the mounts of the rest, and yet, before
they had gone half a mile, the sheriff was in the lead, pushing
his horse along with such skill that it seemed he could sense
through the dark the obstacles that came in his way. Where
the others floundered six times, the wise-footed buckskin
slipped once.

The first excitement wore off with the posse, too, but the
sheriff seemed to be spurred on by a steady and unflagging in-
terest that kept his head high and his eyes straining on
through the dark. The gray of dawn, which found them in the
foothills, following trails that began to wind with the con-
tours of the land, discovered the sheriff as agile of eye as ever
and cheerfully examining the hills and the trees as they passed
along.

The others awakened, also, as the day began. A freshening
north wind chopped the sheeted storm clouds into thin drifts
that served to shut the sun out, but allowed most of its light to
sift through. In this invigorating air the sleepless quintet kept
on until presently the sheriff raised his hand.

“Now,” he said, “I figure it’s about time for us to look
about.”

His followers had been very prone to beat up every thicket
along the way, and they were quite disgusted by the careless
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methods of their guide and leader. To their minds a thousand
men might have hidden along the way and laughed as the
posse went by on a wild-goose chase. The sheriff had chosen
to stop on the top of a bare hill, with a bare country all around
him. Why waste time here?

They conveyed their ideas bluntly and immodestly. The
more so since the sheriff scratched the stubble on his chin, a
far-away look in his eyes, while they talked and seemed to be
almost persuaded at every other word. What he said at length
was: “Are you hungry, boys?”

“Sure,” was the chorus.

“So’s Jack,” said the sheriff.

His followers glanced at one another in disgust, and Jud
Larrabee flushed with shame. Certainly the old man was
growing old and simple. He glared defiantly at the Gloster
boys. But it certainly was a very foolish remark — this refer-
ence to the appetite of Jack. What had that to do with a man-
hunt — the appetite of the hunted?

“He’s hungry,” said the leader, “and most like he’s
smelled the bacon going up in smoke, yonder.” There were
three or four streaks of smoke in view, very dimly perceptible
against the gray of the sky. “Nothing like the sight of smoke to
make a gent uncommon hungry,” went on the sheriff.

“Let’s start on,” urged his son uncomfortably. “We can
talk on the way.”

“On the way to what?” asked his father gently. “Let’s
make that out, first.”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” burst out Jud. “Looks to
me like we’re all wrong. Who’d ride this way . . . clean out
into the open . . . if he was hunting shelter?”

“Maybe he wouldn’t,” said the sheriff. “It’s just my guess.
But, if you don’t do no guessing, you don’t catch no men at
the end of the trail. I figure Jack pictures us riding hard along
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the west trail. He’s come up here to the hills. He’s got a lot of
hours ahead of us, he’s thinking. So he comes over the hill,
here, with a raging, tearing hunger, and he can’t help stop-
ping to eat. Now, first thing is . .. where’d he go to eat?”

“There’s the biggest smoke, yonder,” said Jud, very miser-
able, but striving to seem as if he took his father seriously. All
the time he was wretchedly conscious of the smiles of the
Gloster boys.

“That’s the biggest smoke,” admitted the sheriff, “and
that’s the one he wouldn’t go to. That little house over the hill
would be the place that a gent would run for, unless he was
professional and had done murders before.”

“Ain’t that just what he is?” asked Pete Gloster. “Ain’t
that what Benton called him at sight?”

“A murderer? Nope, he called Jack a killer. They’s a pile of
difference. Jack’s an amateur.”

“What?”

“Sure. He turned his trick before he made sure the other
folks was in bed. He took a room in the house, when he could
have pretended he had to keep on his way, and so he could
have ridden off and come back and done the job with nobody
knowing. Nope, Jack’s an amateur. Killers don’t pick out old
men. Jack needed money and needed it bad. He started to get
it. He choked the old man, not with no pleasure, but because
it had to be done. And then, when the old boy screeched, he
picked up a piece of wood and batted him over the head. That
was plain clumsy.”

“Why?”

“A professional wouldn’t have trusted to choking. He’d
have used a touch of the knife. Nothing like a knife for neat,
silent work, and dead men don’t come back to life and start
hollering. So I think Jack’s an amateur . . . for that and other
reasons. And, being an amateur, I’ll just lay you boys even
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that he’s in that little old house over the hills yonder. . . or has
been there.”

“I’ll take you for twenty,” said Jerry Gloster instantly.

“And me,” chimed in Pete and Bob. Then the cavalcade
started forward at a gallop toward the house.

They dipped over the hill and came upon a wretched little
cottage leaning up the slope. A woman came to the door at
their call, wiping her hands on her apron.

“’Morning!” called the sheriff. “We’re trying to catch up
with our pal. That gent on the gray hoss that was here a while
back. Which way did he go?”

“Right on over the hill, there,’
“Funny he didn’t say nothing about the rest of you coming

b

she answered, pointing.

along, though.”

“We got a surprise party for him, in a way of speaking,”
said the sheriff. “How long ago did he start?”

“About half an hour.”

“Thanks.”

With a glance the sheriff gathered up his posse, and they
started on. The silence behind Henry Larrabee was a tremen-
dous thing. It set him smiling, as he rode to the top of that hill
to which the woman had pointed. There he drew rein again.
Below, lower hills tumbled this way and that, but the land-
scape was empty of all signs of a rider.

“By the way,” said the sheriff, “that bet we made a while
back . .. I forgot that I don’t bet that way.”

“I'sure ain’t going to be let off that easy,” said Pete Gloster
generously. “I was getting to think that I knowed more’n you,
Sheriff, and I’'m getting off cheap at twenty dollars’ worth.
Besides, why won’t you bet?”

“It don’t pay, somehow,” said the sheriff, “to win money
out of the life of another man, even if he’s a murderer.”
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“LEFT IN THE RAIN”

There was no chance for further argument or comment on the
sheriff’s ideas. Not half a mile away, climbing out of a hollow
and slowly mounting the hillside beyond, they saw a rider
passing on a gray horse. Without a word, even of exultation, the
posse lurched down the hillside. It was like the sudden breaking
of a storm, this coming on the trail of the fugitive, after the
meeting with the woman in the house. To his young compan-
ions the quiet-mannered sheriff seemed suddenly a prophet, a
man of mysterious foreknowledge.

It was unquestionably the man they wanted. No sooner
had he sighted the riders on the far slope than he leaned far
forward over the saddle and urged his weary horse to fresh ef-
forts, scurrying rapidly up the hill.

Tired his horse must be, but he had come the distance
from the Zellar house at a far slower gait than the sheriff, and,
accordingly, his mount had greater reserves of energy. He
shot out of sight over the crest, and, when the sheriff and his
men reached the same point, they saw Jack Montagne
halfway up the farther slope. In spite of their frantic spurring
he had gained on them, and he was still gaining.

“He’ll run us into the ground,” said the sheriff. “I’ll see if I
can’t tag him.” Then he whipped the long rifle out of its case,
tucked the butt into the hollow of his shoulder, and fired. The
fugitive and his horse were flattened to the slope beyond, as if
a great weight, falling from above, had crushed them. While
the sheriff calmly tucked his gun back into the case, his posse
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rushed forward with a yell. They had their man.

Still, it seemed that Jack Montagne would flee blindly, pit-
ting his speed of foot against the speed of galloping horses.
Yet there was nothing to which he could flee. The hills were
pitilessly bare, and there was not a tree — only scatterings of
rocks, here and there. Yet he raced to the top of the hill and
disappeared beyond it. A moment later the object of his flight
appeared. He had run for the rocks of the summit in order to
use them as a fort, and now he opened fire with the rifle which
he had taken from the saddle when his horse fell.

Suddenly the sheriff drew rein with an oath, and the oath
caused his companions to pull up their own mounts, for the
sheriff was not a profane man. “Look!” said the sheriff, as the
echo of the first shot died away. “He’s put his hoss out of
misery, instead of trying to pot us.”

The gray horse had straightened out on the slope and now
no longer struggled. While the horsemen stared, the rifle
spoke again, three times. Not three yards away from the sher-
iff’s horse the bullets thudded into the mud, and all three
landed within the compass of a man’s arm.

“He’s warning us back,” said the sheriff with another oath.
“I told you he was an amateur murderer. If he can shoot like
that, them three shots might have knocked three of us off our
hosses. But he ain’t going to shoot to kill unless he has to.
That’s his way of saying it.” Such seemed to be the only ex-
planation. “That’s what I call politeness,” went on the
sheriff, “but the law don’t make no allowances for such
things. That gent yonder has done a murder, and he’s got to
hang for it. Jud, skirt around to the right and get behind him.
Pete, you go to the left. Bob and Jerry, ride back to the top of
the hill and get down behind them rocks. I’m going to try a
little politeness of my own.”

His directions were swiftly followed. Jud Larrabee and
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Pete Gloster, riding left and right, scurried off for the posi-
tions that had been assigned them, thereby placing Jack
Montagne in the center of a circle of foes. Three or four
times, as they rode, the fugitive fired, but each time the bullet
struck a few feet in front of the running horse.

The sheriff turned straight to the right, disappeared for
ten minutes, and came in view again at the top of a tall,
steep-sided hill which overlooked the fortress of Montagne.
Here the sheriff dismounted, ensconced himself on the crest,
and placed himself flat on his stomach, with his rifle ready,
his slicker keeping him out of the mud. From his position,
only exposing the top of his head to the fugitive, he could look
down on Jack and hold the latter at his mercy. And mercy the
sheriff intended to show, if he could.

He saw Jack Montagne in the center of a number of low-
lying rocks, among which he stirred about, keeping a strict
lookout on all sides. The sheriff drew out his glass and fo-
cused it carefully, until he could see the face of the man dis-
tinctly. What he saw was of sufficient interest to keep him
motionless for some time. But he knew that appearances are
not half the story. The man had committed murder, he kept
telling himself over and over, and yet, in spite of himself, the
sheriff’s heart was weakening. The generosity which had in-
duced the fellow to end the suffering of his wounded horse
with his first shot, instead of directing that bullet against the
charging posse, and the manner in which his rifle had been
used merely to warn the sheriff and his men away, these things
struck directly to the heart of Henry Larrabee. He had had
many a gruesome experience with outlaws and Kkillers, but
never before had he trailed a murderer who would not shoot to
kill. Moreover, the consummate marksmanship of the man ap-
pealed to him. It was hard to believe that such an artist could
have been guilty of the foul crime in the Zellar house.
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But facts were facts. The sheriff, warned by the stinging
impact of a drop of rain that he had not much time in which to
work, gathered the butt of his gun closer and prepared to fire.
Montagne was surrounded by rocks which would serve admi-
rably to protect him from direct fire on the level, but there
was none of sufficient height to protect him the angling fire of
the sheriff in his commanding position. Moreover, Jack
Montagne was hopelessly surrounded. Pete Gloster to the
northeast, Bob and Jerry to the south — they lay in a loose
circle around the central position. Sooner or later the fugitive
would be starved into submission. There was only one chance
for his escape, and that was in a driving rainstorm which
might blot him out of sight and give him freedom to slip
through. But the sheriff had a way of forestalling the storm
that was now blowing again out of the north.

He took careful aim and, with exquisite nicety that would
have done justice to Montagne’s own skill with a gun, planted
a shot on the rock just beyond the fugitive. That warning
ought to be sufficient to make the fellow see that his position
was commanded, and that he would have to come out and
surrender, unless he wished to be shot as he lay there.
Larrabee laid aside his rifle and took up the glass minutely to
observe the results of the shot.

He saw that Montagne had sprung up and was busying
himself in a strange fashion, tugging at another deep-
buried rock just before him The sheriff gazed and won-
dered what this might mean until, with a supreme wrench,
he saw the stone torn from its bed. Then he understood.
With a shout of vexation he dropped the glass and snatched
up the rifle again. But it was too late. Before he could draw
the bead the second rock had been placed on the first — a
Herculean feat of strength — and now the two stones made a
perfectly safe shelter against the bullets of the sheriff, even
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in his commanding position.

Larrabee ground his teeth. After all, he had been a fool not
to kill this man on the first sight. Now he looked anxiously to
the north, but what he saw was greatly reassuring. The storm
clouds were piling high, but along the horizon a rift had ap-
peared. Rain was falling steadily, and heavier rain was
coming, but it was obviously only a clearing-off shower, and
the heart of it would pass over in a few moments.

Nearer and nearer came the sheet of rain, blotting out the
whole north and consuming hill after hill in obscurity, as it
swept along. Now he could no longer see the hill where Jud
lay, and suddenly the storm struck his own position. In thirty
seconds he could not see ten yards before him or behind, so
terrific was the downpour.

Unquestionably Jack would attempt to break through the
circle, but, before he traveled a quarter of a mile, the storm
would have passed, and he would be in clear view and rifle
range, point-blank.

Sweeping his slicker about him and sheltering the rifle
under it, the sheriff waited, probing the heart of the down-
pour, in case the fellow should attempt to slip past, close
beside him. But that was not likely. He would run down
through one of the hollows between the hills and never risk
meeting with the members of the posse.

Still the rain continued, unabating. In the sheriff’s anxiety
it seemed to him impossible that so much water could ever
have been drawn up into the atmosphere. But still it poured
down, moment after precious moment, although at last he
saw a gradual brightening to the north, and the hill where Jud
lay came into view again like a ghost.

It was at this moment that his horse snorted, and the
sheriff turned with an appeasing word to see the figure of a
man rushing straight on him from behind. There was no time
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to handle a rifle. As the man drew out of the dense rain, a set,
savage face came into view. Larrabee went for his revolver.

It stuck in the holster. The rain had got into the leather, so
that it was glued for a moment to the gun, and, when the
weapon came into his hand, the other was upon him. The
sheriff dodged and fired, but, as his finger curled around the
trigger, a long arm darted forth, a fist gleamed before him,
and the blow landed flush on the point of his jaw. It did not
knock him down, but it paralyzed both brain and body. As he
staggered back, the revolver fell from his nerveless hand, and
the next instant he was swept to the muddy ground in the em-
brace of bear-like arms.

What followed was done with lightning speed and preci-
sion. In the space of half a dozen breaths the sheriff found
himself trussed securely, hand and foot, gagged and lying on
his back, with the merciless rain whipping down into his face.
The fugitive gave him hardly a glance, but caught up the
fallen sombrero, flung it over the face of his victim to shelter
him from the torrent, and, with this final and almost insulting
act of grace, he was gone.

The splashing of the departing hoofs came back to
Larrabee. His destined victim was galloping off on his own
horse! That tale would be caught up and told and retold by a
hundred tongues. In his anguish Sheriff Larrabee wished that
he had died before this day ever came to him. Death was the
final meed of every man, but shame should come to cowards
only.

The rain diminished now, as if, like a traitor, it only
wished to endure until Jack Montagne had used its shelter to
escape. A moment later the brightness of the sun was about
him. But when would they find him and set him free? How
long before they rode again on the trail of that hard-fisted,
slippery devil? How long?
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“ALL ABOARD!”

Two days later the joyless eyes of Jack Montagne looked down
from the side of a foothill upon a streak of black, hurrying across
the valley, with a trailing cloud of white drawn out above it.
Montagne drew a great breath of relief. He looked back in-
stinctively toward the mountains, rolling huge and sullen
above him, as if he expected them to put forth an arm and
catch him back.

After all the perils, he had escaped and come to easy-
striking distance of the railroad, and the railroad meant
freedom. In a few days it could carry him away to the ends of
the country, where the names of Zellar and Benton were
never dreamed of. He visualized himself in a far-off city,
reading an obscure notice in an obscure paper about the futile
hunt for Jack Montagne, wanted for murder. For by this time
they had surely hunted back to the town of his origin, and
there they had learned that other and shameful story, and his
name with it.

He bowed his head at the thought of it. Then he shrugged
back his shoulders and started his pony down the mountain-
side and toward the rambling collection of houses in the dis-
tance.

Two miles from the outskirts he came to a pleasant
meadow, where a brook tumbled brightly in the sunshine.
Here he dismounted, took off the saddle and bridle, and
waved the horse away to freedom. The invitation was ac-
cepted with a snort and a flirt of the heels. For a moment,
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Montagne watched with a sigh, and then turned back to take
up his trail.

He so timed his approach that he reached the vicinity of
the town at dusk and then skirted about it to the railroad. Of
course, it would not do to linger near the station, but that
would not be necessary. Hardly a mile away the tracks started
a stiff grade, where a freight train would have to labor slowly
— 5o slowly that a man, agile of foot and sure of hand, could
certainly take it with ease.

To this point he went, and, selecting a shelter between two
bushes that would shelter him from the too-active eye of
some brakie, as the train approached, he sat down to wait.
The moon rose during his vigil, before he heard a far-off
humming on the tracks, and then made out a train stopping at
the town and starting again. That it was a freight train he had
not the slightest doubt, as soon as he heard the redoubled
labor of the engine as it reached the grade. Montagne rose,
stretched himself, and, finding all his muscles playing
smoothly in spite of the long period of inactivity, crouched
again between the bushes and watched the train roar nearer.

The sound grew louder. The humming of the rails was
now a heavy vibration. The rush of the exhaust was like the
deafening noise of a great waterfall. With his brain reeling
from the uproar, the blow fell that had been so long avoided.
There was a sharp command from behind, and he wheeled to
look into the muzzles of three revolvers held by grim-faced
men.

It is said that remembered dreams are those which occur
during the very act of waking. The mind, unencumbered by
the slow processes of the senses that burden it during waking
moments, plunges through enough events to fill a lifetime, all
crammed into a second or two of actual time. So it was with
Jack Montagne, as he faced the leveled guns and calculated
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the chances. There was not a line on a single face that he over-
looked. Had there been a single symptom of weakness in a
single face he would have taken the suicidal chance rather
than submit. But there was no weakness. Every eye told him
the same story: a readiness to kill on the slightest provocation
on his part. So he pushed his hands above his head. To those
who held him up it seemed that the gesture of surrender was
made instantly!

“Suffering cows!” exclaimed Jack Montagne to the sheriff,
recognizing his antagonist whom he had met during the rain-
storm. “Is it possible that vou’ve trailed me here?”

“Trailed?” asked the sheriff gently. “Not a bit. I just did a
little guessing that you’d come over the mountains in this di-
rection, and, if you did, you’d be sure to head for this town,
and, if you headed for this town, you’d be sure to strike for
this grade to nab a freight. All simple as daylight. Go through
him, Jud.”

The last was addressed to his son, who now adroitly went
through the pockets of Jack. The revolver, the pocketknife,
tobacco and brown papers, and a square of sulphur matches
was the total of the effects of Jack Montagne.

“He’s cached the money, somewheres,” said Jud. “Ain’t
any sign of it.”

“Sure he’s cached it,” said the sheriff. “Any fool would do
that, considering how much there is of it. Where’d you put it,
Jack?” He added casually: “Of course, anything you say to us
may be used against you.”

“I know,” said Montagne, “so I won’t say anything about
the money.” And he smiled at the sheriff with what might
have been resignation or mockery.

Larrabee considered that smile with the most intimate at-
tention. “Bring down your hands,” he said, “but bring ’em
down behind you, then keep moving slow.”
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“Afraid I got another gun tucked up my sleeve?” asked
Montagne.

“I’m afraid of you every minute,” replied the sheriff with
astounding frankness. “I might as well tell you, so’s you’ll
know that I’m on the watch for you, every minute. Come to
think of it, we’ll handcuff your hands in front of you. Here
you go.”

As Montagne obediently offered his wrists, the manacles
were snapped over them. “A nice, new pair,” observed
Montagne calmly, looking down at them.

His quiet manner shocked the younger men of the posse,
but the sheriff seemed more and more interested in his
victim.

“What’d you do with my hoss?” he asked. “I suppose you
knew we’d sent descriptions of the hoss all over, together with
descriptions of you. Did you drill her through the head and
let her tumble down a ravine, some place?”

b

“I let the hoss run loose,” said Montagne, “just above
town, yonder.”

“I take that kind of you,” said the sheriff gently. “I take
that mighty kind. All right, boys, jump on your hosses, and
we’ll start. Climb on this one, Jack.”

Montagne hesitated. “You going to walk, Sheriff?”

“I can do it better’n you. Ain’t handy to walk when you
can’t swing your hands.”

It was strange to hear these politely diplomatic moves be-
tween the two. Presently Montagne was seated on the horse,
and they started back for the town, with the sheriff walking a
little behind the captive. Suddenly he drew up beside his pris-
oner.

“Jack,” he said, in a purely conversational tone, “why did
you do it?”

“Do what?” asked Montagne out of a dream.
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“The old boy . . . old Benton . . . ? Why did you finish
him?”

“You’re a pretty good guesser,” answered Montagne
without emotion. “Suppose you try to figure this puzzle out.”

So the matter was allowed to rest. They took a midnight
train out, and in the dawn they arrived at the sheriff’s county
seat, where Montagne was escorted to the jail. He preserved
his careless demeanor throughout, even when the front door
of the jail slammed heavily behind him.

When they reached the door of the cell designated for
Jack, the sheriff drew forth his bunch of keys. “Just hold onto
your patience for a while,” he said to Jack. “Take me a while
to find the right key.”

“You don’t need one,’

b

answered Montagne. “Here you
are.” And, folding his hands small, he slipped them deftly out
of the handcuffs. The sheriff watched with intense interest.

“You could have done that any time and made a play to get
loose,” he observed. “Why didn’t you, Jack? I know you got
plenty of nerve for a break.”

“Because I’ve made my play and finished it. I’'m beat,
Sheriff, and that’s all there is to it.” Then he walked calmly
into the barred enclosure.

Vil

“PUBLIC OPINION”

Boonetown, the county seat, was so small that the uninitiated
were apt to call it a village, but it was not too small to be
without that mysterious and uncontrollable voice, usually
called public opinion. Public opinion on this occasion was
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wakening from a long, long sleep.

For some years public opinion had expressed itself only at
elections and similar unimportant and formal functions. But,
when the news arrived that the murderer of old Benton was in
town and in jail, the man whom the district attorney had ar-
raigned beforehand with terrible eloquence in the little
Boonetown newspaper, public opinion wakened with a start,
yawned forth a growl from some four hundred throats, and
stretched its thousand arms to find something on which to
vent its rage.

For public opinion is a blind beast, even when it wakens.
The maladministration of officials, the legal cruelties of busi-
ness oppression, and business betrayals are very apt never to
reach the sleepy ear of the creature. But it may suddenly start
up to yell itself hoarse with applause, because a politician
gives birth to a neat phrase. Then it falls asleep with a grunt
and a smile, when the lucky fellow bows his thanks and dips
his fingers in the public purse.

This great, stupid beast, public opinion, having long slum-
bered in Boonetown, now roused itself with a roar and called
for a victim. And on this occasion there was some justification
for noise. The district attorney had called attention to the
brutality of the crime — to the youth of the murderer — to the
white-haired feebleness of the murdered man. Finally, the
district attorney had declared his intention of suppressing
such crimes, of ending the reign of violence in that violent
county, of bringing in a golden age of peace, by hanging this
red-handed devil, called Jack, from the highest gallows. A
good beginning, he pointed out, was nine-tenths of a good
ending; and a good example was the better part of a good
beginning. The broken neck of Jack was to furnish the
good example that would, thereafter, make crime hang its
head and slink away from the precincts favored by the pres-
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ence of the district attorney.

It may be gathered that he was a very young man to hold
such a very old office. Fitzpatrick Lavigne was one of those
who love the practice of criminal law; and he loved the prose-
cuting end of it, because, he said, that end was morally
cleaner. In reality his love for the attorney’s office was like the
love of the barbarian for the sword — Fitzpatrick Lavigne
liked to kill. His summing up to a jury was delivered with both
violence and relish; he expanded his naturally meager inches;
he became huge and dominated a courtroom, while he was
whipping a victim toward death. He never recommended
mercy to a judge on any occasion.

In appearance he was small, rather plump, with clear, red
cheeks, a childishly smooth brow, and eyes of sparkling
brightness. He was a favorite among ladies, young and old;
among men he was highly prized for his contagious good
cheer and his thrilling anecdotes, generally about his own ex-
periences — because, as he was fond of saying, a man gener-
ally talks best about himself. He was about twenty-seven
years old, but he seemed five full years short of that age, and
his youthful appearance was a tremendous advantage to him.
When, with fiery indignation, he assailed a criminal in the
court, the jury felt that so young a man, with so smooth a
brow, must be filled with legal inspiration to use such violent
words. He spoke with a sort of indignant virtue that was
wholly convincing. He could make twelve honest men sway
and stiffen with him. And, when he turned and shook his ex-
tended forefinger at the accused, twelve pairs of eyes would
generally turn and glare in the same direction. No one would
understand, no one could be expected to understand that this
Apollo-faced man was consumed with a fanatical zeal to sac-
rifice a fellow creature on the altar of justice.

Fitzpatrick Lavigne knelt at only one shrine — this was his
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percentage of convictions. He worshipped that god, and he
prayed to it. He dreamed of a time when his picture would
appear in some metropolitan newspaper, setting forth the
record of that brilliant young lawyer, Fitzpatrick Lavigne.

But Boonetown did not act, as Lavigne’s legal experience
in other parts of the country had led him to suppose it would
act. No, it rose up and seized guns and rushed to the jail and
demanded that the murderer of old men should straightway
be handed over to it, to be torn limb from limb.

From a window of the hotel the young district attorney
stared thoughtfully down upon this troubled sea before the
jail. What oil could he throw upon the waters? Not that he
cared for the life of Jack Montagne, but Jack represented a
sure conviction. If the mob rent him limb from limb, a scalp,
that should hang at Fitzpatrick’s belt, would be gone. He
went down and waded through the mob to the jail.

Cries accompanied him: “Give the skunk to us, Fitz! We’ll
teach him manners! Feed him out the window to us, Fitz.
We’ll teach him!”

Fitzpatrick Lavigne reached the door of the jail. Two
pale-faced men, with double-barreled shotguns, guarded the
prison, but they were not the force which held the mob at bay.
That force the district attorney found in the office, a large
quid of tobacco bulging his cheek, his heels cocked up on the
desk. The sheriff rolled dull, contented eyes toward his vis-
itor.

“Hello, Lavigne,” he said. “Kind of noisy, ain’t they?”

Lavigne despised the sheriff, and the sheriff knew it. The
sheriff despised Lavigne, and Lavigne knew it. Consequently
they were extremely amiable on all occasions.

“But,” said Lavigne, consternation in his face, “aren’t you
going to do anything?”

“About what?”
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Fitzpatrick saw visions of the murderer torn from the jail,
a conviction hopelessly lost. It was like a conspiracy, and the
sheriff would not raise a hand.

“About the mob,” declared Fitzpatrick. “Are you going to
let them take him?”

“Take nothing,” replied the sheriff. “They know me, son.
If you don’t like the noise, go out and quiet ’em. You started
all this with your talk in the paper about ‘white-haired inno-
cence’ and ‘youthful brutality.” ”

“Well,” said Lavigne, “I only told the truth!”

“Did you? Ever know Benton?”

“Not exactly.”

“Well, sir, he was exactly a devil. He didn’t have one
corner of a good deed tucked away in his make-up. You can
lay to that! But there’s your mob, Lavigne. What are you
going to do with it?”

“You’re not afraid they’ll get him, then?” asked Lavigne,
immensely relieved.

The sheriff laughed softly. “Sooner than see them get him,
I’d arm the prisoner, son.”

“But what could you two . . .?

“Wait till you see him, Lavigne. He’s a man. With him at
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my back . . . well, there ain’t any use talking about it, because
the crowd ain’t going to bust any doors down. They’ll just
holler out there and have a good time. If I get an earache, I’ll
just go out and clear the street. Otherwise, it don’t amount to
nothing.”

Lavigne walked to one side, pondering. As the sheriff had
said, he had raised the crowd. What should he now do with it?
An idea leaped into that young and surprisingly fertile brain.
First he seized two officers of the law, such as he usually liked
to have with him on similar occasions. They were both broad
and correspondingly small of forehead and brain. With them
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he went to the cell of the prisoner. He waited outside, until
his two worthies had secured the arms of the prisoner with
handcuffs. Then the district attorney led the way to a back
room of the jail, a small room fenced in with almost sound-
proof walls. Here Jack Montagne was seated near the wall,
with an officer on either side.

“You heard that racket outside?” asked the district at-
torney, taking his stand with spread feet before the prisoner.
“And you know what it means?”

“They want me?” asked the prisoner, and yawned.

The yawn startled Lavigne. “And,” he said ferociously,
“they’ll probably get you, and you know what that means?”

“Tolerable well.”

“There’s no use in talking,” said Lavigne. “We can’t
afford to have the jail attacked and risk the lives of law-
abiding citizens to protect a worthless dog like you. There’s
only one thing that’ll quiet that mob, and that’s to know that
the law is going to finish you up in its own way and its own
time. There’s only one way that the law can be absolutely sure
of you, and that’s through a confession. You understand?”

Montagne nodded.

“Now,” said Lavigne, “I don’t mind telling you that you
haven’t a chance, and you’re going to hang. Everything is
against you. I could hang ten men on what I have against you.
It’s only a matter of time and legal formalities which have to
be gone through. So the best thing for you, all around, is to let
me have a full confession. I can make things pretty miserable
for you, my friend, if you hold out. But, if you talk out and tell
the whole story, I’ll see that you live on the fat of the land . . .
up to the last day.” He smiled generously on his prisoner and
went on: “Besides, there’s no sense in this fool silence of
yours. You won’t tell your name, except to call yourself Jack. . .
you won’t give the name of the town you come from . . . and
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all this is really evidence against you. A man who is afraid to
have the law know his past is a man the law handles without
gloves. Will you talk, Jack?”

“I’ll talk,” said Jack Montagne.

The district attorney sighed with relief. In another minute
he had spread out a pad on his knee, for shorthand was in-
cluded in his accomplishments.

“Start in,” he said, “where your story begins to be dif-
ferent from what Slim and the Zellars have sworn to.”

On a previous occasion he had listed all the sworn facts to
Jack in a vain effort to elicit a confession.

VIII

“LAVIGNE LEARNS A LESSON”

“Well,” said Jack Montagne, “that makes me begin at the begin-
ning, or pretty close to that. Mind you, I don’t expect you to be-
lieve me, but I’'m going to talk so’s you’ll stop bothering me.”

“Start with when I got to the Zellar house . . . and make it
brief. It runs like this . . . I didn’t have a cent. I had to get a
place to sleep, and I wanted chuck and wanted it bad. Be-
sides, I hated skunks that would have turned a gent out into a
storm like that. So I made the Zellars give me chuck. While I
was eating, the old man came in and called me a crook, or
words to that effect, and right after that young Zellar took me
up and showed me into a room.

“I was so sleepy I didn’t take off my clothes. I hit that bed
and was off in a flash. A scream woke me up. I jumped out of
my room and found a light shining under the door of
Benton’s room. I smashed that door, when I found it was
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locked, because, inside that room, I heard a scampering of
feet. When I ran in, there was nobody there, but old Benton
was lying dead. The chest was open, and the papers were ruf-
fled a good deal.

“T went downstairs and called Missus Zellar and her kid.
They came up and looked. Then, while I was talking to the
kid, Missus Zellar sneaked out. I went after her in a minute,
and I heard her telephoning the sheriff, so I knew her plan
was to send Larrabee after me.

“I was alone. I knew that both the woman and Gus would
swear their lives away to stick me for the murder, because that
was their only way of taking suspicion off their own shoul-
ders, where it belongs. What was my word against both of
theirs? I didn’t wait . . . I grabbed my hoss and started. The
sheriff followed. You know the rest.”

As he concluded, Fitzpatrick Lavigne smashed the pad to
the floor. “That’s your confession, is it?”

“Yes.”

“By heaven, I’ve a mind to let that mob in! Listen to ’em.”

Outside, the crowd set up a fresh clamor, surging toward
the jail. For half an hour the good men of Boonetown had
been shouting to keep their anger alive, shouting to find a
leader.

“I hear em,” said the prisoner, “and I’d a pile rather face
them than face you and your crowd in the courtroom.”

The lip of the district attorney curled. He cast one glance
at his henchmen, and they rose instantly to the occasion.

“You skunk,” said the red-headed man at Jack’s right.
“Take this to teach you manners!” And he smashed his fist
into Montagne’s face. The impact toppled man and chair. He
was jerked to his feet, and the district attorney, first making
sure that the prisoner was securely pinioned on both sides,
stepped close and shook his fist under the nose of Montagne.
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“There’s more of the same stuff coming for you,” he said,
“unless you stop lying and tell the truth. Are you ready to
talk?”

It was only the beginning of the third degree; it was only
the beginning of that process which Fitzpatrick Lavigne loved
above all else. In the meantime, he watched, fascinated, the
progress of a crimson stain rolling down from the mouth of
Jack Montagne.

The stain was doubly red, because Montagne had sud-
denly become deathly white. At sight of that badge of fear, the
heart of the district attorney leaped with pleasure.

“I’ve told you the truth,” he said, “and I ain’t going to lie
even to give you the pleasure of hanging me. But . . . don’t
have one of these gents hit me again.”

In reply Fitzpatrick Lavigne smiled slowly, as a connois-
seur smiles when he inhales the bouquet of a favorite vintage.
He raised one finger, and this time the black-haired man, at
Montagne’s left, acted. His burly fist drove home with a sick-
ening impact. Jack went down, his head striking the wall. He
rolled forward on the floor and lay quiet.
said Fitzpatrick Lavigne. “I’ll teach the
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“Pick him up,’
dog to threaten me. You heard him threaten me, Dick?”

Dick grinned and, reaching down, jerked Montagne up
with one exertion of his burly arms. But it was like lifting a
wildcat. Montagne came to his feet, the handcuffs dangling
from one wrist. The sheriff very foolishly had neglected to
warn his assistants about the great flexibility of those slender
hands of Jack, and now his hands were free.

He swung the manacles into the face of Dick, and the
black-haired man dropped without a cry. Then Jack spun on
his heel and smashed his right hand into the face of the red-
head and sent that worthy crashing back against the wall.

The district attorney leaped for the door, but, between
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glancing over his shoulder in terror to see how long it might
be before the danger assailed him from the rear and the
shaking of his hand, he could not fit the key into the lock of
the door.

The redhead was battling with noble vigor and calling
wildly on Dick to come to his aid, but his voice was choked
and stifled in a rain of blows. He got to his revolver only to
have it kicked out of his hand.

It exploded, as it fell on the far side of the room, and the
explosion drew a fresh shriek of amazing power from the dis-
trict attorney. At the same instant the red-headed fellow was
backed to the wall, and the whipping fists of Jack Montagne,
driven with uncanny speed and terrible power, smashed his
face until he cringed down, moaning for quarter.

Then Jack Montagne turned on the district attorney. The
latter, with one last, despairing effort, strove to get the key
from the lock. The key merely stuttered against the door, and
Fitzpatrick Lavigne fled to a corner. Here he crouched,
shielding his face with both arms. “No, no!” he exclaimed.
“Don’t! I’ll see that you go free. I’ll get you out. You. .. you
... but don’t come near me!”

At that moment a hand turned the knob of the door from
without, and the prisoner worked his free hand deftly into the
manacle, the palm doubling to half its ordinary compass. The
sheriff opened the door to find Jack Montagne leaning care-
lessly against the wall on the far side of the room, his hands in
irons. Dick lay with his face down, unstirring, and the
red-headed man was just beginning to straighten up, while
the district attorney peered in terror between his armg, as if
through the bars of a cage.

“Kill him! Kill the devil!” Fitzpatrick Lavigne yelled.
“He’s tried to murder me! He’s tried to murder us! He got
those handcuffs off and. . . .”
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“What,” demanded the sheriff sternly, “have you been
doing with him in here?”

“What my office compels me to do . . . trying to get a con-
fession out of him. And the devil. . . .”

“How,” said the sheriff, “did he get his lip cut?”

“He attacked us,” began Lavigne.

“He attacked the three of you . . . two of you with guns . . .
and him with none? He started this game, did he?”

The sneer of the sheriff suddenly made it impossible for
the glib tongue of the district attorney to wind itself around a
plausible lie. He could only moan: “I'll make him suffer for
this. . . . I’ll make him sorry for the day he was born!”

“Look here,” said the sheriff, staring mildly at the district
attorney, “I guess I didn’t see you kneeling over there in the
corner and begging Jack not to hit you? I guess I didn’t see
nothing like that. If I did, I’d try to forget it, but listen to me,
Mister Hang-’em-quick Lavigne . . . if you lay a hand on him
again, I’ll have to do a pile of remembering. What’s more, I’ll
have you and your two thugs laughed out of town for yaller-
livered skunks . . . which you are. District attorney? Bah!
You ain’t worthy of licking the boots of Jack. Maybe he’s
done a killing, here and there, but he’s been a man, ac-
cording to my lights. That’s more’n you and the two of ’em
there can say. Now get out, and don’t come sneaking back to
raise trouble here. I’m running this jail, and I’ll keep on run-
ning it!”

The two slipped without a word through the door. Dick
was jerked to his feet, kicked into semi-consciousness, and
pushed after them. Then the sheriff, turning his back on the
terrible man-killer, asked him to follow. And Jack did follow
very meekly back to his cell, where the manacles were gravely
unlocked and removed. There the sheriff spoke to him for the
first time.
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“I’m sure sorry,” he said, “that you got your lip all cut

»

up.

He proceeded to the front door of the jail, took from one of
the white-faced guards a double-barreled shotgun and, with
this terrible weapon under his arm, stepped out in full view of
the milling crowd. He waited until the hoarse roar subsided.
In that roar they were demanding Jack, the murderer of old
men.

“Gents,” said the sheriff, “I’m plumb tired out today, and
I’m trying to get a nap. You folks bother me a lot. Matter of
fact, I got to have sleep, and you’re disturbing the peace. So
. . . get off this street . . . pronto!”

Up went the shotgun, and the sheriff looked about him. It
seemed to every man in the mob that Larrabee’s keen eyes
were glaring at him, as at a ringleader, and then the gaping
mouth of the gun pointed down at him. The crowd wavered,
split in the center, rolled away on both sides, and vanished.
The sheriff spat upon the steps and reéntered the jail.

“UNFORESEEN SUCCOR”

The late October day dawned with a warm, steady breeze out of
the south. The air was soft as the air of latter May, and the sun as
kindly warm and bright. Mary Larrabee, in honor of the tender,
blue sky above her, put on a dress so white that it dazzled, so
crisp that it rustled with every step like an autumn wind among
the gay leaves. And, while she smiled at her pretty face in the
mirror, she knotted at her breast a red ribbon to match the red
feather that flowed along the side of her white hat. Then she
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went forth like some ancient warrior to battle, conscious of in-
vincible armor.

Her own neat little buggy, with her own span of
bright-eyed bays dancing before it, waited in front of the
house; they whirled her off down the road so fast that the
heart of her mother came into her throat. She would have
called a warning after her girl, but in her heart was a sublime
conviction that no living creature could possibly have the will
or the power to injure Mary Larrabee.

As for Mary herself, in those rounded young arms of hers
there was ample power to keep the bays in hand, or, if they
wished to dash off at too reckless and bounding a trot, she
could soothe and control them with her voice. For she had
owned them since the day they were foaled, and she had
raised them to know and to love her whistle, her voice, and
her hand. She could have brought them back to a more sedate
gait, but there was no love of sedateness in Mary Larrabee.
That clear tan on her face and on her small, strong hands told
of many a wild drive and many a wilder gallop through all
weathers and over all manner of roads. And across the bridge
of her tip-tilted nose there was still a suggestion of the mottling
of freckles that had been so prominent during her girlhood.

Sedate? She only waited until she had turned the corner of
the hill, and then she let her dainty-footed mares go. And they
went like the wind, while she laughed them on to greater ef-
forts. She darted around sharp curves on two wheels, and
with a shout she roared across shaking bridges. She flashed
through Boonetown, joyously conscious of drawing eyes
after her on either side of the one real street. When she
stopped before the jail, the bays were dripping and entirely
willing to pause, but still, as she tied the hitching strap to the
rack, they pricked their ears and tried to reach her hands with
their foamy muzzles.
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She ran lightly up the steps of the jail and whisked through
the dark hall and carried into her father’s office a rustle like
the wind of the honest outdoors, a brightness like the kind
sunshine.

Sheriff Larrabee, as usual, had his heels perched on top of
his spur-scarred desk, and he turned his slow-moving eye
upon her. Since she had grown up to pretty, young woman-
hood he had made a point of making no fuss over her, as a sort
of antidote to the atmosphere of admiration through which
she moved. But today she bore such a radiance about her that
a very Diogenes might have dropped his lantern and his cyni-
cism into his tub and stood forth to answer her smile.

So the sheriff asked: “How come? Going to get married?”

She merely laughed at him, as he ran his eye over the
whiteness of the frock. He worshipped every turn of her head,
every rise and fall of her voice; all the profound kindliness of
his heart poured forth around her — in silence. Mary under-
stood.

“I’ve come to see the insides of this old jail,” she declared.

“I’ll call Bud,” said the sheriff, yawning. “He’ll show you
around the place. How come? Want to take up my business
after I quit?”

“I might,” she answered. “I hit nine out of ten with my
twenty-two, yesterday. I beat Jud, and he hasn’t hardly
spoken to me since.”

“Hmm,” said the sheriff. “I’ll call Bud.”

“But I don’t want you to call Bud.”

“All right, go around by yourself.”

“You know what I really want. I want to see this terrible
man . . . Jack?”

“You do?”

“Of course.”

“Want to see what a real, honest-to-goodness murderer
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looks like, eh? Well, I guess Jack will be glad to see you and
have you stand around and look him over like a wolf in a cage.
That’ll be a pretty fine party for Jack, right enough.”

She sat forward in her chair, regarding his grave face in-
tently. “Isn’t he worse than a wolf, a man that’s done a
murder?” she asked. “Does he deserve to be treated kindly?”

“How d’you know he killed Benton?”

“Why, everybody knows it!”

“Then everybody knows more’n I do! And I’ll tell you this
... he’s going to be treated like a white man, right up to the
time that twelve men say he’s done a murder. After that,
while he’s waiting to be hung, he’s going to be treated like a
white man again. If a girl or a boy of mine. . . .” He broke off
in his tirade, staring ominously at her.

Mary Larrabee sat back in her chair, nodding. “You like
him, don’t you?” she asked. “Why?”

“He’s a man,” said the sheriff. “He had your brothers and
me under his gun once, and he didn’t shoot to kill, but just to
warn off. Keep that idea in your head, Mary.”

She grew pale at the thought.

“You still want to see him?”

“I want to see him and thank him,” she said eagerly.
“Why, Dad, how could such a man be a murderer?” She did
not quail before the grim accusation which the world had
placed against Montagne. Suddenly she was asking: “Has he
a ghost of a chance of proving himself innocent?”

“I dunno,” replied the sheriff, “but he don’t seem to care.
He’s stopped hoping, what with the crowd yowling to get at
him, and that little sneak, Lavigne, badgering him. Jack don’t
seem to care whether he lives or dies. When a gent stops being
interested in life, he’s about through.”

She bowed her head. In the Boonetown paper she had
read every word of the damning evidence against Montagne.
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Now she ran over it, bit by bit. Truly it seemed a perfect case
against the stranger, unless her father’s prejudice in favor of
Jack might be based on good grounds.

“Will you introduce me to him?” she asked gently.

“Sure,” said the sheriff. “If you’re going to meet him like
that, I’ll take you in.”

He led the way to the rear of the jail, to the cell of
Montagne, where the latter was rolling a cigarette with care-
less skill.

“This is my daughter, Mary,” said the sheriff. “I’ve been
telling her how you played white, when we were giving you a
run, and she thinks she’s got something to thank you about.
I’m going back in front, Mary.”

As the sheriff sauntered away, he saw Jack Montagne rise
and nod to the girl. He heard him say: “No call for thanking
me . . . matter of fact, I took the sheriff quite a bit out of his
way.” And he grinned as he spoke.

“There’s nerve,” muttered the sheriff. “Enough for ten or-
dinary men.”

But Mary Larrabee was unable to answer that careless
speech for a moment. She stared steadily into the lean, brown
face of the man, the straight-looking eyes, remembering what
her father had said: He’s a man. That, after all, summed it up.
And, when the prisoner merely nodded to her, she suddenly
stepped close to the bars and stretched her hand through
them.

“I do want to thank you,” said Mary Larrabee, “and I want
to say how sorry I am that you’re in trouble.”

His carelessness disappeared. He straightened, flushing to
the roots of his hair, and, advancing slowly, took her hand.
“Mighty good of you to come in to say that,” he said huskily.

She waved that idea away. “First of all,” she said, still
probing him and finding nothing sneaking or elusive about

62

. H




his return glance, “I want to know what you’re doing to pro-
tect yourself?”

“Nothing,” he answered, “because nothing can be done.”

“Because you have no money?”

“That’s partly it.”

“Dad would help you, I know,” said the girl, “but, as the
sheriff, he can’t very well do that. However, I can, and I have
money. I know the lawyers in town, too . . . and I can get one
to work for you.”

He shook his head. “I’ve always been dead set against
taking charity,” he replied.

“Will you tell me only one thing?” she pleaded. “Will you
simply tell me that you didn’t do this horrible, impossible
thing?”

He watched her for a moment, with a singular hunger, but
at length he shook his head with decision. “It’s no use,” he
said, “because there’s nothing that can help me, and I've
made up my mind not to speak again.”

“That’s a final decision?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then,” she answered, “I’ll tell you that I’m perfectly
convinced that you didn’t do it. I know you didn’t do it, and
... and I’m going to prove to the world that you didn’t.”

The flush grew darker and darker on his face, as his eyes
expanded. “It’s plumb easy to see,” said Jack Montagne,
“that you’re your father’s daughter. He’s the squarest shooter
I ever met, and you sure take after him. Why, if you were a
Fans nyn” -
He paused, but she urged him on with: “Well?”

“You’d be the sort I’d tie to, the sort I'd want to have
around in a pinch. But the way it stands . . . well, there’s just
one good thing you can do, and that’s to forget all about me.”

He was so calm about it that the tears rushed to her eyes.
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To hide them she turned abruptly away, waved her hand to
him, and ran out to find her father. The latter was walking up
and down outside the jail, scuffing up the sand and studying
it absent-mindedly.

“I’ve made up my mind to fight for him,” said the girl, on
fire with enthusiasm. “There must be some way.”

“Most like,” said her father carelessly. “Most like there is.
Never can tell when something will turn up.”

Up and down they walked, past the side of the long, low
building. She knocked her shoe against a bright bit of metal
and stooped and picked up an old house key. She pocketed it
automatically, as some people do in such cases.

“How,” asked the girl, summing up the case with energy,
“can twelve men with good sense look at Jack and think he
could commit a crime?”

“Hmm,” replied her father. “It’s pretty rare to get twelve
men together and get good sense out of ’em . . . and it ain’t
hard for that little snake, Lavigne, to hypnotize an average
jury. No, Mary, you sure got no hope . . . not against Lavigne.
He’s a man-Kkiller, but he uses the law to do his killing.”

She stamped in her anger. “How many other men is he
going to hang?” she asked furiously. “How many other men
are in the jail there, waiting until that little rat has time to
come out and worry the lives out of them?”

Her father smiled a little at this vigorous denunciation.
“We’re having dull times,” he said. “Only one other gent in
the jail, and that’s the hobo, Mississippi Slim.”

At this the girl stopped short. “Where’s Mississippi?”

“In the jail.”

“I know . . . I know, but what cell?”

“Got an idea?”

“I don’t know, but, for heaven’s sake, tell me. What’s his
cell?”
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“Right yonder.” He pointed to a grating a few paces away.
“He may be hearing us now.”

“Oh,” exclaimed Mary Larrabee, “it’s turning my brain
upside down. Is there a chance?”

“Of what?”

“Nothing,” said Mary, and she bolted for her buggy in
front of the jail, running with the speed and the grace of a
boy.

“THE KEY TO THE DOOR”

She whisked out of Boonetown, as she had whisked into it, the
bays sweeping the light rig along at a terrific clip. Presently she
turned onto a dim country road, made by the wear of travel, but
never graded. Straight out of it she drove until she came to a
sight of the house of the Zellars. She drew back her horses to a
slower gait and finally pulled up behind the house. Instantly her
eye met a reminder of the crime — two parts of a door, split
cleanly down the center, were leaning against the wall near the
kitchen window. This was the door that both young Zellar and
Jack Montagne claimed to have broken through, in an effort to
get at the room of the dead man.

She tied off her horses and, turning away, found Mrs.
Zellar, in the act of wiping a milk tin, standing at the door of
the house.

The big, ugly face of the woman stirred a reluctant smile of
welcome. “Mary Larrabee!” she exclaimed. “How long since
you come this way? Pretty nigh onto three years, I guess.”

“I’ve heard so much about this murder,” said Mary, as she
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shook hands, “that I wanted to see the place. May I, Missus
Zellar?”

“A terrible thing,” replied Mrs. Zellar. “The shock it give
me ...l ain’t over yet. Gus was hit pretty hard, too. You want
to see the room?”

“If you please.”

“Come right up,” she started to lead the way. “A terrible
thing,” she repeated. “And me and Gus sure was fond of old
Mister Benton. I know some folks didn’t like him much. He
had his ways, but all old folks do. We were used to him and
knew how to make allowances. Yes, we were fond of old
Benton. They’s an empty feeling around the house, now he’s
gone.”

Mary Larrabee shivered with disgust. One glimpse of
Benton’s face would be sure warrant that no human being
could ever find a spark of affection to waste on the old fellow.
They stood at the door of the room.

“There’s the place,” said the woman. “There’s where he
laid, with his head turned a little to one side. Do you see the
mark? Soap and hot water . . . nothing does any good to take
that stain out. I’ve worked till my arms ached, and still it
won’t come out. Poor Mister Benton. I hope they hang that
Jack as high as the moon!”

“You really think he did it?”

“Think? Child alive, don’t I know? Didn’t I hear him talk?
Didn’t I see the way he looked, when he heard that the poor
old man had money in his room? Right then I says to Gus. . .
“There’s no good in this man, Gus, there’s no good in him.’
And it sure turned out that there wasn’t any.”

“Well,” replied Mary Larrabee solemnly, “may the guilty
man hang.”

She turned away, sick from what she had seen, and went
slowly down the stairs. Down those stairs Jack had fled, ac-
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cording to his story. Up those stairs old Benton had dragged
himself for the last time, on that terrible night. Every detail of
that night of storm and horror came back to her.

In the open air she drew a great breath of relief, and, ap-
proaching the broken door, she drew out the key, that she had
picked up beside the jail, and tried it hastily. The lock turned
smoothly under the pressure and turned back again. Mary
Larrabee drew it forth and dropped the key back into her
pocket, her heart racing with excitement.

“How come?” asked Mrs. Zellar, following with aggressive
curiosity.

“I forgot to say,” said the girl glibly enough, “that my
father asked me to bring back the lock of the door to Benton’s

3

room. Will you let me saw it out?”

Mrs. Zellar fixed her big, startling eyes upon the face of
Mary Larrabee, frowning. Evidently she was not at all
pleased.

“It don’t sound like your father, sending you around on
jobs like this,” she declared. “It don’t sound the least bit like
him.”

b

“He knew I was coming out here, anyway,” explained
Mary.

“Hmm,” said Mrs. Zellar gloomily. “You want the lock,
but why d’you want it?”

“I never could make any sense out of these legal matters,”
said Mary, managing to smile in the face of that dark suspi-
cion, “but that’s what Dad asked me to bring. Of course, if
you don’t want to part with it, I’ll simply go back and have
himc . .7

“It ain’t that,” protested Mrs. Zellar, “but it’d be more
regular, if the sheriff was to send out a written order forit, or a
request for it, being that he wants it for evidence.”

“I suppose it would,” said the girl, “but I’ve already done
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what he told me to, by asking you for it.”

She made as if to turn away, but Mrs. Zellar, in a quan-
dary, called her back. “I don’t want to hinder the law none,”
she said. “If this’ll help to hang Jack, why, take it and wel-
come to it. I’'m sure I ain’t got any purpose in keeping things
back. I ain’t got anything to hide from your father . . . or any
other sheriff.”

“Of course not,” said Mary. “Then I’ll take the lock back,
if you’ll let me have a saw.”

Mrs. Zellar was gone a long time in the house, apparently
hunting for the saw, but Mary heard the voice of mother and
son in heated argument. At length, Mrs. Zellar came out with
the saw and, gloomier than ever, proceeded to cut out the
lock and hand it to Mary. “I hope it brings bad luck to Jack
Whatever’s-his-name. I hope this lock is the thing that hangs
him,” she said savagely.

Mary untethered the horse and climbed back into her
buggy. “Why do you hate Jack so much?” she asked, when she
had turned the buggy around.

“Why? Because he’s a crook,” said Mrs. Zellar fiercely.

“And because he done a murder under my roof and robbed
1
“Robbed you?” asked Mary Larrabee.
“Sure he did. Wouldn’t Mister Benton, if he’d died nat-
ural, have left me something in his will? Of course, he would
have. Who robbed me of it, then? Why, this Jack, this devil
did! Ain’t that clear as day?”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, “but, if
Jack is a murderer, I don’t know where we can find men we
can trust.”

me

“Wait a minute,” said Mrs. Zellar suddenly, starting for
the heads of the horses. “Wait a minute! Hold on, Mary
Larrabee! I’ve changed my mind about. . . .”
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But a sharp cut of the buggy whip sent the bays sprinting
away. “I can’t wait,” called Mary in explanation. “I have to
hurry back!”

Then she dashed past the big woman and out onto the
road. Mrs. Zellar followed a step or two, then paused with her
arms akimbo, and stared after the flying little equipage. At
length, she turned sullenly back toward the house.

“There’s a devil in these young girls,” she confided to her
son a little later. “And I’d give a lot to know what she’s up to,
the little vixen.”

The first thing that Mary did could have been seen from
the house. She halted her team beside the tree, where the
tramp was known to have kept his fire on that night of nights.
The site of the fire she examined carefully and then swung the
team back onto the road. The bays were in a foam, when she
brought them back into Boonetown and drew up before the
carpenter shop. She found the proprietor in the very act of
starting for the country.

“Old Missus Purvis just phoned in,” he said. “If your dad
has some business for me, Mary, I guess it’ll have to wait.
Missus Purvis is plumb rushed. That’s the way it goes with
old folks. They want everything done so fast you’d think they
was afraid death would come along before it was done.”

“But Mister Hands,” said the girl, “this is a matter of life
and death.”

“Hmm,” said the carpenter, and pulled his glasses down
on his nose, so that he could peer at her over them. “Life and
death?”

She placed the lock on the workbench. “Is that a common
lock, Mister Hands?”

He examined it, took up a bundle of keys, and tried some,
one by one. Presently the lock was turned under his manipu-
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lation. “Common enough lock, all right,” he said. “I got
twenty old keys, right here, that could turn it.”

Mary Larrabee uttered an exclamation of despair. “But,”
she protested, “I want to prove that this key belongs to that
lock. And now you’ve spoiled everything for me!”

She drew forth the key and handed it to him. “Lemme
see,” muttered the carpenter, who was locksmith as well.
“Lemme see, now. Maybe it does belong, but what difference
does that make? I can fix you up with other keys for it.”

“Other keys? No, no! Mister Hands, you must prove that
this key belongs to this lock.”

“Well, maybe I could. You see where the bit of this key is
worn off a little? That comes from being used in a lock that
has a rough place in it. I can find out in a minute.”

He set to work with a screw driver, taking the lock apart,
examined it carefully, and then straightened with a grunt of
satisfaction. “Look for yourself,” he said. “Don’t need no mi-
croscope for this. See this place, sticking out in the lock?
That’s what’s worn away the key. Must have took a tolerable
lot of use to do it, but there ain’t any doubt. See how it fits
into the worn place?”

“Mister Hands,” asked the girl, “how can I thank you for
showing me? You’ve saved him!”

“Saved who?”

But lock and key were snatched from the carpenter’s
hand, and she was gone, whirling through the door.
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XI

“THE WHOLE STORY”

At the jail she swept her father into the storm of her enthusiasm.
Key and lock were placed in his great brown hands.

“You see,” she explained, “that key has to belong to the
lock!”

“Well, Mary,” he admitted, “it sure looks like it. And what
d’you make of it?”

“It must have been brought from the Zellar house?”

“That’s nacheral . . . no doubt about that.”

“And who could have brought it?”

“Jack, I suppose.”

“Oh, Dad, don’t you see that his cell is on the other side of
the jail? How could he have thrown it there?”

“Eh?”

“It’s the tramp, Dad. He’s the one who threw it out the
window to get rid of the only clue that connected him with the
murder. Isn’t that clear?”

Her father shook his head, frowning. “Don’t sound like a
strong argument, girl.”

“But how could that key have come there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you search Slim when you picked him up?”

“Why should I search him? He wasn’t near the house.”

“Then he might have had the key on him, when he was
brought to the jail?”

“I suppose so0.”

“How long would it take to walk from the tree where he
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had his fire to the house? Not more than ten minutes, do you
think?”

“Not more’n that, I guess, if a gent stepped out lively.”

“Dad, he’s the murderer!”

“But, if he got rid of the key by throwing it out the
window, he didn’t get rid of the money that was taken from
Benton’s chest.”

She pondered a moment. “Will you take a drive with me
out to Slim’s fire?”

He nodded, and a moment later they were spinning down
the road toward the Zellar place, once more.

“He might have cached the money any place around this
tree,” said the girl enthusiastically, as she dismounted from
the buggy at the site of the fire.

“That’s true,” said the sheriff, and he began an ardent
search. But there was nothing to be found. In half a dozen
places, where boughs joined the trunk, at a steep angle, he
looked, but there was no sign of the money.

“Or he might have dug a hole,” suggested the girl at
length.

They examined the ground around the tree, within a
radius of a hundred feet, but there was no sign of earth having
been broken.

“Still,” said the girl, “it must be here. He wouldn’t wait to
hide it any other place, because he’d be in such a hurry to get
back to his fire. Isn’t that logical? Before the murder he was
seen drowsing by the fire . . . after the murder he was back at
his fire again. That is his alibi.”

“You got all the terms down pat,” said her father. “And it
sounds reasonable, too. But what next?”

“What about the fire itself?”

“Buried paper money in a fire?” Larrabee was chuckling.

“See where he scraped that fire to one side. He first had
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the fire going on the left, then he moved it to the right, where
it is now . . . scraping the whole bed of coals. Well, is it rea-
sonable that a man would move his fire, once it’s going? Isn’t
the hot bed of coals the most important part of a campfire,
Dad?”

“That’s gospel, Mary.”

“Then, perhaps, he moved that fire to cover something.”

The sheriff said not a word, but simply kicked away the
ashes and the charred remains of the fire. He thrust his hand
down into the half-baked earth below it, tearing it away in
clods, until at last he uttered a cry, worked a moment longer,
and then stood up, holding a handful of dirty greenbacks!

But Mary Larrabee, staring, saw two visions pass before
her eyes — and money had no part to play in either. She saw
Mississippi Slim, hanging with a rope knotted around his
neck, and she saw Jack walking out of the jail, a free man.
There in the hand of her father was the evidence that would
accomplish both purposes.

“The money and the key,” the sheriff was saying. “Well, it
sounds pretty good, but we can’t be sure. The thing to do,
Mary, is to get a confession out of Slim, if we can. That’s the
way to clear Jack. Otherwise, even if he gets off, his name
won’t be plumb cleared. Once a gent is accused of a bad
crime, his name is black the rest of his life. I’ll have to call in
the snake, Lavigne, to help. My, won’t he grind his teeth
when he finds out what I’ve learned?”

On the way back to Boonetown he detailed briefly the
scene between Jack and the district attorney, which he had in-
terrupted, and the mad fervor of the attorney’s desire to hang
the prisoner. She had the pleasure, an hour later, of seeing the
district attorney swallow the bitter pill and admit that he had
been wrong. But in five minutes he had regained some of his
happiness. One trail was lost, but another had been opened.
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No matter what man died, a death was a death. Indeed, with
marvelous elasticity of spirits, he was rubbing his hands and
walking up and down his office in a fine heat of inspiration,
rehearsing the evidence bit by bit. At length he said: “It’s
clear as day! He did it, but a good lawyer could get him off,
probably. Somebody else might have buried that money
under the tree . . . somebody else might have tossed the key
into the sand. The confession is what we need, and the con-
fession is what I’m going to get. Come along!”

Never in her life could the girl forget the scene that fol-
lowed. She and her father accompanied the district attorney
back to the jail and into the cell of Mississippi Slim, where the
latter was walking busily up and down, “getting my exercise
for the road,” he told them.

The attorney took out his pad at once. “Now, Slim,” he
said, “I want to go over one part of your evidence.”

“Many times as you want, chief,” said Mississippi
glibly.

“It was about what time when you first saw Jack?”

“I dunno. Ten or after, maybe.”

“He disappeared down the road toward the house?”

“Yes.”

“Good! Now, when you asked for food at the Zellar place
earlier in the evening, what did you do when you were turned
from the door?”

“Went up the road.”

“You didn’t stay about for a while?”

SN

“Didn’t try to get into the house, maybe, and walk off with
something to get even with them for turning you out?”

The district attorney chuckled, and Slim laughed loudly.

“I wish I had,” he said.

“Did you ever see this?” asked Lavigne, with a sudden and
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harsh change of voice, and he produced the key in the flat of
his hand.

There was an even more startling change in the rat-sharp
face of Slim, as he settled back on his bunk and sneered at
them. “Playing tricks, eh?” he asked. “I’ll do no more talking
... not until I got a lawyer here.”

“All right,” said the district attorney, “but I suppose
you’re willing to hear a little story?”

“Talk your head off,” said Slim fiercely, “but don’t ask me
no questions.”

“It begins,” said Lavigne, “with the moment Jack rode on
toward the house. You looked after him . . . you began to
wonder if he might not have better luck than you did. Particu-
larly, you wondered what would happen when that big fellow
tried to force the Zellars to give him a hand out. Eh?

“Well, you got so curious that after a time you decided it
was worth getting a soaking to see the party. So you got up
and followed . . . you came to the kitchen door and saw him
go inside . . . you listened for a while outside the window until
you were sure that he was being fed.

“And, the moment you knew that, you were wild with
anger! You wanted to do something to injure those people. So
you sneaked around the house, looking for a place to get in,
eh?”

The face of Slim was grave with boredom. There was no
other expression in it.

“Finally,” went on the district attorney, “you found you
could shinny up one of the verandah posts and get onto the
roof. By the time you got up there, the old man, Benton, was
just coming back into the room, and he settled down in a
chair near the window. Only for a moment, though. After a
time he went over to his chest and opened it. You saw him
take out some money and make sure of it. . . you saw him lock
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the chest and saw the pocket into which he dropped the key.
Is that right?”

Slim merely yawned.

“Then,” said Lavigne, “the old man came back to his chair
and sat down to read. A minute later you began to work . . .
you tried the window behind his chair. It came up without
making a sound. Inch by inch you lifted it, pressing very softly
for fear of a squeak. And all the time the old man kept right on
reading, eh?”

“This is sure a fool story,” declared Slim. “Maybe you
think anybody would believe it?”

“You got the window up, at last,” insisted Lavigne, “and
then you slipped your hands in and settled them around the
throat of Benton. He hardly made a struggle. At least, what-
ever struggle he made was not loud enough to be heard above
the roar of the rain on the roof. So you slipped in, when
Benton stopped wiggling, and you gave him a look.

“His face was purple . . . he wasn’t breathing. His eyes
were popping out of his head, and he looked dead as a door-
nail. You locked the door. Then you fished out the key from
his pocket and took out that money.

“But, while you were stuffing it into a pocket, you heard a
shriek behind you . . . the old fellow was only partly stifled.
You saw him getting up out of the chair and staggering
toward you to fight for his money. You had to act quick. You
had to get rid of him and get back to your fire. You caught up
a piece of firewood, hit him over the head, and, without
waiting to see how it ended, you jumped through the window,
ran over the verandah roof, jumped off, and made it back to
your fire, and. . . .”

There was a sound of gasping breath. Slim had risen from
his bunk with staring eyes. “Where were you hid in that
room?” he asked. “Say, how did you see it?”
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The Boonetown paper gave much credit to the district at-
torney for the cleverness with which he had fastened the
meshes upon the real criminal and freed an innocent man. It
gave a long write-up to Fitzpatrick Lavigne, while the part
which Mary Larrabee had played disappeared in a single
paragraph. Lavigne, as usual, took all the credit to himself.

But Mary Larrabee cared not a whit about reporters and
papers. She was too preoccupied that evening in hearing from
Jack his name and the history of his past. She was interested
to the point of tears, while he told of his life before that wild
night of storm and murder; how he had lived with his sister
and brother-in-law, how, to raise much-needed money, his
brother-in-law had made a practice of changing brands on
the cattle that he caught off the range; how exposure had
threatened; and how he, the man without a family, had taken
the blame on his own wide shoulders and slipped away out of
the country, penniless and despairing, but determined to give
his sister’s family a fighting chance to live in honor.

For the first time and the last she heard all this with misty
eyes, and it was never again referred to. Nor were any of the
events of the Benton murder ever mentioned in the house.
But, when she was Mrs. Jack Montagne, Mary kept in a secret
place, to be looked at on holy days, the little worn key that
had saved the life of one man and sent another to his death.
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A Shower of Silver

This short novel, titled “A Shower of Silver” by Frederick
Faust, was first published as “When the Wandering Whip Rode
West” under the byline John Frederick in Street and Smith’s
Western Story Magazine (6/18/21). Bob Lake, like many of
Faust’s impulsive knights of the range, ends up on the wrong
side of the law — as had long been predicted by those who knew
him — once he finds himself doing the wrong thing for the right
reason in an act of chivalry toward Anne Rankin.

“A WHISPER AND A WOMAN”

The last three months had been a dull time for Bob Lake. He
had in the beginning coiled his rope, bidden a profane farewell
to his favorite broncho, oiled up his best .45 Colt, planted a gray
Stetson on his head, packed a grip, and started to see New York.
And he saw it — at a considerable expense. Eventually he parted
with everything except the gun and the Stetson, which were holy
things to Bob, and, with his last five-dollar bill in his pocket, he
sat in at a game of poker with a fat roll and an urgent desire to
leave for the land of open skies and little rain. Two hours later he
was bound West.

Impulse ruled Bob Lake. Give a man some hundred and
ninety pounds of iron-hard muscle, a willingness to fight plus
a desire to smile, no master except necessity, and no necessity
except the wish for action, and the result is a character as

79

]




stable as a hair trigger. He had one of those big-featured, but
ugly, faces that have all manner of good nature about the
mouth, and all manner of danger behind the eyes. He had
both enemies and friends in legion, but they all united in the
opinion that sooner or later Bob Lake was due to fall foul of
the law.

At present Bob Lake was melancholy. This morning he
had chuckled with joy to see the mountains of the land of his
desire rolling blue against the western sky. It was now noon,
and, although the train was rocking along among those same
mountains, the joy had departed from the face of Bob Lake.
The reason sat in the seat ahead of him.

A newly married couple had boarded the train at ten
o’clock that morning at a town in the foothills. The party that
accompanied them to the station had swirled about them,
laughing, shouting, throwing rice, and out of the confusion
had come the girl on the arm of her husband. He was a man as
big and Western as Bob Lake, but the pallor of his face be-
spoke an indoor life. A very handsome fellow, although there
were qualities of sternness in him. Bob would not soon forget
the grim smile with which he shook the rice from the brim of
his hat and looked back on the shouting crowd.

Then Bob Lake saw the girl. His first impulse was to pray
that the seat of the pair would be in his car. His second im-
pulse was to pray that the seat might be elsewhere. For he had
a profound conviction that, if he had a chance to look into the
eyes of this girl at short range, there would be trouble brewing
in no time.

After they had climbed the steps he held his breath, and
then straight down the aisle they came. A battery of smiles
and chuckles on either side of them marked their progress,
and the shouting of the crowd volleyed from outside. The girl
was very conscious of it. She came timidly, and her little side
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glances seemed to beg them to look in another direction, and
every step she made down that aisle was straight into the
heart of Bob Lake.

Perhaps they would go on through to another car. No,
they paused near him, and the crowd with flowers and candy
and gay-colored parcels poured around Bob’s seat. He saw a
gray-haired woman with tears streaming down her cheeks; he
saw a gray-haired man with twitching lips that attempted to
smile. When the warning — “All aboard!” — had sounded,
and the crowd had swept out again, Bob Lake found that the
pair were in the seat directly ahead of him.

When he made this discovery, he felt that it was fate. He
was as certain of it as if he had seen a shadowy figure in retro-
spect bidding him rise from that poker table in New York and
rush on board the train.

Ordinarily Bob Lake was the very soul of honor; he would
rather have blinded his eyes than let them look twice at the
wife of another man. But in this case he felt a shrewd differ-
ence. Something was taking him up and carrying him on
against his own volition as a tide sweeps a man out to the
open sea. The irony of it made him wince. Women had never
been anything to him. A few had laughed their way into his
life for an evening at a dance, but they had all yawned their
way out again, and Bob Lake remained essentially heart free.
At last it was the wife of another man.

It’s fate, he kept repeating to himself. If the thing had not
been preordained, why that sudden mad rush from New
York? Of course, Bob did not at the moment recall that every-
thing he had ever done had been on spur of the instant. Why,
he went on to ask himself, did her glance take hold on him like
a hand, if there were not some weird power to blame?

He was glad of one thing — that she was not facing him.
He could only see her hair. When he turned to shut out this
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sight by staring out of the window, the sound of her voice pur-
sued him, tugged at him, made him turn to look at her again
and listen with held breath to make out the words. He felt like
an eavesdropper, but, nevertheless, he could not help
damning the roar of the train. Something, he kept assuring
himself, was going to happen. And when a hundred and
ninety pounds of manhood feels that way, something usually
does happen.

He made out snatches of the conversation. The marriage
ceremony had taken place an hour before they boarded the
train. The man’s name was Rankin, and the girl’s name was
Anne. The most wonderful name in the world, Bob instantly de-
cided. They were going into the mountains to Al Rankin’s
country, which the girl did not know, and to his home there
that she had never seen.

But what could happen? A train wreck, perhaps. There
was a good deal of the boy in Bob Lake. An instant picture
was launched in his mind of himself striding through smoke
among smashed timbers, carrying the body of the girl. He
brushed the dream away and concentrated on reality. For at
any moment the train might stop among the mountains — the
girl and the man might leave his life forever. The thought
turned Lake cold.

Once he got up and walked down the length of the train in
order to return a little later and approach the girl so as to see
her face. But when he came back, he saw nothing. He was
afraid to look. He, Bob Lake, afraid to look a girl in the face.
But, although he saw nothing, there was an impression. It was
as if a light had shone on him in the night. When he slipped
back into his place, his pulses were hammering. And then it
happened.

It was the end of a division, and, when the train stopped, a
chunky man with a great spread of hat, with baggy-kneed
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trousers, and riding boots came to the head of the car and
squinted down its length. At the same time a newspaper was
raised before the face of Al Rankin and shaken out. The result
was that Bob Lake did not see what immediately appeared
until a pudgy, brown hand appeared over the edge of the
paper, pulled it unceremoniously down, and the chunky little
man stood looking down at Rankin. He leaned and mur-
mured something.

In fact, his voice was most carefully guarded, but Bob
Lake had been training his ear to catch whispers through the
roar of the moving train. Now he made out one word:
“Arrest.”

And he heard what Al Rankin answered: “What charge?”

The whisper which replied to this missed his ear, but Al
Rankin immediately rose. His wife was on her feet at the same
moment.

30,

“Infernal nuisance,” Rankin told her calmly enough.
“Meet Bill White . . . an old friend of mine. Bill has a message
that takes me off the train here.”

“I’m ready, Al,” Anne stated.

“Ready for what?”

“To go with you, of course.”

“Nonsense! Break up the trip for this? Certainly not. You
stay aboard. When you get to the station, old Charley will be
waiting. You can tell him by his beard . . . just like a goat’s.
He’ll take you out to the house and make you comfortable.
I’ll be up tomorrow.”

He turned and nodded to Bill White, who was watching
the girl steadily. He had bowed in a jerky fashion to acknowl-
edge the introduction, and now he was looking at the young
wife with a sort of hard sympathy.

“Al, there’s nothing wrong?”

Just a moment of pause. Something gathered in the face of

83




Al Rankin. “Haven’t I told you there’s nothing wrong?” he
said sullenly. “You stay aboard and don’t worry. They don’t
make enough trouble in these parts to bother me.”

He had changed his tone toward the end of this speech and
qualified the scowl with the beginning of a smile. But the
blow had fallen. Bob Lake saw the girl wince and whiten a
little about the mouth, but she made no further protest. Al
Rankin turned with a careless wave of farewell and strolled
down the aisle, followed by the little gray-headed man. It
seemed to Bob Lake that the girl started impulsively to
follow. Perhaps it was the memory of the gruff rebuke that
stopped her short and made her sink slowly into her seat
again.

From the window he saw Al Rankin sauntering away with
his companion. Whatever their business might be, they
seemed in no hurry to accomplish it. Then he saw the girl was
not looking after them through the window. She sat close to
the side of the car with her head turned straight before her.

Al, Bob Lake thought, you sure made a bum play with the
rough talk . . . a rotten bad play.

He felt the preliminary lurch of the starting train, and it
pressed him back against the seat — just as Al Rankin, he re-
called, had lurched back when the chunky little man had
whispered into his ear the charge on which he was being ar-
rested. Bob Lake became solemnly thoughtful. There was
only one charge which could have disturbed the fine calm of
Al Rankin, he felt, and to himself Bob whispered the word:
Murder! When the thought entered his mind, he glanced
guiltily around the car, half expecting to see pitying eyes di-
rected at the young wife. But, instead, everyone was settling
back to sleep through that stretch of dreary mountains.

Murder! He was as certain of it now as though he had heard
the whisper. And this was the thing for which he had waited
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to happen. A sudden self-loathing took possession of Bob
Lake. He hated himself for the gleam of joy that he had felt as
the first surmise came to him. What of the girl? Would she not
go through life even as she sat now, looking straight ahead of
her, fearing to meet the eyes of men and women in her shame?
All the beauty of her smile would be straightened from her
lips, he knew, and the thought made him grind his teeth.

The wheels were beginning to groan as the train slowly
started.

And then Bob Lake acted. It was one of those sudden,
mad, unreasoning impulses. Two sweeps of his arm planted
his hat on his head and gathered up his suitcase. He fairly ran
down the aisle and at the door turned for a last look.

She was, indeed, pale, unsmiling, as if she knew the doom
that hovered over her. Her glance cleared a little, and, under
the fierce probing of Bob Lake’s stare, her eyes widened,
became aware of him with quiet wonder. The train was gath-
ering headway, and still he lingered to throw all the meaning
that was in his heart into his eyes. Everything that he felt was
in his glance. Too much, perhaps, and too legible. For now
she flushed, and she leaned forward, gazing at him in a sort of
horror. It was almost as if she were going to cry out and call
him back.

Then he tore himself away, pushed open the door, and
poised on the lowest step. The ground was already shooting
past with terrifying speed. Yet he gauged his distance, leaned
back, and dropped free of the train. The blow crumpled his
legs. He went down in a confused mass of whirling arms and
legs and suitcase, yet he laughingly scrambled to his feet in
time to see a white face pressed against the window as the car
shot past. He waved his hand to that face. How much would she
understand? That thought held him gaping, until the length of
the train had rushed past, and the rear end was whipping off
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into the distance with a mist of dust drawing after it. Then he
turned back to take up the adventure. Al Rankin must be
saved from the law.

II

“RANKIN’S RECORD”

He had no time to balance reasons nicely or appreciate the folly
that had started him on this blind trail. Al Rankin and the
stranger had stepped into an automobile where two other men
already sat. He saw that Al was put into the back seat between
the other men. Then the car shot down the south road.

There were two questions to be asked. One was where that
south road led, and a youngster near the platform told him
that it went directly to Everett, twenty miles away. The
second question was where he could get an automobile for his
own use. It was almost as easily answered, and five minutes
after he dropped from the train he was in a machine, speeding
down the south road for Everett.

The owner of the car drove him, and he looked a cross be-
tween a mechanic and a farmer. Old buckboard customs now
made him press the feed with his right foot while his left dan-
gled over the side of the car, and he kept his right shoulder ha-
bitually turned to his passenger. Bob Lake had made the
necessary explanations about a short business trip, and the
first five miles shot past — wild driving over wild roads —
without another word exchanged.

They climbed a steep grade and pitched forward at fifty
miles on a downward stretch. “You know Bill White?” asked
Bob Lake in a different voice.
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“Sure, I know the sheriff.”

That was all Bob wished to know. He settled back against
the seat until they rushed with open exhaust into the town of
Everett. It was rather a village than a town. There was the in-
evitable single street, deep with dust, and the only up-to-date
thing that Bob Lake saw was the automobile in which he sat.
His driver came in as the cowpunchers in the good old days
used to “come to town.” He came wide open in a dense cloud
of dust and came to a stop with jammed brakes, skidding the
last few yards into place before the hotel.

“Here you are,” he announced, and one corner of his eye
glinted in expectation of applause.

Bob Lake paid him while the dust cloud they had torn up
slowly overtook them and enveloped them in white. Then he
went into the hotel. When he had secured a room on the
second floor and thrown his suitcase on the bed, he slumped
into the rickety chair and buried his face in his hands to think.
He had great need of thought. Indeed, the last hour had been
so dream-like that he would not have been surprised at all if,
when he looked up, he had seen the head of Al Rankin leaning
against the back of the seat before him and the mountains
rushing past the windows of the train. The dust with which he
was covered brought him to a realization of the facts. He
dragged in a breath through his set teeth and cursed. Once
more he had played the impulsive fool.

Perhaps the sheriff had not made an arrest. Perhaps he had
only taken Rankin from the train because he needed him
badly on a manhunt. Rankin had impressed him as a fighting
type. Of course, it was strange that a man’s honeymoon
should be interrupted for such a purpose, but, Bob Lake knew,
stranger things than this had happened in the mountain-
desert country.

He made brief preparations to hunt for information. The
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shoes came off his feet. The riding boots that he had been
unable to leave behind when he started in New York, and
which he had never been able to trust to the chance delivery
of a trunk — those priceless shop-made boots — were drawn
upon his feet. He took a step in them, and the clinking of the
spurs was music to his ears. He stepped to the mirror and
grinned at the face he saw — the red necktie, the high stiff
collar, the coat. Ten seconds tore away that mask. The collar
and tie were gone, tossed to a corner of the room, and a volu-
minous silk bandanna knotted in place around his neck skill-
fully. Out of the suitcase came the old cartridge belt, and the
gun, that had been worn so long in concealment, came into
the open and was dropped with a thud into the holster. Last
he tossed off his coat and unbuttoned his vest. He was ready
again to take his place in the world as a man. But first he
walked up and down the room to ease his feet into the familiar
boots with their paper-thin soles. Then he tried his gun halfa
dozen times for the sheer joy of feeling it come out in his fin-
gertips as freely as the wind and the hug of the butt against the
palm of his hand.

Then he started out to find information. It came to him at
once and not through a coincidence. The whole town was
buzzing with it, and most of the buzzing concentrated on the
verandah of the hotel. With a little patience he could have
gathered the whole tale piecemeal from exclamations and bits
of irrelevant news. But he preferred to get his facts in a lump.
He found a man young enough to tell the truth and old
enough to yearn for an audience. Bob Lake cornered him,
and appealed as a stranger for the story.

The fellow was delighted. First a leisurely examination as-
sured him that Bob “belonged” and was “right.” Then he
launched into the narrative.

“Them boys think they know a lot,” he said. “But what
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they’re short on is the facts. I know, because I’'m the only one
that seen the sheriff since he brought Rankin to town.”

“Is Rankin an outlaw?”

“Worse.”

“Eh?”

“I mean he’s the kind that does things and never gets
picked up for ’em. Most boys that goes wrong are plumb
fools, or else the booze gets ’em, or they get mad about a little
thing and do a big thing that’s worse. Al Rankin ain’t none of
them. He’s crooked because it pays him. Oh, everybody has
known it for a long time. A lot of things happened around
these parts. There was that gang that stole Chet Bernard’s
cows three years back. There was the killing of young
Murphy, and there was the shooting of Lanning and Halsey.
Self-defense, you see?” He winked at Bob Lake without
mirth. “I leave it to you, stranger. When a gent practices two
hours a day with the cards and never loses when he’s playing
for big stakes, would you call him a gambler or a card sharp?”

“Hmm,” murmured Bob Lake.

“And when a gent goes out and practices with his gun,
shooting from all kinds of positions, fanning ’er and wasting a
hundred shots a day, would you say that gent was a straight
gunfighter who knew he would have trouble and was getting
all set to meet it?”

“Hmm,” repeated Bob Lake.

“And when a gent kills another man in self-defense . . .
well, that’s all right. But, when he shoots two more, that
self-defense looks kind of thin, eh? And when you add all the
facts up, you begin to figure that you’ve got a gambler and a
robber and a man-killer. But with a smart one like Al Rankin,
it ain’t easy to nail anything on him. They even say he’s got a
home in another part of the mountains, and that he’s pretty
well thought of up there. He goes other places and raises his
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trouble and gets his income.

“Well, Bill White has had his eye on Al for a long time, but
he couldn’t get nothing to use on him. There was always a lot
of bad talk, but bad talk ain’t any good with twelve men in a
jury box that want facts to hang a man with. So Bill kept
waiting for facts, and pretty soon the facts come.

“You see, there was a killing about a year back that nobody
thought much of. Sam Coy was a bad one . . . bad all the way
through. When he was found dead at the door of his shack,
nobody did much except shrug their shoulders. Good rid-
dance, everybody said.

“Well, sir, I’ll come back to the Coy killing pretty soon. In
the meantime, Al Rankin was pretty sweet on Hugh Smiley’s
daughter, Sylvia. He kept taking her around to all the parties,
and folks begun to say maybe Al would marry and settle
down. Worse ones than him has turned out straight. And
Sylvia is a pretty fine girl by all accounts. But after a while Al
Rankin drops her. That’s his way.

“This time he had her expecting to marry him sure, and it
about broke her heart, they say. Well, the next thing you
know, there comes talk that Al Rankin is down to Polkville
trying to marry another girl, and Hugh Smiley gets all heated
up about it. Polkville is over behind the mountains, you
know.

“Then Hugh Smiley comes into town and says to the
sheriff . . . Bill White told me this himself not more’n half an
hour ago . . . Hugh says to Bill . . . ‘I got something that’ll
hang Al Rankin.’

“ ‘Give it to me,’ says Bill.

“ ‘Not while Al is ranging around loose,” says Hugh. ‘I
ain’t ready to die.’

“ ‘How come, then?’ says Bill.

“ ‘Put him behind bars, and then I’ll give you the
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testimony that’ll hang him.’

“ ‘Are you sure?’ says the sheriff.

“ ‘Sure as I live,” says Hugh Smiley.

“ ‘But you got to get it to me, quick,’ says the sheriff, ‘If I
lock up Al, I got to have the testimony in my hands within the
day. I can’t hold him on a trumped-up charge longer’n that.
Besides, I’d have him gunning for me after he got turned
loose.’

“ ‘Partner,’ says Hugh, ‘they ain’t any doubt about it. I got
something that’ll hang him. Just show me that I’m safe first,
and I’ll bring it. But not till you got Al behind bars.’

“ ‘“What’ll it convict him of?’

“ ‘The murder of Coy.’

“Well, it didn’t take Bill White long to start up some
action. Pronto he wires to Polkville and hears that ‘Al is all
married and on his way to his home. The sheriff cuts across
the country and grabs Al off’n the train with a trumped-up
warrant that don’t amount to nothing. Then he sent out word
by a machine that was driving past Hugh Smiley’s place to get
Hugh to come in with the evidence. Hugh’ll be coming in on
the west road ’most any time now on his old, one-eared roan.
I sold him that hoss, and Hugh still rides him . . . ten years, I
guess.”

There was more talk of it, but Bob Lake closed his ears to
the tiresome chatter. He needed some thought.
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“PHILANTHROPIC INTERFERENCE”

There was no doubt in his mind that Al Rankin was guilty of all
the crimes that the old man had charged against him, and even
more. But a cold syllogism looked Bob Lake in the face. He had
vowed himself to secure the happiness of Anne Rankin. Anne
Rankin loved Al Rankin. To secure her happiness he must make
the criminal safe. A more foresighted man might have pondered
long before he reached the same conclusion; certainly he must
have weighed much evidence pro and con. But Bob Lake was
not foresighted, nor was he fitted to ponder nice questions. He
had a hundred and ninety pounds of muscle suitable for action,
and by action he was accustomed to cut the Gordian knot.

Moreover, spurring him on into the service of Al Rankin
was the fact that he had coveted the wife of another man the
moment he laid eyes on her. To the spotless honor of Bob
Lake that was an indelible stain. Indeed, the honor of Bob
Lake was almost a proverbial thing on his own ranges. And
now he was determined to wipe away the blot, if he could, by
assiduously serving the man whom he had in thought shame-
fully wronged. A very nice distinction, some would have said
— to Bob Lake it was as clear as day.

The important thing was, if possible, to keep the evidence
of Hugh Smiley from reaching the hands of the sheriff. To
that end Bob secured a horse as soon as possible, saddled,
and rode at full speed for the west road out of Everett. When
he was clear of the town, he sent home the spurs and pro-
ceeded at a wild gallop.
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It was a matter of four or five miles before he saw a small
dust cloud ahead of him, and, as soon as he had made sure
from the slowness of its approach that it was a horseman and
not a wind drift of dust, he checked his own pace to a lope.
The dust cloud eventually cleared, and he was aware of a
middle-aged fellow on a roan, one of whose ears was close-
cropped. Bob Lake made straight for him and reined in
beside the other.

“You’re Hugh Smiley?”

“Maybe,” said the other without enthusiasm, and he
studied Bob with intense interest not untinged with alarm.

“If you are, speak up. I’'m from Sheriff Bill White. New
man of his. Name’s Bob Lake.”

“What are you doing out here?” asked the rider of the roan
uneasily.

“The word’s out,” said Bob Lake cheerfully, “that you’re
bringing in the evidence that’ll hang that skunk, Al Rankin.
The sheriff doesn’t want to take any chances.”

“Any chances of what?”

“Chances that some friend of Al Rankin’s might cut in on
you and keep you from landing the evidence in Bill White’s

safe.”

“Who ever heard of Al having any friends around these
parts?”

“You never can tell. The sheriff ain’t taking any
chances.”

“Maybe not.”

Hugh Smiley remained entirely uncommunicative. He
was a rat-faced fellow with one of those noses that dip out to a
point, forehead and chin receding at exactly the same angle,
and yellowish teeth of prodigious length, and his little eyes
roved over and over the big body of Bob Lake.

“Anyway,” said Bob, “they ain’t any harm in me riding in
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beside you, and if anything should happen . . . why, then I’ll
come in handy.”

“But nothing’ll happen,” protested Smiley in growing un-
easiness, and he shifted his glance to search the hills through
which they were riding. “Nothing’ll happen. Everybody
knows that Al never played no partners. He was always a lone
hand.”

“Sure. The point is, Bill ain’t taking any chances of any
kind. Ain’t hard to see why. If he hangs Rankin, it’ll be a
feather in his cap. He can have his job forlife . . . pretty near.”

“Yep, pretty near.”

“I ain’t an old hand around these parts, but I been here
long enough to find out that Rankin is a skunk.”

Under this stimulating talk, Hugh Smiley grew more com-
municative. “Yep, I guess I’m doing a pretty good thing all
around for the boys.”

“And a thing that takes a lot of nerve,” Bob Lake said
frankly. “I been raised in a pretty hard country, and I’ve had
my knocks, but I’d hate to come up ag’in’ a gunfighter like Al
Rankin, even if he was behind bars.”

“Would you?” Smiley shuddered at the prospect. “What’s
him to me?” he declared bravely. “Ain’t he flesh and blood
just like me?” He was trying to bring back his courage, but his
color changed.

“Just flesh and blood,” admitted Bob Lake, “but a pretty
dangerous sort. I tell you there’s going to be a pile of the boys
around town that’ll want to shake hands with you, when
Rankin is strung up, Smiley! I’ve heard talk already. They
was some even said they didn’t think it was in you.”

Smiley warmed again half-heartedly. “All that glitters
ain’t gold by a long sight,” he declared. “You can lay to that. I
ain’t around blustering and bluffing like the younger gents,
but I stand for my rights and most generally git ’em.”
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“Sure you do,” returned Bob Lake. “I could see you was
that kind at a glance.”

Hugh Smiley now expanded like a flower in the sun of this
admiration. “And I’'m the man that’s going to hang Rankin,”
he declared.

“A good thing, too.”

“Is it? I’ll tell a man it is, son!”

“What I can’t figure is how a smooth one like him would
ever leave the evidence lying around?”

“Sounds queer, don’t it? I’ll tell you how it was. He got
into a little trouble with Coy, I figure. Maybe he didn’t go
there to kill him on purpose. But Al has a devil of a temper,
and it must have flared up on him while he was talking to
Coy. Must have begun first with a lot of wrestling around.
The ground was all stamped up in front of the door. Then
they went for their guns. Al maybe dropped his, but he got
Coy’s away from him and shot him plumb through the heart.

“I was coming by, and I heard the noise. I let out a yell and
started on the gallop. Most like Al heard me yell and didn’t
think of nothing except to get on his hoss and get away.
Which he done, but he left his gun behind him. I come up,
find Coy dead, and Al’s gun on the ground. I put the gun up
and let the sheriff know how I found things, but I left out all
about the gun.

“Because why? Because Al was paying a lot of attention to
Sylvia, my girl, along about then. That was why. But then he
turned around and treated her like a dog, and I started to lay
for him. Today I got my chance. I’m waitin’ and hungerin’ for
the minute when I shove this gun under Al’s nose and say . . .
‘You skunk, here’s what hangs you!” ”

He had grown so excited in his recital that now he suited
the action to the word and, whipping out a pearl-handled re-
volver, he brandished it in the air close to Bob Lake.
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“But there’s a lot of pearl-handled guns,” said Bob.
“How’ll that tie the murder of Coy on Rankin?”

“There’s not a lot with Al’s initials on em,” triumphantly
replied the rat-faced man. “Besides, everybody knows this
gun. Al’s mighty fond of it. A thousand has heard him say that
he wouldn’t trade it for a ten-thousand-dollar check, because
it saved his life too often. And now it’ll hang him.” He broke
into horrible laughter. “What he’ll have to explain away is
how come he parted with that gun. And I’ll be there to swear
where I found it, and how I found it.”

“Suppose he says that he gave it to you?”

“He never gives anything away. They’s them that can tell
how Sandy McGregor offered him a cold thousand for that
gun and got refused . . . got laughed at. No, sir, they ain’t any
way for him to wriggle out. Not with twelve men out of this
here county trying him.”

“Then,” said Bob Lake, “it looks pretty clear that the
whole case hangs on the gun. Without the gun your testimony
wouldn’t be worth a plugged nickel.”

“Not a nickel, son.”

“Sorry, Smiley,” murmured Bob Lake, “but I’ll have to
take the gun.”

“Eh?” asked Smiley, frowning.

He found a gun held close beneath his chin, and behind it
there was a determined, savage face.

“Hand over the gun, you rat!”

“You!” exclaimed Smiley. “You’re playing with Rankin?”

“Maybe. Come out with the gun. Slow . . . slow . .. take it
by the barrel . . . that’s it.”

He received the handsome weapon, set with jewels,
flashing in the sunlight.

“They’ll lynch you,” said Smiley. “You fool!”

“You won’t come into town to tell ’em about it till
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Rankin’s out of jail, Smiley. You’re going to turn around and
ride down this here road till I see you out of sight. If I catch
you in town, I’'m going to trim that ugly face of yours with
bullets. Now, get out!”

There was a parting leer of terror and rage, and then
Smiley whirled his horse without a word and galloped down
the road looking back over his shoulder. Unquestionably, had
Bob Lake turned his back for a moment, the little man would
have wheeled and tried a pot shot from the distance, but Bob
did not turn, and eventually he had the pleasure of seeing
Smiley disappear around the turn.

Then he spurred toward Everett, not far away, for they
had covered most of the distance during their talk.

How he should dispose of the weapon was the next
trouble, for, if it were found on him, and Smiley explained
how the weapon had come into his possession, the gun would
still hang Al Rankin.

The sound of running water suggested the solution of that
problem. A narrow stream cut across the trail, hardly fetlock
deep, but to the right it dropped into a deep pool. Into that
pool he dropped the pearl-handled revolver after a last ad-
miring examination of the jewels with which it was set. Then
he continued the journey.

Al Rankin was freed by his act. By the same act Anne’s
husband was returned to her. A gambler and murderer re-
turned to her! For the first time the full force of that combina-
tion came upon Bob Lake, and he sighed. Forethought was
not his strong point, but in afterthought he was something of
a philosopher. However, the act was irretrievable. By it he
had determined the destiny of Anne; by it he had automati-
cally excluded himself from her life. There was a hope, per-
haps, that Al Rankin might change his ways. But, as he
remembered that pale, handsome, calm face, the hope dwin-
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dled and grew thin in the heart of Bob Lake.

He reached Everett in a black melancholy, and, when he
had returned the horse and gone back to the hotel, he learned
that there was not even an escape from the town. If he went
back to the railroad, a timetable told him that he could not
get another train until the next morning about noon.

He lounged gloomily through the rest of the afternoon,
forced himself to eat dinner, and then returned to his room
for the night. He was unhappy, more desperately unhappy
than he had ever been in his life. Truly the way of the philan-
thropist was a wretched way.

He had hung up his cartridge belt at this point in his reflec-
tions, when the door was flung open without the warning of
any preliminary knock. He glanced over his shoulder and saw
the hall blocked with armed men.

IV

“ALL FOR ANNE”

At their head was the chunky little man with the gray hair — Bill
White.

“You’re Bob Lake,” he said bluntly, pointing a stubby
forefinger at Lake. “You’re Bob Lake, alias what?”

“Alias nothing,” returned Bob with equal bluntness.
“What in thunder are you doing in my room?” As he spoke,
he removed the cartridge belt from the hook on the wall and
shook the gun out of the holster.

“None of that,” returned the sheriff.

But Bob Lake had forgotten reasonable caution. That
mad mood was on him which had made his best friends
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prophesy that sooner or later he would fall afoul of the law.
“Step high, partner,” he said to the sheriff warningly. “Step
light. It looks to me like I got the drop on you gents, and I’'m
going to keep it. Hands away from guns, if you please.”
They had entered so full of the courage of numbers —
there were half a dozen of them — that they had not taken the
precaution of drawing a weapon against him. And now he
stood close to the wall, swaying a little from side to side with a
murderous light in his eyes.
said White, who seemed less daunted than the
others, “you’re talking fool talk. I’m the sheriff.”

b

“SOI'I,’

“You don’tsay so. Am I going to take your word for that?”

Bill White exposed the badge of his office and then
grinned triumphantly. “Now, Bob Lake,” he said, “will you
listen to reason?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I feel sort of irritable, Sheriff, and
you got to talk sharp. What you want?”

“To search you and your room. Start in, boys.”

“You stay put, gents, you hear?” said Lake. “Let’s see your
search warrant, eh? Trot it out, Sheriff!”

The sheriff growled: “Search warrant be blowed, Lake!”

“Maybe. But you don’t touch a pocket till you show me
one.”

“What’ll keep me from it?”

“This!”

“Lake, Id ought to arrest you on the spot.”

“Arrest me without a charge, Sheriff, and you’ll wish
you’d arrested the devil sooner before you’re through. You
hear me talk?”

“Fool talk,” said the sheriff. His calm was breaking into
anger.

“Listen,” said Lake, growing calmer as he saw the temper
rise in the sheriff. “If you lay a hand on me, partner, you’ll be
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the first that ever did it. My record’s clean. In my part of the
country I’ve got friends, and I’ll use ’em to make your trail
hot. Now, get out of this room!”

“Just a minute. Hugh!”

Smiley appeared from the rear of the crowd. “Is this the
gent?”

“It’s him right enough.” Smiley looked evilly at Bob Lake.

“Lake, you took Al Rankin’s gun off Smiley. Talk up and
confess. You’ll come to no harm that way.”

“I never saw your rat-faced friend before.”

“How does he know you, then?”

“I’ve been in town since morning, and my name’s on the
register downstairs. That’s easy enough.”

“Why, if this ain’t the grandpa of all liars!” exclaimed
Smiley. “D’you mean to say . .. ?”

“Wait,” said the sheriff, raising his hand. “Loud talk don’t
lead nowheres. Now, Lake, talk sense. You’re in the hole.”

“I don’t see how.”

“And you can’t fight your way out. Lake, you horned in to
help Rankin. We know it.”

“Never met Rankin in my life.”

“Will you stand to that?”

“Sure. What’s your story?”

“That Smiley was bringing in evidence against Rankin in
the shape of his gun, picked up at the scene of the Coy
murder, and that you took it from him.”

“Smiley lies. Probably he was talking loud with nothing
behind it. You ask him to show, and call his bluff. All he can
do is shift the blame on what he ain’t got. He picks a stranger,
and I’m the man. Ain’t that simple?”

“Suppose we search the room?”

“Go ahead. If it means anything serious, I’m sure ready to
oblige you, gents.”
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His calm and the readiness with which he now submitted
to the search staggered the sheriff. Under his directions,
while he kept an eye upon the actions of Lake, the others went
over every inch of the space. Closet, suitcase, the clothes of
Bob Lake, the bed — there was not the space of a pin that was
not seen to or probed, and, as the search progressed and
black looks began to be cast at Smiley, the excitement of the
little man grew intense.

“He’s thrown it away, Bill,” he declared. “That’s what
he’s done. He knew we’d search, and he threw it away.”

“You’re a fool, Hugh. That gun, jewels and all, is worth a
thousand, if it’s worth a cent.”

Hugh Smiley groaned in despair. And the search, coming
to an end, resulted in a dark-faced semicircle gathering
around the rat-faced man.

“Sheriff,” said Bob Lake suddenly, “has this little rat got
any grudge ag’in’ this Rankin you talk about? Any grudge
that’d make him try to get Rankin in trouble?”

“Grudge? Sure.” The sheriff turned with a new and ugly
glance upon Smiley.

“Take this gent and put him in front of Rankin . . . sudden
.. . and see what Rankin does,” suggested Smiley.

It was not an altogether brilliant idea, but the sheriff,
seeing his greatest of prizes about to slip through his fingers,
was quite willing to grasp at straws. Bob Lake readily as-
sented, and they journeyed across to the jail. By this time
Hugh Smiley had lost all aggressiveness and was lingering in
the back of the group. But the others dragged him along. He
had never been a popular member of the community. Behind
him was an unsavory youth full of a cunning smoother and in-
finitely meaner then the crimes attributed to Al Rankin. Now
he was carried along in the rear of the little crowd, and his
courage was subjected to their sarcastic comments.
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When they reached the jail, a little, low-lying building, the
sheriff marshaled them into an outer room and cautioned
them to silence with a raised finger.

“Now, follow me,” he whispered to Bob Lake. Leaving the
others behind, he threw open an inner door.

“I got a friend of yours, Al,” he called as he entered with
Bob Lake behind him. Then he stepped aside to watch the ex-
pressions of the two men.

Al Rankin sat behind a heavy set of bars on his cot, and the
door opened into a narrow passage between the bars and the
wall of the building. In this passage stood the sheriff and Bob
Lake, and upon the latter the prisoner now bent a calm
glance.

“Friend?” he asked. “Ain’t had the pleasure of meeting
him yet, Sheriff.”

“You forget,” said the sheriff. “Think it over. You re-
member now?”

“Bill, you ought to know that I never forget faces. I never
saw this gent before. Wait a minute . . . no, I never saw him
before.”

The sheriff was dumbfounded. There was no doubting the
sincerity of Al Rankin unless he were, indeed, a consummate
actor.

“It’s a queer case,” said the sheriff gloomily. “I told you
what I expected from that rat, Smiley?”

“Sure.”

“Well, Rankin, it looks like you’re coming clean through
all this. Smiley swears that Bob Lake, here, met him on the
road into town and swiped the gun from him. We searched
Lake and his room and found never a trace of it.”

Al Rankin turned his handsome face toward Bob Lake,
and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. What it
might mean the sheriff could never guess, but Bob Lake knew
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that the smile meant a perfect understanding. There was
something even a trifle alarming in that quick apprehension.

“Al,” went on the sheriff, “you’re free. I’m sorry that I had
to bust in on you the way I did, but. . . .”

“Business is business,” answered Al Rankin cheerily.
“And this ain’t the first time that you’ve showed me atten-
tions. No hard feelings, Sheriff, but you might have picked a
better time for jailing me.”

“The wife and all that . . . ,” returned the sheriff. “That
was pretty hard, Al, and I’m the first to admit it. Are we
quits?”

“Quits?” asked Al Rankin in an indescribable voice.
“Quits?” He smiled, and the sheriff shuddered. He took no
care to conceal his emotion.

“All right,” he said, “we’ll have it out then, sooner or
later.”

“Sooner or later,” said Rankin, “we sure will.”

“But there’s one thing more, Al. This fellow Smiley is
scared to death. Will you shake hands with him before me,
and tell him that you don’t bear any malice?”

“Why,” said Al Rankin, “from what I’ve heard, it looks as
if he’d ought to be more afraid of this gent” — he indicated
Bob Lake — “than he is of me.”

“Maybe. But will you shake hands with him, Al?”

“If that’ll make you any happier, sure I will.”

“I’m glad of that. I don’t want him on my conscience. I
told him it would be safe, you see?”

“Very thoughtful of you, but go ahead.”

“I’ll get the keys.”

He left the room, and Al Rankin made a long, light step to
the bars; his debonair calm was gone.

“Who are you?” he asked curtly.

“Easy,” murmured Lake. “Maybe they’re listening.”
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“Can’t hear a thing through these walls. Come out with
ic.”

“My name is Lake. The sheriff told you the rest. I got the
gun from Smiley and threw it away.”

“What gun?”

Lake smiled. “Still bluffing?” he queried.

“But why?” asked Al Rankin.

“I was on the train in the seat behind you,” replied Lake.

“Ah, I thought I remembered something about your face.”

“When White came and took you. .. .” He paused, finding
it difficult to go on. “As a matter of fact, Rankin, it seemed a
shame that a girl like your wife should lose her husband . . .
| PP 5

“You did this for Anne . . . all this?” asked Al Rankin
slowly. :

“Rankin, you’ll be thinking me a fool, but I’m talking
straight to you. I’ll never see the girl again, and I’ll never see
you again. She turned my head, Rankin. I envied you. And for
a minute I was almost glad that the sheriff had grabbed you.
Then I changed my mind. You know the rest. Now . . . good
bye and good luck to you. But one thing before I go, Rankin.
If I ever hear that you haven’t straightened out after marrying
a girl like that, I’ll come from the end of the world, if I have to,
and skin you alive!”

“You’d do all that?” asked Rankin with a sneer. Then he
straightened his face. “Shake on it, Lake.”

Their hands closed, and Bob Lake felt a grip that he had
never dreamed possible in a man.

“This ain’t the last time I see you,” said Rankin. “A gent
like you is the kind I want for a friend. You’re coming up to
Greytown with me, and you’re going to visit at the house.
The wife will want to know you.”

But Bob Lake shook his head, and he laughed bitterly.
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“Never in a thousand years, partner. I don’t trust myself that
much. I’d be a fool.”

They had no opportunity to say more. At this moment Bill
White returned.

“THROUGH THE WINDOW”

The sheriff shook his little bunch of keys and unlocked the
barred door and stepped aside to allow Al Rankin to come out.
He was perfectly frank in his attitude. “You know how I stand,
Al,” he said. “Sooner or later I’m going to get the goods on you.
Long as you stood alone, it was a hard fight. But now you’ve
started to play partners.” He indicated Bob Lake with a jerk of
his thumb. “The minute a gent starts doing things like that, he’s
done for. I've seen too many of ’em come and go.”

But the temper of Al Rankin refused to be disturbed.
“You’re all wrong, Bill,” he assured the sheriff. “I’m married,
and I’m going to lead a life nobody can point a finger at.”

The sheriff met this speech with a cold smile of deep
wisdom. “I know you’ll try to get me sooner or later,” he said.
“But I’ll try to be ready. Now come along and shake hands
with Hugh Smiley. The little chap is half dead with being
scared. And I don’t blame him.”

He led the way out of the cell room and into his office. The
rest of the little building was already deserted. The crowd had
learned that the last hope of the sheriff had failed, when he
could establish no proof of past relationship between Al
Rankin and Lake. In the office stood only Hugh Smiley. It
was plain that he was in the throes of a panic. He would far
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rather have been outside, flying for his life, but he felt it was
hopeless to flee from Al Rankin. Other men had tried it and
failed. The only thing for him to do was to stay and face the
music and try to effect a reconciliation.

But it was only by dint of clutching the edge of the table
that he was able to remain there, facing the door. As it opened
and he saw the handsome face of Rankin, the little man shiv-
ered violently. He stood like one waiting for the death sen-
tence from the judge.

“Here you are,” said the sheriff. “Al, maybe you think
you’ve got reason to be sore at Smiley. But, as far as I can
make out, Hugh has reason to be sore at you. Suppose you
shake hands, here, and call everything quits.”

The face of Al Rankin, it seemed to Lake, was a study in
controlled emotion. The quivering of his eyelids showed the
tremor of fierce anger that was passing through him, yet he
maintained the calmest of smiles.

“Most generally,” he said, “I aim to square things up with
a gent that double-crosses me. However, I let a promise drop
to the sheriff, and I like to live up to my promises. Besides,
you have a grudge against me, Hugh. D’you think it’s all
cleared up, now?”

“All cleared,” said Hugh Smiley. His little rat eyes went
restlessly to and fro. “I was wrong, Al. I don’t mind tellin’ you
now that I was wrong and . . . and I want to ask your pardon
for it.”

“Why,” said Rankin, “if you feel that way, we will call it
quits. Go back home and sleep easy and forget about me,
Hugh. I guess that’ll do, Sheriff, eh?”

“I suppose so.” The sheriff was not entirely satisfied.

“If anything goes wrong,” said Hugh Smiley, pointing a
trembling finger at White, “remember that it was you that got
me into this.”
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“I know it,” returned the sheriff, and he made a wry face.

“Wait,” cut in Bob Lake. “I think they ought to shake
hands first, eh, Sheriff?”

“Good idea. That’s what they met for in the first place. Go
ahead, Al.”

A glance from the corner of Rankin’s eyes fell upon Lake, a
glance gleaming with such venom that the big fellow winced.
The handshaking was duly performed. And the sheriff sighed.

“All right, boys,” he said, “I’ve got to run along. Sit
around and talk things over. Here’s your gun, Al. Here’s
yours, Lake.”

He hung the cartridge belt and the revolver on the wall,
while he put Rankin’s gun before him on the table. Then he
left the room.

“All I got to say,” said the rat-faced man, “is that I’'m glad
you showed some sense, Al.”

Al Rankin looked up from his gun that he was balancing
lightly in his long fingers. “By the way,” he said, “I’ve got to
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