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CHAPTER I
THEY were holding beef out of Clayrock, for the UX outfit. Eighteen hundred steers, strong with good feeding and apt to want their own way, were quite enough for two punchers to handle, even two like Pete Lang and Lew Sherry, whose range name was “Tiny Lew.” But the beef had had their fill of good grass on this day, and had been drifted enough miles to make them at once contented and sleepy. They began to lie down, slumping heavily to their knees, and so gradually down–unlike the grace of a mustang dropping for the night.

“Trouble and beef–that’s all you get out of a bunch like this,” said Tiny Lew, as he circled his horse quietly around the herd. “And we don’t get the beef,” he concluded.

“Shut up and start singing,” said Pete Lang. “Which if you was an orator, these shorthorns wouldn’t vote for you, anyway. Sing, darn you!” said Pete Lang.

“You start it, then. I got no singing in my throat tonight.”

Lang began, to the tune of “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean”:


“Last night as I lay on the prairie,

And looked at the stars in the sky,

I wondered if ever a cowby

Would drift to that sweet by and by.

“Roll on, roll on;

Roll on, little dogies, roll on, roll on;

Roll on, roll on,

Roll on, little dogies, roll on!”


“Will you quit it?” asked Tiny Lew plaintively. “It makes me ache to hear such mournful lingo.”

“You’ve got too much education,” said Lang. “I always told you so. If there was any nacheral sense born into you, it was read out in books. But there’s that speckled steer got up again. Will you sing him down, sucker, or are you gunna start wrangling until the whole herd begins to mill?”

Tiny Lew tipped back his head and his bass voice flowed in a thick, rich current, carefully subdued.


“There’s old ‘Aunt’ Jess, that hard old cuss,

Who never would repent;

He never missed a single meal

Nor never paid a cent.

But old Aunt Jess like all the rest

To death he did resign

And in his bloom went up the flume

In the days of Forty-nine.”


The speckled steer lay down again with a grunt and a puff.

“A fine, soothin’ song is that,” sneered Pete Lang. “Let ’em have some more! You oughta be singing in a hall, Tiny.”

Tiny Lew, unabashed, continued his song with another stanza:


“There is ‘Ragshag’ Jim, the roaring man,

Who could outroar a buffalo, you bet;

He roared all day and he roared all night,

And I guess he is roaring yet.

One night Jim fell in a prospect hole–

It was a roaring bad design–

And in that hole Jim roared out his soul,

In the days of Forty-nine.”


“I’ve had enough,” said Pete Lang. “Whistle to ‘em, son.”

Slowly, the two punchers walked or jogged their horses around the night herd, sometimes with low, soft whistles; sometimes they sang a word or two of a song and hummed the rest of it, and the great, fat steers, plump for shipping on the next day, quieted under the soothing of the familiar sounds, and with that human reassurance about them–like a wall to shut away danger of wolf or mountain lion, danger of the very stars and winds–they went to sleep.

Then the two punchers drew their horses together and let the mustangs touch noses.

“It’s quite a town, Clayrock, by the look of the lights,” said Tiny Lew.

“I’ve had my share of talking juice in yonder, under them lights,” remarked Pete Lang. “It’s got one trouble. The kind of red-eye they peddle there over the bar ain’t made for boys, but for growed-up men. You’d better keep away from that joint, Tiny.”

Tiny Lew stretched forth a hand and took his companion firmly by the back of his coat collar. Then he heaved Pete Lang a yard out of the saddle and held him dangling against the stars.

“Do I let you drop, you little, sawed-off son of a gun?” asked Tiny pleasantly.

“I’ll have your gizzard out for this!” declared Pete Lang, keeping his voice equally low, for fear of disturbing the steers.

Tiny deposited him back in the saddle.

“It’s so long since I’ve had a drink,” said Tiny, “that I’m all rusty inside. I’m lined with red rust, two inches deep. I’m more full of sand than a desert. A couple of buckets full of red- eye would hardly be heard to splash inside of me, Pete.”

At this, Pete Lang chuckled.

“Look here,” said he. “You go in and tip over a couple. These here dogies are plumb sleepy, and I can hold ’em till morning. Go in and tip over a couple, and then come back and I’ll make a visit for myself, before morning.”

The big man glanced over the herd. Every steer was down. Now and again, the sound of a horn clicked faintly against a horn, or a tail swished could be heard distinctly, so still was the night!

“I’d better stay,” said Tiny Lew, with indecision.

“You drift, son,” replied his companion. “Besides, you’re only a nuisance, tonight. The thoughts that you got in your head, they’d disturb the peace of a whole town, let alone a night herd like this. Get out of here, Tiny. You’ve near strangled me already.” He touched his throat, where the strain of his collar had chafed the skin when Sherry had lifted him from the saddle. The big fellow slapped Lang on the shoulder.

“So long, Pete. Wish me luck, and no fights, and a safe return.”

“All right,” said Lang, “but I warn you that a mule makes a safer ride than a hoss into Clayrock–there’s so many quicksands and holes in the ground. Don’t find no friends, and don’t stay to make none, but just tip down a couple and come on back.”

“Right as can be,” said Tiny Lew, and turned his pony’s nose toward the lights of town.

He rode a pinto, only fifteen hands high, but made to carry weight, even weight such as that of Tiny, and tough as a mountain goat. They split straight across country, jumping two fences that barred the way, and so entered at last the first street of Clayrock. It was a big, rambling town, with comfortable yards around the houses, and as Tiny Lew rode in, he could hear the soft rushing sound made by sprinklers on the lawns; he could smell the fragrance of the gardens, too, and the umbrella trees stood in shapely files on either side of the way.

“Civilized,” said Tiny to himself. “Pete was stringing me along a little.”

He came to a bridge over a little river and, in spite of his hurry, he reined in his horse to watch the flash and swing of the current as it dipped around a bend in the stream. There was sufficient distance from the arched center of the bridge to the nearest houses to enable him to look about him, over the head of Clayrock, as it were; and he saw that the town was snuggled down among the hills–easy hills for riding, he judged, by the round outlines of the heads of the hills. Only to the south there was a streak of darkness against the higher sky, and the glimmer of a number of lights which he thought, at first, must be great stars.

But then he realized that stars cannot shine through such a dark cloud, and finally he was aware that it was a flat-faced cliff that rose over Clayrock–the very features of which gave the town its name, of course! The select center of the town, no doubt.

Tiny Lew went on. He had no desire to see select centers, but presently, on the farther side of the river, he found the houses closer together. The gardens ended. People were in the streets. He passed a moving-picture house where the sign was illuminated with crimson lights. And so he reached the Parker Place.

There were two larger hotels in Clayrock, but they were not like the Parker Place. It stood off a bit by itself, on a hummock, so that it was able to surround itself with a narrow wedge of lawn or garden, and it had a beaming look of hospitality. Tiny Lew Sherry did not wait for a second thought, but turned in the head of his mount toward the stable. There he saw his horse placed at a well-filled rack, and went into the hostelry.

No sooner did he push open the door than he heard a chorus sung in loud, cheerful voices–the chorus of a range song, which made him feel at home at once. He went into the bar. A dozen punchers reached out hands for him, but Sherry broke their grips and went on into the gaming room. He knew that he was too sober to drink with fellows such as these.

In the rear room there was not a great deal of light except for three bright pools of it over the three tables which were occupied; but there was comparative quiet. That is to say, the roar from the bar was like the noise of a sea breaking on a hollow beach. It was so loud that the bartender had to ask twice what he would have.

Sherry had no chance to answer for himself. From the next table rose a slender form–a tall and graceful man who tapped the bartender’s shoulder.

“Not the regular poison, but some of mine,” said he. “I can see that you’ve made a voyage and have just come to port, partner. And a good thirst like that shouldn’t be thrown away on the filth they have behind the bar, out yonder.”

Sherry was willing to agree. He thanked the stranger and asked him to sit down; as a matter of fact, he already was seating himself, uninvited.

The drinks were brought. The stranger raised his glass, and Sherry saw that the lean, brown hand of the other shook a little.

“Drink deep!” said he.

And Sherry drank, but his mind was troubled.


CHAPTER II
HE was troubled for several reasons, any of which would have been good enough, but the main one was a sort of savage keenness in the eye of the other. He was a lank man, with a yellowish skin, and a proud, restless way of turning his head from side to side; and in this head there was the most active and blazing pair of eyes that Sherry ever had seen.

“You hail from where, stranger?” asked this fellow.

“I’ve been punching cows for the UX outfit,” said Sherry. “What’s your line?”

“You punch cows?” said the other, dwelling on this answer before he made his own reply. “I’ve seen my storms, but I’ve never had to duck into such a rotten port as that to weather them. Cow-punching!”

He laughed shortly, and the gorge of Sherry rose. But, like most big men, it took a long time to warm him thoroughly with anger. He was willing to waive the peculiarities of a stranger, particularly since he was drinking this man’s liquor.

“You’ve never been a sailor?” the host asked.

“No,” said Sherry.

“You’ve never lived, then,” said the other.

“What’s your name?” said Sherry.

“My name is Harry Capper. What’s yours?”

“Sherry is my name. I’ll let you into the know. Some of the boys around here would take it pretty hard if they heard you at work slamming punching as a trade.”

“Would they? Would they?” snapped Capper, his buried eyes blazing more brightly than ever.

“You have to do the things you find to do,” said Sherry with good humor. “Besides, you couldn’t sail a ship through this sort of dry land.”

He laughed a little at his own remarks, but Capper refused to be softened.

“I thought that you looked like a man who would be doing a man’s work. There’s no work off the sea. There’s no life off the sea–except on an island!”

He laughed in turn, with a sort of drawling sneer. Sherry made up his mind that the wits of Harry Capper were more than a little unsettled.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” said Capper, “I’ll spot any landsman ten years, and show him more life in half the time at sea. Rough and smooth. Into the wind and with it! What does a landsman ever get a chance to do? But suppose you have four thousand tons of steel under you, and the steel loaded with a cargo, and the engines crashing and smashing, and a rotten crew to work the craft, and leagues between you and your port, and a fortune if you get to it–well, that’s living!”

“You’ve commanded a ship?”

“I never sailed in command, but I’ve been first officer to bring more than one ship home. You don’t always finish where you start. That’s one thing about the sea, too!”

Again he laughed, and more than ever Sherry was convinced that this man’s brain was addled. He would have liked, too, to hear something about the steps by which the other had risen to the command of vessels when he sailed in subordinate roles. He had no opportunity, for suddenly Capper started to his feet.

He sat down again, almost at once. His nostrils quivered, and his eyes flared more villainously than ever; he was staring at Sherry with an almost murderous intensity as he said: “I’ll show you some of the things that you learn at sea. Look at the fellow just coming into the room. He looks like a swell, don’t he?”

Sherry saw a man of middle age come into the room and stand for a moment near the door, drawing off his gloves slowly. He had a fine, thoughtful face, a most magnificent forehead, and the whole bearing of a quiet gentleman who lives more inside himself than in the world.

“You’d say that a fine gentleman like that wouldn’t talk to a bird like Harry Capper, beachcomber and what not?”

“And will he?” asked Sherry, beginning to feel a good deal of disgust.

“I think he will–if I ask him,” said Capper. “You’ll see now.”

He turned suddenly in his chair.

“Hello,” said he. “Come over and have a drink with me.”

The newcomer started a little at the sound of this voice, but now he replied courteously: “I’m not drinking, Capper. Thank you.”

The sailor laughed in his unusually disagreeable manner.

“You’d better think again!” he said with a great deal of ugly point.

The other hesitated for a moment; then he came to the table and sat down.

“This here is by name of Sherry,” said Capper. “And this is Oliver Wilton, an old messmate of mine. Ain’t you Oliver?”

The other made a little gesture which might have expressed assent, or simple irritation.

“Sure, he’s a messmate of mine,” said Capper. “We’ve sailed around the world together. We got a lot of the same charts in our heads. We’ve seen places. We’ve seen Bougainville Island, and Choiseul. And Treasury Island, and Tonongo, and Buena Vista, and San Cristoval. Have we seen them, mate?”

He reached across and slapped the shoulder of Oliver Wilton, and the latter winced from the touch of the sailor. He had refused whiskey and was merely making a pretense of sipping his beer, while he watched Capper with an extraordinary expression which, Sherry thought, contained elements of disgust, fear, and keen anger.

And the surprise of Sherry grew. It was beyond words amazing that a gentleman should submit to such familiarity from such a fellow as Capper.

“But Oliver left the sea,” said Capper. “You don’t mind if I call you Oliver, do you, Oliver?”

“I suppose not,” said the other.

Capper grinned with delight at the torment he was inflicting.

“Of course, you don’t mind,” said he. “Not a good fellow and a rare sport like you–why, the things that we got to remember together would fill a book, and a good fat book, at that! Am I right, old man?”

Oliver Wilton bit his lip.
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