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CHAPTER |I.
A FIGHT FOR PROSPERITY.

HEN Henry Ireton went
courting, he called on the
father and the mother of
his lady. Henry had
always been a dutiful
child, and he expected to
find nothing, but duty in others. So he
sat in the parlor and talked to Mr. and
Mrs. Corbett Lawes. In the meantime,
Rosaline Lawes sat under the fig tree
in the yard, admiring the black pattern
of the leaf shadows on the moon-silver
of the ground; admiring, also, the hand-
some, bold face of her sweetheart,

Oliver Christy. Through the open win-
dows, she and Oliver could hear the
heavy voice of the youth her parents
preferred.

“1 paid five hundred and eighty dollars
to the bank, to-day. That clears all the
buildings.”

There was an exclamation of pleas-
ure from Mr. Lawes.

“How long has it taken you, Henry?”

“Five years, sir.”

“A  long time—the way you've
worked.”
“Well, I havent rested none.”

“But I'll bet that the bank was pretty
surprised, the way you took hold of
things!”
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“Well, the president had me into his
office.”

“He did! Why didn't you tell us that
right away at first?”

“It would of sounded like boasting
maybe.”

“Oh, not a bit!”

“Well, President van Zandt said that
he'd been keeping an eye on me ever
since | took over the place, when father
died. He said that at that time the
ranch was mortgaged for a lot more
than it was worth. And the ground was
wore out, and everything was falling
to pieces, and the rolling stock was
broken down. And everything was at
wrong ends. And he wondered how |
had made anything come around right.”

“He well might wonder!” said the
thin, sharp voice of Mrs. Lawes. “I
hope you told him, Henry dear, that it
wasn’t owing to no help that you got
from him!”

“That wouldn’t be just,”" said Henry
Ireton. “The bank could have closed
down on me any day. But they let me
go along and work the thing out my
own way. They never pressed me. A
couple of times they let the interest run
over a whole six weeks.”

“Stuff!” said Mrs. Lawes. “Mighty
glad they were to see their investment
secured. Go on, Henry.  Youve no
idea how interested | am.”

“Me too,” said Corbett Lawes. “Dog-
gone me if it ain't like a fairy tale, what
you’ve done with the old place!”

o “Well,” said Henry Ireton, “I just
explained things to Mr. van Zandt.
That was all.” _:

“Go on and explain the same things
to us. |’ve never really understood just
what you've done to make that ranch
come to life!”

There was a little pause after this.

“Now listen to him blow, will you?”
chuckled Oliver Christy.

“Well,” said the girl, “it’s better to
hear him talk about something than it is
not to hear him talk at all. He’s always

been like a wooden Indian, every other
time! Just plain dumb!”

“Your old man likes him pretty
well ?”

“Dad says he’s a safe man for any
girl to marry, and ma, she agrees.”

“In the beginning,” said the heavy
voice of young Henry Ireton, “every-
thing was pretty much gone to pot, you
know.”

“Dont | know, though! The fences
was all rotten, and the house and the
barns and the sheds was all falling
down!”

“Yes.” broke in Mrs. Lawes, “and |
had a peep at the kitchen, and such a
place |1 never seen in my life! There
was a hole rusted clean through the bot-
toms of all of those kitchen pans, | do
declare!”

“There was a hole rusted clean
through the bottom of the whole place!”
said young lIreton with a heart-felt
warmth. “It was all gone! Three sacks
to the acre was about the best wheat
crop we’d have in ten years. The bar-
ley wouldnt thrive none. Oats would
do no good. And every bit of the tools
and the rolling stock had been sold to
pay the expenses of dad’s funeral!”

There was another brief pause.

“It was really pretty bad for Henry
to face a thing like that,” said Rosaline,
in the shadow of the fig tree.

“Its what he was made for—buckling
down and pulling the plow. Why, he’s
built more like a plow horse, than a
man! Ever watch him dancing?”

“No,” sighed Rosaline, “but I've
danced with him, and that’s worse than
watching him.”

The voice within the house resumed:

“Well, | had to work the ground. |
mortgaged my soul, sold off the cows,
and got together enough money to go
around and buy implements at sales all
over the country. And | got the stuff
together and brought it back and
patched up the plows and the broken-
down wagons and the rakes in my black-
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smith shop. | even learned how to fix
the insides of a mowing machine if it
went wrong. Fact is, | think that |
could pretty near make a whole mow-
ing machine, folks, just with crude iron,
and a forge and a hammer, with fire to
help me out!”

He said it not boastfully, but seri-
ously, soberly, after the fashion of one
who is thinking back to the actual facts
and stating them without exaggeration.

There was an exclamation, and then
Corbett Lawes said: “lVve seen you
working in your blacksmith shop. | be-
lieve that you could make an adding
machine there, if you set your mind
to it!”

“Maybe,” said serious Henry Ireton,
“if 1 had to. But I'm awfully glad that
I don't! Anyway, that winter | got the
tools together, and | sold off the three
good horses on the place and got eight
ratty things in their place. But those
eight rats did the work of eight real
horses. | used to rub ’em down by
hand, curry ’em deep and hard, feed ’em
by hand too, pretty near. And | made
them snake the plow along nearly as
good as Charley Crosswitch’s big
eight!”

“Well, you got the work done, and
that was the main thing!”

“Then | put in that potato crop that
everybody laughed at so much.”

“l remember smiling a bit myself,
son! It did look queer to see a potato
patch on a real ranch, where nothing but
grain had ever been raised as far back
as people could remember!”

“I know that it looked queer! But
it was the raising of the grain that had
killed the land. And that was why |
put in potatoes and then sowed alfalfa.
After | paid for the alfalfa seed, | was
clean broke, and didnt have a pennv for
food!”

Another pause.

“Why, lad, how in the world did you
live? Borrow more from the bank?”

“Borrow more? The bank would

FORTUNE 5

have had me arrested if 1'd had the

nerve to borrow more money! No, |
couldn't borrow. But | had a gun.
That old Colt that dad owned. And”",

there was plenty of powder and lead.”

“You mean that you hunted for a liv-
ing? But you had never been any hand
for a gun or for hunting, Henry!”

“No, | sure wasn’t. But | had to. so
I did.”

“You didn't have the price of car-,
fridges, though.”

“l made my own cartridges at home.
There was powder and lead. [I’ve told
you that. | nearly blew the gun to bits,
toward the start. But 1'd already
learned how to repair things. And |
fixed it up so that it would shoot.”

“Well, but what could you get?”

“Squirrels and rabbits, all the year
round.”

“Hold on! Hold on! Squirrels and
rabbits—with a Colt—and you not am-
practiced shot?”

“I’ll tell you, Mr. Lawes, when you
get hungry enough you have to shoot
straight. And | learned quick. Before
I had pulled up my belt three notches.
I could knock over a squirrel nearly
every time if | was within a decent dis-
tance of it! Anyway, it was a cheap
meat market. And when | learned how-
to find the rabbits. |1 had them for a
change. So | got through the year.
The alfalfa didnt do well. Not the
first year, you remember. But the po-
tatoes, they saved my life. | had the
crop ready, before anything else was
on the market, and | got all the real
top-hole, fancy prices. It was wonder-
ful the money that | took out of that
ground from the potatoes. They car-
ried me through to the second year and
gave me seed money and a Httle extra
after 1’d paid off the interest at the
bank. But the first year was the worst.
After that, | began to make a little
progress.”

“Dont skip anything, Henry,
want it all, my boy!” called Lawes.

We
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“Well, then, the second year we had
the floods. They washed out a lot of
the crops, but they made my alfalfa
wonderful, and | cut four crops and
got nearly six ton to the acre. The po-
tatoes were good, too. But the alfalfa
was the best. If 1°d been able to seed
the whole place, | would- have cleaned
off every cent of the whole mortgage,
that year, y’understand ? But 1°d only-
been able to put in a hit. Well, I got
more than twenty dollars a ton, for that
hay. A hundred and twenty dollars an
acre, and as for the expenses, there
wasn’t many, because | done most of the
work myself. That crop was my big
boost! It let me pay off the interest,
that year, and a slice off the mortgage,
and fix up some of the fences, and get
some better horses, though | still kept
the old broken-down string of eight. |
worked ’em hard, but | never broke
them down, and after that, | always had
two men working on the place for me.
Beans and potatoes and alfalfa was the
trick for the third year. The alfalfa
and the potatoes didnt amount to much,
but the beans did amazingly well,

“The next year, | saw that alfalfa
was too big a gamble. mBut those crops
had done what | hoped for. They’d re-
freshed the soil and put the nitrates
back into it—the nitrates that fifty years
of grain farming had taken out. |
learned all about them from a smart col-
lege man. And so | worked along till
the fifth year, and now things are really
pretty well fixed. And the mortgage is
pared down to a reasonable size.”

“Oh, you've wiped it almost out,
Henry. It’s not a third as big as it
was!”

“No, it’s about a half of what it was.
But as the bank said, the place was
away overmortgaged.  But in another
three years I’ll have it wiped out. Be-
cause |’ve got what | need to work with,
now!”

“Tell me what you’ve got, Henry,”
said Mr. l.awes. “Add up the list.”

“I’ll tell you. then. Every fence post
is sound, and the wire is new. All the
sheds is better than new, and the house
is rebuilt from the cellar to the garret.
And the barns are loaded to the gills
with good first-class hay. And the stalls
are holding three eight-horse teams not
second to none in the county. And |
have first-rate rolling stock. Plenty of
plows and wagons. The house is fur-
nished all through. And best of all, 1've
got first-rate credit at the bank! They’ll
trust me. They believe in me. And
that’s why, Mr. Lawes, |’ve come over
special this evening, to ask you if my
marriage with Rosaline could be set
right soon!”

CHAPTER II.
AN EYE OF RED.

IX the darkness beneath the fig tree,

Rosaline caught the hand of Oliver
Christy and stood bolt upright, with a
gasp.

And then they heard the voice of
Mr. Lawes, strong and exultant:

“Lad, there ain’t a man in the county
that 1°d rather have in the family than
you.  Furthermore, the day that you
marry Rosaline, 1’'m gunna clear off the
remainder of that mortgage!” -

"Oh. Oliver!” breathed the girl.
“What am | going to do?”
Said the voice of Ireton within:

“Thanks. But | dont want no help.
I've started this job, and I'm going to
bulldog it through! 1°d rather. It
take a few years more, but |1 want the
fun all for myself.”

“l understand,” said Lawes. “Well,
let it rest that way! You know that my
wife and me have always favored you
for Rosaline. There’s only one thing
that we’ve set our hearts on: To have
you get yourself clear of the woods.”

“l remember,” said Ireton. “You
said that if | could ever go to the bank
and get another five-thousand-dollar
mortgage—then you’d know that 1°d
succeeded! Well, sir, | talked to Mr.



IFLAMING

van Zandt to-day. All I have to do is
to ride in to-morrow and sign the pa-
pers I” bl

“Henry, | congratulate you!”

“Thank you, sir.  And what about
Rosaline? How does she feel?”

“Leave me to handle Rosaline,” said
the father. “I’ve raised her right, and
she wont dare to disobey me, no mat-
ter what ideas she may have!”

And Mrs. Lawes put in, a little
timidly: “Only—you think that you
could make my girl happy, Henry?
You think that you could make her love
you?”

There was another little pause.

“That clodhoppef!” murmured Oliver
Christy, beneath the fig tree, and he
laughed silently, and briefly.

“I’ll tell you,” said Henry Ireton.
“when | first met her, she was in the
third grade, and | was out of school.
I set my heart on her then. I aint a
flashy fellow, but I’'m tolerable sure and
steady. | set my heart on having her.
and I’ll never stop till 1 do. Is that
straight? Or does it sound like brag-
ging? V7ell, | never bothered trying
to make' love to her, because the, -words
for that aint handy to the tip of mv
tongue, you see ?”

“| see, of course. Still--—-- ”

“Well, once | have her, 11l start in
winning her, by showing her that | love
her and that | value her. | think that
I’ll convince her. |ve had lots of dogs,
Mrs. Lawes.. | never had one that
didn’t come to love me!”

Rosaline clapped her hands over her
ears and bolted away from the tree, and
Oliver Christy followed her.

“Hey, Rosie. Dont act like that.
You aint married to the dub yet!

She stood wringing her hands, stamp-
ing, very pretty in the moonlight, which
made the outer fluff of her yellow hair
like a pale mist of fire.

“Then stop him, stop him!”’ cried she.
“Oh, Oliver, if you love me. do some-
thing 1”
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“Well, 1’ll do something! 1 tell you,
I willl”

“Oh, can | trust you?”

“Yes. But if I stop him----- 7

“Yes, then I’ll marry you. | don*t

care when. I’ll—I’ll even run away and
marry you. | wont care what father
says!”

“You promise that?”

“ldo!”

“Kiss me, Rosaline!”

“l—no, but after you’ve stopped

Henry! Then | will, and marry you!”

“I’m going to do it!”

“But how? How?”

“There are ways of doing everything.
I 've got to think this here out.”

“Then go think now—quicklv, dear
Oliver!"

When he was on his horse, Oliver
Christy could not help wondering why it
was that he felt more like a loser than
like one who had been victorious.

But he rode up the moon-whitened
way with increasingly high spirits until
he came to the crossroads. Lights
gleamed from the Ireton house, just up
the fields. The barns *and the sheds of
the Ireton place loomed vast and dark
before him. And from the dust there
arose near by a slender, shadowy figure,
and a rusty, croaking voice said:

“God bless you, Mr. Christy.”

“Hello!” said Christy reining his
horse aside. “Where the devil did you
come from?”

“Not from the devil, Mr. Christy,”
said the beggar, his two canes wabbling
back and forth under his weight. “Not
from the devil. God keeps some of the
poor and the afflicted wandering around
this world of his so that the best people
can have a chance to show their charity,
dear Mr. Christy.”

Mr. Christy was the smoothest of
dancers, and the softest of whisperers
in the ears of pretty girls. But among
men, he could be as stern as the next
one.
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Now he pointed the butt of his quirt
like a gun at the head of the beggar.

“Cut out that whining," he remarked.
“It don't buy you anything from me.
I’ll tell you what. A beggar is no more
to me than a weed. No more than the
jtar weed in the field, yonder.”

For a puff of wind had brought the
pungent, half-fragrant odor of the tar
weed to their nostrils.

“Tar weed leaves a stain,” said the
beggar in his broken voice, his rusty,
untuned voice. “It stains the cuffs of
your trousers and it stains your hands.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Why, Mr. Christy, charity is the
thing that washes the stains away,
again.”

“You’re more than half crazy, old
man.”

“Not crazy. Only, | see the truth.
And the truth always looks like mad-
ness to those who don’t know it! 1 tell
you, charity is the finest cleanser in the
world. It launders things cleaner than
soap powder ever could. It takes even
a black soul, dear Mr. Christy, and
makes it as fresh and crisp and white as
a best Sunday shirt. Would you believe
that?”

“I'd believe,” said Mr. Christy, “that
you’re partly brass and partly a plain
old fool. Now get out of my way.”

“Oh, dear Mr. Christy,” said the beg-
gar, “l wouldnt ask you for much. You
see, | never ask for much, and that’s
why | have to ask so often. Twenty-
five cents would make me happy for the
night and give me a meal.”

“Twenty-five cents ? Look here. You
go to the poorhouse. That’s the place
for people like you. Keeps you from
being a public nuisance! You hear?”

“Well, | hear you. But | hope that
I shall forget what you say? | to the
poorhouse ?”

He shook his ancient head. e

"What good are you, then? Tell me
that—what good are you?”

“Well, sir, I'm around and see things.

1 tell them when the underproppings of
the bridges are getting rotten and un-
safe. | tell them when the fences are
getting weak. And 1 tell them a lot of
other things. | watch the whole coun-
tryside the way that a mother will watch
her household, you understand?”

“Who asks for your watching? Who
swants your watching? Have the super-
visors of the county ever asked you to
take on this sort of work for them?
No, they havent, and what’s more, they
never will. Now, you get out of my
way, and keep out. 1'm going to have
a talk with the sheriff, and see if he’l
let an old vagabond like you go about
being a public nuisance the rest of your
life!”

He turned the head of his horse and
galloped up the road which led past the
Ireton house. But when he came still
closer, he stopped the horse again.

He looked back, but in the moonlight
there was no sign of old Tom Elky, the
beggar. Perhaps he had crawled back
under some culvert, to sleep there until
the sound of hoofs_brought him out to
stop some other traveler with his whin-
ing voice. Christy was glad that the
old man was out of sight. Though why
he should be glad, he hardly knew.

Glancing across the glistening field of
wheat toward the Ireton house, he could
not help shaking his head in wonder.
He lighted a cigarette and smoked it
with a frown. For he felt that the very
outline of that house was, in a manner,
a reproach tp him. He could remember
that, in other days, that outline had been
no more than a low, broken-backed hulk
shouldering at the sky, hardly to be seen
on a rainy night. But in the last year
it had risen high, and spread out its
arms like a dead thing come to life.

Yes, and life was certainly here! On
this nearest forty acres, long famous for
the poverty of its soil and usually used
as a pasture only, Henry Ireton had
raised his celebrated crops of potatoes
at which the whole county had laughed
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so heartily. Now that field was put out
in potatoes no longer, and such a crop of
wheat as stood here, Christy had never
seen before. He judged that it might
run twenty-five sacks to the acre, or
even more. The straw was long, and
the heads were so closely crowded that
it seemed that they had been packed in
by hand, and arranged all at one level.
And this crop from the old “pasture!"
The broken-down forty acres!

The whole affair seemed to Oliver
Christy like a living miracle. And in
Henry Ireton he vaguely sensed a
prodigious strength which would go on
expanding, and expanding. Another
two or three years, and all his mortgage
would be swept away. He would be
married to lovely Rosaline Lawes, and
by that act he would cease to be partly
ridiculous and partly horrible.  For all
of the Iretons had been unsocial, un-
desirable people—big-limbed, dark-faced
people, loving fights, drinking much
beer, throwing their money away, and
totally inefficient and dangerous mem-
bers of society. Half a dozen of the
line had died with pistol bullets through
their bodies, and others had been ended
by drink and wild ways. Out of that
muck the form of Henry Ireton had
risen. A brutally powerful body was
his, but a face more open, a forehead
more expansive than theirs had been.
More mind and less beast—and mind and
beast-strength together had built the
new big Ireton house and put up those
vast barns, where, now, some thirty
draft horses were housed, all with fine,
new harness, and pullers of brightly
painted wagons, so that the teams of
Henry Ireton were show pieces, so to
speak, admired by the entire county.
There were other silhouettes to take the
eye of Christy. He threw away his
cigarette and scanned the great hump-
backed stacks of straw and the higher
stacks of hay.

What, after all, had Oliver Christy
to show in all his life that would com-

FORTUNE 9

pare with this achievement? He sighed
and bit his lip, and that moment, smell-
ing smoke, he looked downward, and
saw a growing eye of red opening upon
the ground.

The cigarette which he had thrown so
carelessly into the dead grass of the
roadside!

CHAPTER III.

A CRO\OKED SHADOW'.

LIE swung down from his horse anx-
11 iously and snatched his slicker from
behind the saddle. Then he saw that
two or three blows would easily put out
fhe blaze, and he rested easier.

It would be very odd, he thought, if
.such a fire should suddenly sweep away
the five years of labor which young
Ireton had invested in the place. What
would Ireton do then? Begin over once
more like a slave bending at a wheel ?

His laugh was short and fierce; and
suddenly he looked over his shoulder
and down the road. There was no one
in sight—mnot even the bent form of
the beggar.  And the wind—it was
blowing softly but surely straight
toward the house of Ireton! Straight
toward five years of slavery and misery,
and accomplishment!

And Oliver Christy, with an oath,
flung himself back into the saddle. At
the same instant, there was a loud crack-
ling, and a long arm- of yellow tossed
twenty feet into the air beside the fence.

Christy, frightened and startled,
leaped his horse aside into the deep
ditch which ran along the other side of
the road. From that point, only his
head and shoulders were visible. He
could not be seen, but he could very
well watch. And, taking out his hand-
kerchief, he mopped the cold beads
+from his forehead and studied this wave
of destruction.

It was hardly a thing to be believed.
First the flames ran like a creeping ser-
pent, growing broader at the head,
across the strip of short stubble which
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had been cut in the spring to make a
way for the harvester that autumn.
The head of the serpent of fire reached
the standing ranks of grain, thoroughly
dried out and seasoned perfectly by the
sun of many weeks. And there was a
distinct crash, as though something had
fallen.

The flames, exploding upward, cast
a wide shower of sparks and flaming
bits of wheat stalk, as far back as the
place where Christy sat his saddle. And
then, with the growing wind behind,
cuffing them along, the flames raced
across the field for the Ireton house,
exactly as a sprinter leaps from the
mark and then settles quickly into a
driving stride.

Throwing out its arms on both sides
and rushing forward, the fire threw its
head a hundred feet in the air. And
all the ground over which it hurled
itself was left black, covered with slen-
der snakes of dying crimson.

Before the blast, a loud shouting rose
from the house of Ireton. and Christy
saw forms of men, looking ridiculously
small and stripped of strength, come
out of the house and rush away toward
the barn.

He had forgotten the barn and the
horses in it. And now even the blood
of Oliver Christy curdled.

But he set his teeth. Better wipe out
the whole thing! For give such a fellow
as this Henry Ireton his thirty fine
draft horses, only, and he would, use
them as a seed out of which all of his
fortunes would.be swiftly rebuilt. Like
the hundred-headed hydra, he would
quickly be more formidable than ever.

He saw the mass of fire strike the
house like so much volleyed musketry.
Windows smashed. Every room was
Hooded with a living river of fire, and
a cloud of smoke shot up above the
stricken and doomed house of Ireton.

Past the house instantly ran the
long arms of the flame. And at a
stride it reached the barns. A freshly

made stack of straw became in an in-
stant a bright crimson pyramid against
the night sky. And the whole side of
the barn smoked the instant it was
touched, and in another instant it was
tufted and tasseled with flames.

The dwelling house, in the meantime,
was belching fire and darkness from
every window. The sheds were going
up with a roar. And then from the
barn Christy heard the human scream
of a tortured horse.

He had steady nerves, had Oliver
Christy. Being an only son of a
wealthy man, he had spent most of his
life thinking about himself and his per-
sonal comfort, but now he found that
a new idea was foisted into his mind.

He shut it away.

“To him that hath, it shall be given;
from him that hath not shall be taken
away--—- 7

That phrase leaped through his mind,
and he smiled grimly. Fire on the ranch
of Ireton, fire in his sheds, his hay
stacks, his house, and fire in the soul
of Ireton himself. What would come
of it?

The entire side of the barn which
faced that way was now writhing red
with fire, but he could see the southern
face of the building, and through that
face men began to break, working
fiercely with axes, cleaving a pass out
from inside the barn.

Now a man struggled out, and led
behind him a horse. But the wild con-
fusion outside maddened the poor
beast. It reared, turned, and neighing
wildly it ran back into the doomed
barn.

Another horse was led out, but now
the stubble around the barn was a living
sheet of flame, and tht poor beast could
not be saved. 9

And all the rest were lost, unless,
perhaps, a way could be found through
another part of the barn to freedom.

No, it was far too late! All around
the barn, sheds and shocks of hay, and
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rubbish were aflame, and .now the fire
had curled around all four walls of the

big building where most of the wealth '

of Henry Ireton was concentrated.

Mr. Christy had seen enough.

It was too bad. He told himself that
he was very sorry for poor lreton, but
after all, is not all fair in love? And
he, Oliver Christy, a son of the old
and honorable Christy family, had
chosen lovely Rosaline Lawes for his
wife.  What right, therefore, had a
clodhopper to come between him and his
will ?

So thought Mr. Christy, and gallop-
ing his horse up the big ditch, he was
soon away from danger—danger of
being spotted in that neighborhood—
and so he came on to his home.

He found that the whole neighbor-
hood had become alarmed, by his time.
He himself joined the volunteers rush-
ing to the fire, and he arrived there in
time to see the smoldering heaps of
ruins of barn, and house, and smoking
stacks.-,with now and then a long hand
of fire shooting up from- a jumble of
wreckage.

It made an oddly interesting picture.
It made him feel that he had looked at
a scene of war. And he himself had
worked this magnificent destruction!

But, most interesting of all, as he
was walking along, his father caught
his arm very suddenly and checked
him.

“Not that way, Oliver,” he said.
“The poor fellow is there. We mustn't
bother him!”

It was Henry Ireton, standing with
folded arms, viewing the red-hot ashes
which remained to him out of five years
of hard labor and mighty hopes.

-“Ha# he said anything?” asked Oliver
[ hristy of some one near by.

“It was a funny thing,” said he who
was asked. “When Ireton seen what
had happened, he walked around as
calm as you please. Telling people not
to work, because everything was too
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far gone. | thought sure that he had
everything more than covered by in-
surance. the way that he was acting.
But he didnt. Seems that his thrifty
nature didnt want to pay out good
hard cash for insurance, and the result
of it was that he is cleaned out. He
ain’t even got timber left to make the
fence posts!”

“And he made no complaints?”

“Only one. ‘I wish that they could
have saved the gray gelding,” says Ire-
ton.

“That was his best near leader, you
know. The first good horse that he
ever bought, and a Jim dandy, you can
bet!” ‘

And, afterward, Oliver Christy rode
slowly home with his father.

“l hope that doesnt break the spirit
of young Ireton,” said the elder
Christy. “That fellow has steel in him,
but a disaster like this would take the
temper out of the best sort of steel, you
know.”

“He'll go to the devil,” said Oliver
sharply. “I know that fellow. | knew
him long ago. And besides, the bad
blood has to break out in him some of

these days!”
“Do you think so? | used to think
so. too. But perhaps he used up all

the devil in him fighting his way
through poverty and misery. He put
his strength into his plow and his
blacksmith’s hammer. And perhaps
you’ll see him starting again. For my
part. | intend to advance that boy some

money. | have faith in him!”
“In Ireton?”
“Yes.”
“Why, sir, | think that you’d be

throwing your money away! 1’d never
risk a red cent on people of bad
blood.”

“Well, perhaps you’re right; 1 re-
member seeing old Champ Ireton run
amuck with a pick, one day, and nearly
kill three men. 1°ve seen other Iretons
go wrong. Perhaps this lad would go
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the same way sooner or later,
still—what a stroke of bad luck!”

"l've heard you say, sir, that the
right sort of a man compels the right
sort of luck to follow him.”

"Well, that's true, too. You seem to
have a head on your shoulders to-night,
my boy. Perhaps you’re getting out
of your foolish ways. | wonder, Oliver,
if you’re actually coming into your man-
hood at last!”

Oliver said nothing, but he could have
laughed to himself. After all, it was
the first really important act of his life,
and what quick results it was bringing
to him!

For he knew that his father had
always looked down upon him as a sort
of weakling—not weak in the fist or
slow with the gun, but weak in heart
and character. And now the elder
Christy was talking to him as to an
equal.

To an equal! And perhaps, before
long, he would be able to see those rare
and wonderful qualities which Oliver
Christy had always sensed in himself.

It was like the dawning of a new and
a better life!

They rode into the yard of the house,
gave the horses to the negro stableboy,
and) as they were sauntering toward the
dwelling, a crooked shadow walked out
from beneath the chestnut tree.

“God bless you, Mr. Christy, father
and son! Is there any charity for an
old man, to-night?”

It was old Tom, the beggar, leaning
upon his two crutches.

“Here’s ten centsl”
Christy.
boy.”

“Get out!” thundered Oliver Christy.

“Oh, Mr. Oliver,” said the beggar,
“ain’t you going to let me talk to you a
minute—alone—about something special,
important ?”

“What!”

“Something, Mr. Oliver, that | seen
this very night!”

But

said the elder
“Send the old pest* away, my

CHAPTER V.
A BEGGAR BARGAINS.

"pHEN Oliver Christy twitched the

quirt between his fingers. He was
not one of those who allow a foolishly
romantic respect for years to influence
him in his actions. Rather, he felt that
an old fool was infinitely worse than a
young fool, and should be treated with
an according contempt. But now he
hesitated. There was a certain amount
of meaning in the words and in the at-
titude of the old vagrant.

“Go ahead, sir,” said he to his father.
“I’ll see what’s on the mind of this old
scoundrel.”

Mr. Christy went on into his house,
and his son remained behind.

“I knew you were an obliging gentle-
man,” said the beggar. “l knew that
you'd finally stop and talk with me!”

“You knew nothing of the kind,” said
the other. “And as a matter of fact, |
haven’t three words for you. If you
can tell me something of real interest,
do it at once. Otherwise, you get this
quirt right across your infernal shoul-
ders I”

Tom Elky swayed back and forth
upon his canes, shaking his head.

“Well, well,” said he, ‘| suppose that
you would hardly take the time to con-
sider that remark of youTS—you’re so
hasty, Mr. Christy.”

“Look here, Tom, | wont waste time
on you. Have you anything to say or
not ?”

The beggar shrugged his shoulders.

“No, sir, | havent a thing to say.”

The quirt whirled up in the hand of
the youth.

“By fury!” said he. 'Tve a great
mind to thrash you for your imperti-
nence! But | think that you're a little
mad!”

“No, sir, not a bit. Besides, speech
isn’t the best thing in the world.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Speech at the best, sir, is only sil-
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ver. But you know the old saying,
that silence is golden?”

Mr. Christy dropped the hand that
held the quirt.

“Silence is golden?” he repeated with

a snarl. “Silence is golden?”
“Exactly, sir! | knew that you’d un-
derstand.”

The young rancher remained a mo-
ment, stiffly attentive.

“Come over here away from the
house,”,said he, and he led the way to
a bridge that spanned the creek near
by, a foaming, dashing little stream that
poured out its hoarse voice continually
in the ear of the ranch house.

“Now tell me what you mean—silence
about what?” asked Christy.

“l don't like to say, sir, even here!”

“You dont? Come, you’ll have to
talk out—to me !”

“Well, sir, fires don't start from no
cause at all!”

Oliver Christy bowed his head a lit-
tle, and waited. Then he controlled
himself and said: “l don’t understand
what you mean by that.”

“I’ll' tell you, then,” answered the
cripple.  “I mean the fire that wiped
out young Henry lIreton to-night! Just
after you passed that way!”

The quirt shuddered under the con-
vulsive grip of the youth.

“Now | begin to follow you,” he
said. “You’d accuse me of that?”

“No accusing, Mr. Christy.”

“Will you stop whining? We're
alone here. Say what’s in your mind.”

“Well, sir, after you passed, the fire
began.”

“Tell me this, Tom. Do you think
that a single soul in the county would
believe that | burned out Henry Ire-
ton?”

“Why, sir, the fact is that | think
they would.”

“Tell me how you make that out?”

“Why, I’'m an observer, sir, as | told
you earlier in the evening-——- ”

“Confound you and your observa-

tions.
case ?"

“l mean, sir, that | pick up trifles
that other folks dont pay much atten-
tion to. And so I've come to know that
both you and Henry Ireton like the same
girl—like her a good deal!”

Christy recoiled a little and set his
teeth.

"But how could Ireton, burned out
and penniless, marry her?”

Oliver Christy cast a glance down at
the boiling face of the creek. He cast
another glance over his shoulder at the
house. And then he made a stealthy,
long stride forward.

"Come closer, Tom,” said he, “and
we’ll talk this over in a friendly fash-

What have they to do with the

He reached out his hand to the shoul-
der of the cripple. He advanced the
other hand. And then stopped con-
vulsively, for old Tom had shifted both
his canes into one hand, and with the
right he now jerked a short-barreled,
old-fashioned derringer from his coat
pocket.

“It don't look much, but it shoots
straight, sir,” said he. “l wouldnt
take any chances with- it, if | were you.”

“You'd murder me!” cried Oliver
Christy springing back.

“And if | did, sir, the creek would
soon roll your body away. And there’d
be nobody the wiser, for a long time.
And when they were wiser, who would
ever think of suspecting poor old Tom
Elky? Who in the whole county, sir?”

They remained for a moment staring
at each other. There was still a bright
moonlight from the western part of the
sky?and by that moon they studied one
another.

Said Christy, at length: “I think that
we’d better be amicable, Tom.”

“There’s nothing that | want more,
sir. | can’t be hostile to Mr. Christy’s
son. | cant afford to be!”

“l understand that.”

“Thank you, Mr. Oliver.”
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“You want money.”

“l haven’t any great expenses, sir,
but a man needs something to hold body
and soul together.”

“Well, tell me what you want ?”

“You have a rich father, Mr. Oliver.-

“My father is rich, but I'm not.”

“He trusts you, though. He's very
fond of you. What’s his is yours, in
the long run. | suppose?”

“As a matter of fact, you’re wrong.
He’s tight as the devil with me.”

“Too bad! Too bad! | was going
to suggest ten thousand dollars----- "

“You old scoundrel! Ten thousand
dollars 7

Tom Elky hastened to add: “But I'm
not grasping, and now that you've ex-
plained the way that things are. 1’ll cut
the claim way down. [I'll make it only
five thousand.”

“Five thousand diamonds! You
might as well ask for them! How can
I get you five thousand?”

“Well, sir, | wouldn’t press you for
the whole thing at once. 17 just take
your note. Payable on demand. That’s
the way to write it out. Say—five hun-
dred down, and the rest payable on de-
mand. That would do very nicely!”

“Why, you idiot, that's a small for-
tune!”

“Very smalll  Very small to a rich
man like you, sir! | know that you
handle greater sums than that every
month!”

“Tom,” said the other, “if you turned
in my check for that amount, 1°d simply
be disowned. And there would be an
end of me, and of your claim, too!"

“Well, sir, perhaps you’re right. So
you could make out say ten checks, for
five hundred apiece. And then I'd turn
them in one at a time. Money lasts me
for a long while.  You wouldn't be
rushed any!”

“Oh, Tom, | curse the day that I
ever saw your ugly face!”

“I’'m very sorry, sir. But a body has
to pick up a living. And what can an

old man do except to stay about and
observe matters—pick up little things,
here and there?”

“You hypocrite!
dog!”

“Six thousand, sir. will be about the
right amount."”

“You’re putting your claim up
higher? Let me tell you in plain com-
mon sense that I’ll give you five hun-
dred dollars, and not a penny more.
Not a penny! You can make up your
mind to that, or to nothing.”

“Sorry, sir. Good night, then.”

He began to back clumsily away.

And Oliver Christy followed, in great
anxiety, so that his face glistened in the
moonlight with cold moisture as though
it were covered with grease.

“Wait a minute,”Tom.”

“Well, sir?”

You whining old

“We’ll split the difference. We'll
call it twenty-five hundred. = Heaven
knows where I'll get it. But we'll put

the sum at that, eh? Be a good fellow
and see reason, will you?”

“I've stood here and been insulted,
and. called a dog and a scoundrel and a
hypocrite,” said Tom Elky, “and |
don't mind having those names thrown
at me, except that after they've been
called they have to be paid for. | only
asked you five thousand, but now the
price has gone up to six thousand, and
there it sticks!

“Tom. Tom, it’ll simply ruin me. and
be no good to you! For mercy’s sake
give me a chance, on this!

“1’m giving you your chance. You've
got more than six thousand dollars in
the bank, in bonds.”

“The devil! How do you know
that?”

“An old man has got to go around
observing the trifles, and remembering
what he sees and what he hears. And
putting the information away in his
mind. | have shelves and shelves filled
with information tucked away in my
mind. sir. | ruffle up the whole lot and
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get out the name of Oliver Christy, and
you’d be surprised at what | know about
you, sir.”

“You've surprised me enough, already.
| dont want to know’ any more. But
suppose that my father asks to have a
look at those bonds—as he does every
month or so?”

“Why, sir, you'd have to find a new
plan, | suppose. There are ways for a
rich young man to get money!”

“Tell me how?”

* “Why, you could go to old man Sack-
stein. He lends money.”

“Yes, at twenty per cent.”

“That’s only a fifth. And he would
give you money, I'm sure. He knows
that the whole great estate of Mr.
Christy will come to you, some day.
Why, he’d be glad to lend you money,
I'm sure! So let me have your notes,
Mr, Christy.”

“Oh,” groaned Oliver Christy, “this
thing is just beginning to take me by
the throat!”

CHAPTER V.
A MAN OF RUBBER.

'T'"HE worse the medicine, the sooner

it should be taken. So thought
Oliver Christy, and after he had
brooded for a few days, he went straight
to the office of Israel Sackstein, the
money lender. In the hands of the beg-
gar, Tom Elky, there were twelve notes
for five hundred dollars. To be sure,
there was a verbal understanding that
Tom Elky was not to present those*
notes for collection before the lapse of
a year. That is, they were not to come,
in faster than once a month. But, in
the meantime, who could tell what
freak might take the fancy of the old
man? Or wio might wheedle the notes
away from him and suddenly present
them ?

It would be ruin. The elder Mr.
Christy had stood a good deal from the
fancies of his boy. Many a thousand he
had spent, and he had declared that he
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had had enough. Thereafter, if Oliver
could not demonstrate that he was capa-
ble of acting like a sensible, grown-up
man, he could get out in the world and
shift for himself.

And that prospect Oliver hated. Not
that he was too stupid or too weak to
work, but he felt that work would de-
grade him utterly. Work was for
slaves and for slavish spirits, not for
masters of men, like himself.

There was, more than this, a vein of
bitter sternness in the soul of the elder
Christy, and if the older man were to
learn the nature of the hold which Tom
Elky possessed over his son, nothing
could prevent Mr. Christy from disown-
ing and disinheriting the boy.

Of this, Oliver was shrewdly aware,
for all of his life he had made a study
of his father—a study which was of
infinite value to him in teaching him
just how far he could go.

He knew that he was now walking
along the dizzy edge of the precipice,
and one false step would ruin him. The
Christy fortune would go entirely into
the hands of charity, and Oliver would
be left destitute, with a great number
of expensive habits, and no means of
gratifying them.

He was very irritated by this affair.
And he cast the blame upon two people
—Rosaline Lawes and big Henry Ireton.
He was very fond of the girl, of course,
but certainly he had never contemplated
such a danger as this for her sake. To
crush Ireton with the butt of a ciga-
rette was a pleasant idea. But to be
pauperized for the sake of Rosaline was
simply ridiculous.

So, as his bosom swelled, he remem-
bered that for the past year and a half
he had been watching himself with a
scrupulous care, taking heed that his
expenditures should not pass a definite
mark. He had gained much in this
manner. He had made sure of the in-
heritance unless some accursed freak
of chance should throw him off the
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track. And in the meantime, there had
been the growing hope that the elder
Christy would die. He was afflicted
with a mortal disease. The doctor had
thrice told Oliver that the sad day was
rapidly approaching. And if only what
must happen, would happen soon!

Devoutly Oliver Christy turned up
his eyes and breathed forth what was
almost the first truly ardent prayer of
his life. Let the days of his father end.
For what good could the man do now?
He had labored, lived, loved, been
happy. It was high time that he should
step aside and permit a gentleman to
take the reins of the fortune in hand.

“The generation which makes the
money rarely has the slightest idea how
it should be handled!” Oliver was fond
of saying.

At least, no doubt as to how money
should be spent troubled the broad
bosom of Oliver.

So he mounted his best horse, on this
day, and swept off down the road for
town. He was in somewhat of a hurry,
but he did not mind swinging to the
side so as to pass the black face of the
ruined farm of big Henry Ireton.

For one thing, it had become a sort
of gathering place for gossip. For
people came from far and near to see
the wreckage of the brightly promising
farm. And a score of insurance repre-
sentatives had come out to take pictures
and hear the story told of all that the
farm had once been. It was just such
a tale as" brought them business.

Henry Ireton was ruined, beaten into
the ground, and his heart broken. Mr.
Oliver Christy was very sure of that,
and he was not sorry. The wretched
business had cost him so much peril
and mental discomfort that it would
have been a fine state of affairs if Ire-
ton had not, in fact, been utterly de-
stroyed.

On the way, he met none other than
Mr. Lawes. and the heartiness of the
latter’s greeting was a story- in itself.

“Why, Oliver, you haven't been to
see us for a long time. What keeps you
away?”

Very different from the old days,
when Oliver was the unwelcome suitor,
and Henry- Ireton the favored fellow.
Christy smiled to himself. He under-
stood very well what the change meant.

“I’m going to see the remains of poor
Ireton’s place,” he told Mr. Lawes.

“Poor lad!” said Mr. Lawes a little
shortly. “But, after all, when a young
man knows too much to take the advice
of his elders, and will go ahead on his
way in spite of everything that can be
said—the punishment be on his own
head.” He added, looking dourly up-
ward: “The punishment be on his own
head!"

“I've often thought that there might
be something in that very- idea,” ad-
mitted Oliver Christy.

“There is! There is!” said Lawes
growing more excited. “Fine a fellow
as ever lived—but would a man want to
trust too much to such a headstrong
young chap who is always risking every-
thing on one throw of the dice? | hope
not!”

Said Oliver pointedly: “Does Mrs.
Lawes agree with you, sir?”

“She does,” said Lawes growing a
little red. *“She absolutely agrees with
me, you may be surprised to know. But
there’s nothing to keep people from
changing their minds when the truth is
offered to them, is there?”

But even this was not enough for
Oliver. He wanted an unconditional
surrender.

So he said: “l wonder if you exactly
mean that the engagement of Rosie has
been broken off?”

“l mean exactly that and nothing
else!” declared Lawes. “Why. sir, |
shudder when 1 think of what might
have happened, if she’d been committed
to the hands of a headlong, headstrong
man such as Ireton. And, besides, he’s
below her! You realize that?”
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It was perfectly obvious that he
wished to draw on his roadside com-
panion to commit himself still further.
But Oliver merely said: "There’s no
credit left to him, | suppose?”

“Not a cent’s worth!” declared Mr,
Lawes. "What happened to him in the
bank—uwell, 1’ repeat it to you in. his
own words. He told me about it. |
must say that the poor boy is honest!
He went to Mr. van Zandt, and told
him what had happened, and that the
face of the farm was swept as bare as
his hand, and he wanted fo know if
Van Zandt would advance him money
on a fresh mortgage. What answer
did Van Zandt make, do you think?”

“What was it?”

"He simply said: ‘My boy, Stonewall
Jackson was a good man and a religious
man, but when he found an officer who
failed, he didn’t much care whether the
officer was foolish or simply unlucky.
He changed the officer for another.
Now, | know that you have worked
hard for five years, and you've done
very well up to this time. 1’'m glad to
see that you don’t want to surrender
even now. But, from my point of view,
I'm no longer interested. You can’t
force fortune to change her ways. She
has her favorites, and she has those that
she doesnt care to favor. You under-
stand me? | don’t want to put more
money into your hands!””

“That’s rather straight talk,” said
Mr. Oliver Christy, “but though I'm
sorry for Henry, | cant help agreeing
with Mr. van Zandt.”

“He’s a sound man, is Van Zandt,”
said Lawes. “Very sound. Knows
business and knows men. 1’m sorry for
Ireton, too. Very sorry. | want in
the worst way to see him succeed. But
I’'m afraid that he’s nothing but a bull-
dog. A plain bulldog. And bulldogs
can’t win the greatest prizes. Not in
this world of ours, constituted as it is!”’

“Humph!” said Oliver Christy. “I
should say not!”

i/

“You’d think that the poor boy would
give up, though, wouldnt you?”
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"What?” cried young Christy.
"Hasnt he?”
"Not a bit! Wait till you see!”

Oliver was stricken with amazement
—and a sort of perverse fury. And a
chill went through him. Was it pos-
sible that this fellow could still win
out?

Then he added: “Well, perhaps he’ll
pull through, after all.”

“Not a chance in the world, unless he
can get a loan of money right away.
Not a chance in the world. And who’li
loan him money?”

“The same people who would try to
carry water in a sieve, | suppose.”

“Exactly! You have a penetration.
Oliver. I'm glad to see that you un-
derstand these matters so well!”

“Thank you!”

They turned onto the last lane.

“Look, Oliver! There’s a crowd
yonder. What’s happened?”

They galloped hastily ahead and
found some half dozen buggies gathered
"along the fence, where men and women
going to and, from town were staring
across the fields of Henry Ireton.

Where the black heaps of the house
lay there was now a little ragged tent
standing, and an open-air fireplace Just
outside. And farther on, there was a
hayrack, a broken-down affair, with
some remains of hay in it, at which
four rattle-boned horses were eating,
and a few bales of hay lay upon the
ground. A red-rusted gang plow was
not far off, and in the distance was
what was left of the blacksmith shop,
and particularly the anvil and the forge,
which had remained intact.

More than all that, to show that the
place was under control, a fence was
being Tun down on one side of the
burned wheat field.

"What in the world is it all about?”

“Don’t you see, Oliver? The queer
man is going to sink-in his teeth and
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not let go. He’s worse off than ever—
well, really not worse off than he was
five years ago. People can hardly be-
lieve their eyes. And no wonder!
There’s no heart in that man, other-
wise it would certainly be broken!”

They made hurried inquiries, and
soon the story was told; and they dis-
covered that by using patches of credit
and money owing, here and there about
the countryside, Henry Ireton had man-
aged to get together these horses and
the rest that was seen. He was plow-
ing a vegetable patch by the creek bot-
tom, now. And he was fencing the
burned wheat field, because even half-
charred wheat has its value. It will
fatten pigs handsomely, and lIreton in-
tended to use it for that purpose.

The man was of rubber. The harder
he was floored, the more quickly he
bounced back to his feet.

CHAPTER VI.
THE MONEY LENDER.

1-11S luck has run out,” said Mr.
*1 Lawes, when his companion at last
turned away with him. “And it will
never turn back to him. He succeeded
for a while. But there’s a flaw in the
Iretons, as other men have found out
before me. A big flaw. They cant win
out m the finish!”

It cheered Oliver Christ}' to hear
this. He had almost felt that his master
stroke which had involved him in such
difficulties had been struck in vain. It
had given him Rosaline, it seemed. He
had only to ask for her, and she was his.
But she was not enough. He was not
even sure that he wanted her at all!

But now, it seemed, public opinion
sided with him in downing this man.
Disaster had struck down Henry Ireton,
and the entire countryside enjoyed the
spectacle of his fall. They would not
let him rise again, no matter how he
might struggle to that end!

So thought honest Oliver.
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In the meantime, since the Lawes
place was on the way toward town, he
turned in to visit Rosaline. He stayed
on the front porch long enough to bask
in the (bright, welcoming smile of Mrs.
Lawes. Then he went off to -find
Rosaline.

He saw her coming down from the
dairy carrying a bucket, her sleeves
rolled up to her elbows. And the mo-
ment he saw the sun sparkling in her
hair, and glistening along her round
throat, he knew that he wanted her,
indeed. Wanted her with all his heart!

He hastened to take the bucket of
grain and scraps.

“What in the world are you doing,
Rosaline?”

“I’m going out to feed the chickens.”

“Why, you silly dear, isnt.there a
hired man to do that for your father?”

“There’s a hired man to help my
father. There may not always be a
hired man to help me.”

“What? Am | to turn pauper? And
have you changed your mind about
marrying me?”

“l told a man this morning,” said
Rosaline, eying him steadily, “that |
wouldn’t be in a hurry to marry you.”

“The deuce you did! Who did you
tell, Rosie dear?” t

“Henry.”

“Henrv who? Camden?”

“No. Henry lIreton.”

“What the devil!l Has that fellow
been showing up here to beg for sym-
pathy after he was burned out?”

Rosaline looked deeply into the eye
of Christy.

“Don’t talk like that, Oliver,” said
she. “I tell you, I've never seen such
a man as Henry Ireton was this morn-
ing. You would have wondered at him j
You would have stopped hating him!”

“I don’t hate him. | despise the poor
clod, and that’s all.”

“He’s not a clod.”

“I've heard you call him worse than
that a thousand times.”
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She said illogically: “Father and
mother havent the least use for him
now that he’s been broken! At least,
now that they think he’s broken!”

“By my word, Rosie, you've fallen in
love with him!”

“No. 1 don’t think so.”

She became a little pensive, and then
spoke.

“l wish that you’d seen him coming
down the path, there, Oliver! His tat-
tered clothes, all baggy at the knees,
and his hollow eyes.”

“And his grimy whiskers,” added
Oliver with a sneer,

“He was as clean as a whistle,” said
the girl a little hotly. “You mustn’t
talk about him like that! He’sa man.”

Sharp, hot words rose to the tongue
of Mr. Christy. But this girl seemed
so crystal clear and lovely in his eyes,
this morning, that he could not take
chances by opposing her. He listened
to what she had to say further.

“He came to talk to me,” said she.
“l didnt want to see him.  Mother
didnt want me to. She met Henry at
the gate and told him he mustn’t have
any more hopes of me. | couldnt af-
ford to wait another five years. That
was so brutal! | came out and met
him. | told him that | was glad to see
him. | wish that you could have heard
him talk, Oliver. So gently, and yet
so steadily. He said that he was afraid
that it was only pity that was working
in me. And he said that he would get
on wi