CHAPTER VI.

THE wind charged down upon them, slamming the
door at their backs, extinguishing the broad shaft of light
that had momentarily shot out into the darkness, and
swept them a dozen yards away. Gaining the lee of a
madroiio tree, Lance opened his blanketed arms, enfolded
the girl, and felt her for one brief moment tremble and
nestle in his bosom like some frightened animal, Well,”
he said, gayly, “what next?” Flip recovered herself.
“You’re safe now anywhere outside the house. But did
you expect them to-night?”* TLance shrugged his shoul-
ders. “Whynot?” “Hugh!” Teturned the girl ; “they’re
coming this way.”

The four flickering, scattered lights presently dropped
into line. The trail had been found ; they were coming
nearer. Flip breathed quickly ; the spiced aroma of her
presence filled the blanket as he drew her tightly beside
him. He had forgotten the storm that raged around
them, the mysterious foe that Was approaching, until Flip
caught his sleeve with a slight laugh, « Why, it ’s Ken-
nedy and Bijah!”

*Who'’s Kennedy and Bijah ? » asked Lance, curtly.

“Kennedy ’s the Postmaster and Bijah’s the Butcher.”

“What do they want?” continued Lance.

“Me,” said Flip, coyly.
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“¥es; let ’s run away.”

Half leading, half dragging her friend, Flip made her
way with unerring woodcraft down the ravine. The

sound of voices and even the tumult of the storm became
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“ Go,” she said; “tell Dad something’s wrong in the
diamond pit, and say I’m watching it for him here.”

“And you?”

“I’ll go there and wait for him. If he can’t get rid of
them, and they follow him there, I°ll come back here and
meet you.  Anyhow, I'll manage to have Dad wait there
a spell.”

She took his hand and led him back by a different path
to the trail. He was surprised to find that the cabin, its
window glowing from the fire, was only a hundred yards
away. “Go in the back way, by the shed. Don’t go in
the room, nor near the light, if you can. Don’t talk in-
side, but call or beckon to Dad. Remember,” she said,
with a laugh, “you 're keeping watch of me for him. Pull
your hair down on your eyes, s0.” This operation, like
most feminine embellishments of the masculine toilet, was
attended by a kiss, and Flip, stepping back into the
shadow, vanished in the storm.

Lauce’s first movements were inconsistent with his as-
sumed sex. He picked up his draggled skirt and drew a
bowie-knife from his boot. From his bosom he took a
revolver, turning the chambers noiselessly as he felt the
caps. He then crept toward the cabin softly and gained
the shed. It was quite dark but for a pencil of light
piercing a crack of the rude, ill-fitting door that opened on
the sitting-room. A single voice not unfamiliar to him,
raised in half-brutal triumph, greeted his ears, A name
was mentioned —his own! His angry hand was on the
latch. One moment more and he would have burst the
door, but in that instant another name was uttered — a
name that dropped his hand from the latch and the blood
from his cheeks. He staggered backward, passed his
hand swiftly across his forehead, recovered himself with a

gesture of mingled rage and despair, and, sinking on his
kuees beside the door, pressed his hot temples against
the crack.
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all about your son, had been foolin” you, and tryin Fu nrflln
your gal as he had killed your boy, I knew that /e knew it
too.”
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'l‘?:;\door fell in with a crash. There was the suddin
apparition of the demoniac fz?ce, still half h'ldd?\?,t:ly t ,e
long trailing black locks of hair that curled IIE{? Me usi s
around it. A cry of terror filled the room. ‘lhree of the
men dashed from the door and fled prec_;plt?.tely. 'I_‘he
man who had spoken sprang toward hi‘s rifle in the- ch!m-
ney corner.  But the movement was his last ; a bhndmg
flash and shattering report interposed between him and‘ his
weapon. The impulse carried him for\x.’ard l.le:ullong into
the fire, that hissed and spluttered with his blood, and




50 Flp : A California Romtance.

Lance Harriott, with his smoking pistol, strode past him
to the door. Already far down the trail there were hur-
ried voices, the erack and crackling of impending br
growing fainter and fainter in the distance. Lance turned
back to the solitary living figure — the old man.

Yet he might have been dead too, he sat so rigid and
motionless, his fixed eyes staring vacantly at the body on
the hearth. Before him on the table lay the cheap pho-
tographs, one evidently of himself, taken in some remote
epoch of complexion, one of a child which
nized as Flip.

“ Tell me,” said Lance hoarsely, laying his quivering
hand on the table, “ was Bob Ridley your son?”

“My son,” echoed the old man in a strange, far-off
voice, without turning his eyes from the corpse, — my
son — is — is —is there!” pointing to the dead man.
“Hush! Didn't he tell you so? Didn’t you hear him
say it? Dead — dead — shot — shot ! ”

“Silence! are you crazy, man?” interposed Lance,
tremblingly ; “that is not Bob Ridley, but a dog, a
coward, a liar, gone to his reckoning. Hear me! If
your son was Bob Ridley, I swear to God I nev
it, Now or — or — #en.
Do you believe me ?

anches

Lance recog-

er knew
Do you hear me? Tell me!
Speak! You shall speak!?”
He laid his hand almost menacingly on the old man’s
shoulder.  Fairley slowly raised his head. Lance fell
back with a groan of horror. The weak lips were wreathed
with a feeble imploring smile, but the eyes wherein the
tretful, peevish, suspicious spirit had dwelt were blank
and tenantless ; the flickering intellect that had Iit them
was blown out and vanished.

Lance walked toward the door and remained motion-
less for a moment, gazing into the night. When he
turned back again toward the fire his face w

as as color
less as the dead man’s on the hearth ; the fire of passion
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iously, upon a chair. But when he ste
?lj::e:}:?:s?ik%’hcp stopped a moment in the l}ght ofhtii;f;
open door to examine the lock of a small derringer w 11.&-
he drew from his pocket. He th-en 'shut the dioc})}r' c;a ;
fully, and with the same slow, hesitating step, felt his way
i ight.
Iml(il:ah}i::]dl:l')u{ one idea in his mind, to find sc:tmt.:i lon?l{
spot ; some spot where the footsteps of man woul1 ne;;a}
penetrate, some spot that would yield him rest, sleep, =
literation, forgetfulness, and, above all, where Ze W(I'::u
be forgotten. He had seen suc}? places ; surelydt ere
were many, — where bones were picked up of dead men
who had faded from the earth and had left no ot.her rec-
ord. If he could only keep his senses now he m}ght find
such a spot, but he must be careful, for _her ht'tle ?::et
went everywhere, and she must never see him again alive
or dead. And in the midst of his thoughts, and the
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darkness, and the storm, he heard a voice at his side,

“Lance, how long you have been 17
Left to himself, the old man again
contemplation of the dead bod
stronger blast swept down like an avalanche upon the
cabin, burst through the ill-fastened door and broken
chimney, and, dashing the ashes and living embers over
the floor, filled the room with blinding smoke and flame.
Fairley rose with a feeble cry, and then, as if acted upon
by some dominant meémory, groped under the bed until
he found his buckskin bag and his precious crystal, and
fled precipitately from the room. Lifted by this second
shock from his apathy, he returned to the fixed idea of
his life, — the discovery and creation of the diamond, —
and forgot all else. The feeble grasp that his shaken in-
tellect kept of the events of the night relaxed, the dis-
guised Lance, the story of his son, the murder, slipped
into nothingness ; there remained only the one idea, his
nightly watch by the diamond pit. The instinct of long
habit was stronger than the darkness or the onset of the
storm, and he kept his tottering way over stream and
fallen timber until he reached the spot. A sudden tremor
seemed to shake the lambent flame that had lured him
on. He thought he heard the sound of voices ; there

Were signs of recent disturbance, — footprints in the saw-

dust! With a cry of rage and suspicion, Fairley slipped
into the pit and sprang

toward the nearest opening. To
his frenzied fancy it had been tampered with, his secret
discovered, the fruit of his long labors stolen from him
that very night. With superhuman strength he began to
open the pit, scattering the half-charred logs right and left,
and giving vent to the suffocating gases that rose from
the now incandescent charcoal. At times the fury of the
gale would drive it back and hold it against the sides of

fell into a vacant
y before him, until a

Flip: A Califormia Romance. 53

i i - at times, following the
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tinge his finger on his lips, made a st;g!j cgq{(:ie PRl
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their cold hands clasped in each other’s. e

¢ Suffocated ! 7 said two or three, tUT'E'llI'ID ‘:

toward the broken up and still smou}dermg1 [;: ?.e e

“ Asleep!” said the old man. ¢ Asleep!I'v
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lying that way when they were babies together. Don’t
tell me! Don’t say I don’t know my own flesh and
ll)}ood! So!so!l So, my pretty ones!” He stooped and
Kissed them. Then, drawing the blanket over them

gently, he rose and said softly, *“Good night ! ”

found at Blazing Setar.

Tae rain had only ceased with the gray streaks of
morning at Blazing Star, and the settlement awoke to a
moral sense of cleanliness, and the finding of forgotten
knives, tin cups, and smaller camp utensils, where the
heavy showers had washed away the débris and dust
heaps before the cabin-doors. Indeed, it was recorded
in Blazing Star that a fortunate early tiser had once
picked up on the highway a solid chunk of gold quartz
which the rain had freed from its incumbering soil, and
washed into immediate and glittering popularity. Possi-
bly this may hagé been the reason why early risers in
that locality, during the rainy season, adopted a thought-
ful habit of body, and seldom lifted their eyes fo the
rifted or india-ink washed skies above them.

t(ass ” Beard had risen early that morning, but not
with a view to discovery. A leak in his cabin roof —
quile consistent with his careless, improvident habits —
had roused him at 4 A. M., with a flooded “bunk and
wet blankets. The chips from his wood pile refused to
kindle a fire to dry his bedclothes, and he had recourse
to a more provident neighbor’s to supply the deficiency.
This was nearly opposite. Mr. Cassius crossed the high-
way, and stopped suddenly. Something olittered in the
nearest red pool before him. Gold, surely ! But, wonder-
ful to relate, not an irregular, shapeless fragment of crucle
ore, fresh from Nature’s crucible, but a bit of jewelers
handicraft in the form of a plain gold ring. Looking at
it more attentively, he saw that it bore the inscription,
“May to Cass.”




